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Prologue—Chastely Though | Lay...

She bathed amongst the stars. The twinkling poirlight floated upon the river’s
surface and across her glistening skin as she saépindful of moon-drenched water
over her youthful form, rinsing away the exertidrit hunt. Artemis sighed in
pleasure and the overhanging boughs of the trestbadiin quiet echo. The grasses
whispered, and the cattails and water reeds drexsenl, jealously guarding the
privacy of their mistress.

The daughter of Zeus and Leto appeared lithe amehgpa warrior-child on the cusp
of womanhood with only the wisps of adolescencogicig to her small, firm breasts,
narrow hips, and slender limbs. Artemis ducked b#nthe surface and stood again
a moment later, the cascades of water silveringfien in the faint moonlight. She
scrubbed at her short-cropped hair, running hegérs through the fine, chestnut
strands until they stood up like small, sharp guill bristled warning. It framed a
piquant and serious face, buttressed by a stubbbm Her fingers flicked the single,
long braid trailing from her right temple back ovieer tanned shoulder, and then she
turned and eased herself into the water with trecgrof an otter, cleaving the



surface and disappearing into the river’'s dark, my®us embrace.

The eyes that watched the goddess unawares frofartbank took in the pale ripple
of bare flesh beneath the water. The watcher, thaftected, was not deceived by the
veneer of natural beauty and innocence the youtideck Detftly, silently, the
intricately designed belt was lifted from the mfeclothes tumbled at the water’s
edge, and quickly hidden from sight. A moment Jatelemis’ visitor stepped between
the shadows and slipped away entirely.

*k%k

Refreshed and clean, Artemis exited the waterfihgertips trailing along its surface
until she ascended to the pebbly shoreline. Untieliby the rocks, she approached
her belongings and dropped to her haunches. Sheheshout for her boots and
paused, disturbed. Her top had been moved. Herilsoared delicately, catching
something faint upon the night air, something dyslace, and in an instant she
pulled her bow into her fist and notched an arreahe string. Mindful of her
modesty, Artemis crouched behind the foliage, itlierg blue-grey of her eyes roving
quickly over the landscape, unimpeded by the dakne

Nothing stirred. The night continued on around heraware.

Warily, she lowered her bow and reached for hetlohg. The buck had put up a
considerable chase through most of the afternoahgbe still had energy to spare.
The bath had invigorated her; a night hunt wouldeseiting. Top, skirt, boots...
Artemis’ brow furrowed. Where was it? Her eyes sbad the bank only to find it
empty and pristine. Gone? How could it be gone?rBss was an alien emotion, one
that rendered her heart quick and fluttery, likattbf the deer she had pursued
through the day.

“Where is it...?” She prowled the water’'s edge wjthickening steps. Prints caught
her gaze. Immediately she dropped to one kneesylesr probing the near invisible
tracks left upon the earth. A bent blade of grdssmall rock’s long buried side
exposed.

No god would have been so careless. Indeed, ntspriould have been left at all had
one of her brethren thought to play games with her.

Stolen thenArtemis’ breath froze in her chest.
Without the belt... without it...

She lifted panicked eyes to the heavy crescenvoh wisible through the treetops.
There would not be much time. How dare he? How Hef® It was an outrage! For

a mortal to defile something so sacred to her de=gno less punishment than death.
Frightened and angry, Artemis picked up her bow quigder and followed the tracks
deeper into the woods, her aspect turning resautkferal as she gave herself to the
hunt.

* % %

PART 1



I. Let Them Eat Crow (or Getting Here was Murder)

One of the things you learn as a warrior is théimg through the woods is rarely a
good idea.

Not even counting ambushes and traps, forestasiréyll of little “surprises.” You
can end up wasting a lot of precious time sittirmuad picking burs out of your
nether regions or limping around on a sprainedeaaklbecause you wanted to take
the “scenic route.” When all is said and done ghert cut winds up being the long
way around. Give me a nice, straight dusty roaetcting flat and boring into the
horizon any day.

Apparently this doesn’t make the curriculum fontys they teach a bard.

Maybe she was just cranky about not having herlubtge-course breakfast. |
apologized, eventually. Fishing is an art, notiarsze, but try and tell her that.
Besides, olives and dried fruit and day old breadlae staples that made Greece
what it is today.

Maybe she got up on the wrong side of the bedsdié’s always moaning and
groaning and grinding her teeth through most nigbtsnever know what she’s
dreaming about or what to expect in the morning.

Sometimes after a night of gnashing and growling) meating to all Tartarus she
skips out of bed with a chirg¢sood morning, Xe-nalYou can imagine my delight.

Then there are the other times—the “quiet” timdse Bsually starts with a long,
drawn out sigh as she wakes. Then she slowly tisasitting position. Another sigh,
quick this time, and sadder sounding and then sbbgs a lock of hair behind her
ear. It's almost impossible not to ask her whatiher mind.

“Nothing, Xena. Nothing...’she says. Although, it sounds liktothing, Xena.
Noth...” because she turns away disconsolately halfwaygfrthe sentence. Then
she gets up, stretches—once to get the kinks altream again for sheer pleasure.
Here she returns to her melancholy, the stretclguioé placing her firmly in a better
mood.

It's usually here that I'm hit with several “optighthat might lift her spirits. She
pretends not to like my pranks, but | think theation and humor make her feel
better. | know it does wonders for me.

That day, it was hard to tell what was going orhvhér.

In hindsight, maybe | should have trusted my gstaad of giving in to body parts of
less-steely resolve.

| can’t remember what side of the bed she wokerughat morning. | had been busy
fishing and whatnot, so | wasn’t sure. She wasistlerough breakfast and as we
broke camp—not that I'm complaining.

| knew something was bothering her because shiedttr straggle after about an
hour on the road. Argo was getting frustrated atititonsistent pace, so | decided to



see what was up—knowing full well that | was stgranfour candle-mark
conversation straight in the face.

“What's wrong?” | asked her, bringing Argo to athalthe road.

She squinted up at me, the sun igniting the gréé&eoeyes in a flash before she
brought a tanned forearm up to shade her face. t¥Wha

“What's wrong?”

She shook her head unconvincingly, sliding a ldckaor behind her ear. “Nothing,
Xena. Nothi...”

| sighed. She feebly brushed sweat from her brdeoked off into the horizon. |
turned back to face her. “Look, Gabrielle, if tHer@omething you want to say or ask
just do it, because we still have a bit of a ridiéhe Amazon lands and | want to get
there by sunset.” Harsh, but sensitive enoughgught.

She sighed. “l...Xena, | had a...l had a bad night anell...would it be possible to
maybe get out of the sun for some of this trip?”

| was about to explain the merits of a nice, stradysty road stretching flat and
boring into the horizon to her, when she bit herdut of frustration. Right there in
the road she nibbled down on her pouty little lipgon’t know about anyone else, but
| can’t say ‘no’ to an Amazon Queen biting herdipt of frustration—at least, | didn’t
think so at the time.

She rolled her bottom lip absently along her frteeth. It was truly amazing how
smooth Gabrielle’s lips stayed, keeping such a \edatisheen across their plump
shape.

“Uh, Xena?”
| blinked. “I'm thinking.”

Pausing for an extra moment on her lips, | tooak laround the surrounding
landscape for prospective short cuts. We needbddd in a northeast direction but |
had been moving us along a stiletto-straight readihg north into Macedonia before
hitting one of the eastern trade routes into Theawkeventually the woods that
bordered the Amazon lands.

To the northeast of us was a dense forest. | sighedle short cut through the
woods...

| turned back ready to tell her all the reasons Wihpught it was a bad idea, to tell
her why, in the end, it wouldn’t save us time.rhied to see her face had been
transformed by hope into a heart-melting, almostecful expression.

| grinned dumbly. “We can cut through those woadhtrthere.”"What was |
thinking?

| told myself heading in a straight line toward aolastination wasn’t a bad thing.
Maybe we could get to where we needed to be fasteests don’t always have to be
a mistake.



People often accuse me of being a pessimist, ynia,©r at the very least “dark,” to
those detractors | submit this last bit of fancaaunterargument.

Gabrielle’s disposition improved drastically withagle and a slower pace. | had to
walk, so mine didn’t. The forest was pretty thiak bad a few somewhat-traveled
paths we were able to use. | had to admit, beingbilne sun was kind of nice.

Soon the bard’s lips were loosened and she wag goirabout some-such-thing. |
was almost getting to the point where | was relaaalugh to start to listen, when
something made me stop.

She kept talking. “...and so | was thinking that mayly appointing a Royal scribe
we could change the oral tradition of the Amazana written one...and...hey...what
is it?”

“Nothing.”
“Oh, good ‘cause | thought...”
“No. Nothing There’s no sound. Therawthing”

Gabrielle moved close and scrunched up her nog®trway she does. “That’s not
necessarily a bad thing, is it? Is it, Xena? Xena?”

“Shhh!”

Kneeling, | stretched out my hearing. Nothing segteebe moving out there, which
was unsettling to say the least. When you takeetbhert cuts through the woods, you
learn that sound is a good thing. It's when thekgemund noise disappears that you
have a problem.

A more distressing problem is when noise suddestlyrns—and especially when in
abundance.

“Gabirielle.” | stood. “Run.”
“What?”
HRun!H

| led her and Argo away from the sound, crashimgubh the underbrush and
avoiding the low hanging boughs of trees. We needeiding spot and fast. | wasn’t
sure what would work exactly but | knew | couldb& choosy. The sound grew,
swelling through the woods behind us.

“What is it?” Gabrielle asked breathlessly.

| kept running as the answer soon became obvioagement—the sound of
thousands of angry black wings cutting throughlaitgrinth of trees. The canopy of
the woods became engorged with the madness of €iaekles. Argo whinnied in
fear and | decided to let her go. We were justinglther back and her own instincts
would serve her better than mine, given our predera. She was soon out of our
sight, swallowed by the tangle of forest ahead.



We kept sprinting through the woods. It was begigrb look bleak.

Then | saw it, the shelter. Two large trees latimgt supported on each other’s
shoulders above the forest floor. There was justigh room for a bard and a warrior
to hide.

“This way.”

| wasn’t sure she could hear me over the noisewhatsurrounding us; | just hoped
she could follow my lead. We scampered for the ¢p&ning beneath the trees.
Jagged black shapes were entering my peripherpelpéd her slide into the shelter. |
crawled inside and settled down in the musty ledbestde Gabrielle. She was
trembling. Our hiding spot didn’t drown out the sdu

Soon the forest around us was spiny with crowst, g black eyes all peering down
at us. Some tried to bounce along the ground andtges through the opening, but a
quick backhand had them thinking better of itotiked like we were in a waiting
game.

Gabrielle turned to me. “What are we going to dodbd

“Wait and see.”

“You have a plan?”

“Yup.” | stared out at the black spattered wood$€ plan is: wait and see.”
She nodded then bit her lip. “Sorry about this & shid.

| tried to focus on the situation at hand. “Y’kno@abrielle, one of the things you
learn as a warrior is that cutting through the wisdrarely a good idea...”

* % %

Il. Something Fishy Going On

One of the things you learn as a bard is that ‘ngiand seeing” makes for very poor
story material.

Though, after seeing how softly the masters livin@atAcademy, | was beginning to
think they could shove their lesson up their sazalie. There’s something to be said
for being stuck in a place; it gives you time técbayour breath, for one, and in a case
like this, it also gives you time to think. It agped we were safe for the moment so |
didn’t mind, but glancing over at Xena | could riyadee she didn’t feel the same.
She crouched morosely in front of the opening,dmakram dangling from her left
hand, and her pale eyes relentlessly tracking dngel outside while muttering under
her breath the whole time about plain, boring, ylusads. Xena didn’t look at me, but
| somehow felt as though, once again, | was egtrnedponsible for this newest mess.

Jammed in beside her, I still had a decent viethefsituation. I've never seen
anything like it. Not even on my uncle’s farm wheteuds of crows would show up

by the dozens to steal feed corn or seed fromi¢tast The sheer number here formed
a black wall, nearly obliterating what sunlight hmdnaged to wend its way through
the heavy canopy of leaves and leaving us in mshedows. Being stared at by that



many eyes was unnerving to say the least. Thatagthad all suddenly fallen silent
was making it worse. | figured this was probablg.ba

| couldn’t take it any more. “This is bad, right?”

“Shh.” Xena continued to stare back at the feathemngregation, but otherwise
remained still.

“Are we still waiting and seeing? Is there moréhte plan?”

| think | heard a sigh. “We need Argo if we're ggito get out of here,” she
murmured.

Well, | could see the sense in that. If we hadlaoye of a fighting retreat, we’'d need
her speed and stamina to make it possible. Theseonlg one problem with the plan.
“Do you see her anywhere?”

“No. I'll have to get out there and call for heddn’t want to bring her to us only to
leave her undefended.”

My eyes lifted and took in what seemed like hundrefisharp beaks and even sharper
talons. Trepidation filled me. “But, Xena, you'll—"

“Stay here,” she ordered and bolted from our sheliging her war cry at the top of
her lungs.

“— be shredded,” | finished belatedly, even asrtéd myself to halt my forward
momentum right at the shelter’s threshold, wantofpllow, but if | were honest, I'm
more afraid of her losing her temper with me thdrawmight happen if | stayed
where | was.

Xena putting herself in the way of danger scaredirttenk it always had. But it
thrilled me, too. She is so superb a warrior thatmakes art of violence, making
each move a thing of beauty and grace. She tradsg#ysical limitations in
situations that would otherwise doom anyone elsdedst that's how it usually
worked. Today, however; Xena appeared to be havingff day.

| think it was the trip that probably saved heeliTo give her credit, she avoided the
holes, the tree roots and all of the loose roclsthe one, lone twig took her down
like she’d been clubbed by a Cyclops, and laiddugiflat on her back, the smooth,
aged wood having obligingly rolled her right offrHeet. If not for that, the funnel
cloud of crows stooping on her might have takenhaad off.

Even in the gloom, I could see her eyes widen asitbws, like a long, black arm
paused in the air above her and suddenly changedecdn a second, Xena was back
on her feet, her sword swinging in a wide and ledinea The caws and shrieks of
sound cut my hearing, and beneath it all | coulak béena shouting and cursing back.
They enveloped her, their eyes gleaming, more am@ of them until | couldn’t even
see her. Ebony wings rippled the air and | screameechame, preparing to join her
even though | imagined | could already feel theiaks piercing my skin.

The dark curtain ripped and tore, and Xena heaeesklf free, throwing crows every
which way. She cleaved a deadly pattern with herdwnd chakram, forming a tight
net of protection around herself from the whirlwipidpecking, screeching bodies as



she moved step by agonizing step back towardshmlires. Uncertain what to do, |
crouched there, gripping my staff.

Her progress picked up speed, and she forced hethr@ugh the maelstrom, the
sword flashing in the uncertain light, her musdlesing and taut. She broke from the
attack and ran, and | could see the flutter of wiag her back, against her dark hair. |
threw myself back from the entrance just as she daw the small enclosure and
slammed hard against the back of our hole benbatfatlen trees.

Xena grunted and, with hardly a pause, spun, pdesseinto the dirt and whipped her
chakram around. She slashed repeatedly as darls weeg at the opening, spilling the
messy remains of dive-bombing crows into our higtage.

Filleted innards splattered across my hand andkégein disgust, shaking it off. “Oh
yuck!” I hoped the smell would come off. “Xena!” &pressed even harder on my
head, keeping me pinned in place. Gore sprayeg\skiere.

“Stay down!”

Every effort and movement was telegraphed throwgthbnd on me, and | could feel
it—the adrenaline, the phenomenal energy that duleéx speed as it traveled right
down into my bones. | squeezed my eyes shut aghiastttack, which only
intensified the odd feeling of connection. It mawlg heart pound and my insides
tighten. Unable to move or help, I laid as flat asuld until, at last, | felt her slow,
pause and then finally relax. Unsure what to deaited, the smell of blood and leaf
mold thick in my nose. The scuffling sound of hesvimg seemed a kind of signal,
but I didn’t move until the pressure against my lshanged to a lighter touch, and |
felt her pat my head.

“You okay?” she asked me. | could hear her bregthard.

Immediately, | sat up and turned to her, aghasthat | saw. She was a mess.
Scratches and pecks liberally scored her skin iacidds of blood flowed in squiggled
lines from all her intense efforts to defend hdrd&lhck feathers stuck to the smears
of blood coating her armor and her hair was scadtend sweaty. Amidst all this, she
fingered the small gash that had been opened alengw.

“You're hurt!”
“I'm fine. None of it's as bad as it looks.”
“Yeah? Well, itlookspretty bad.”

| watched her grimace and rub at her nose witlb#ek of her arm, her hands too
gory to do the job. “Stings,” she conceded, thetideal towards the wall of black,
baleful eyes outside. “We’ll have to sit them oXéna looked so annoyed.

“Maybe they'll get bored and fly away?” | suggestbdping to inject some optimism
into what was likely going to be another of ourrbaing, life-threatening
experiences. I've always felt that a little hop@ aptimism go a long way.

“Mm_”

| should have known better: Xena’'s probably thetegtimistic person | know. I



guess we're still waiting and seeing, huh?” Shevgled at me, and repositioned
herself to continue her vigil.

“Yup.”

Within minutes they tried another flurry of attackgich Xena vigorously defended
against. As a parting shot, one of them pooped &tbove and colorfully redecorated
the toe of her right boot. Even from where | sa¢sped against the back of the
enclosure, | could hear the powerful grind of teath.

This had definitely not been one of Xena’s betegrsd Come to think of it, this had
been a fairly strange day, period. Especially aterang what happened that morning.
“Do you think the fish have anything to do withg#t

She shot me a dirty look and | saw the cornerseotips tighten before she turned her
attention outside again.

| had been ready to chalk it up to it being sumaret the spawning season, but
maybe it wasn't.

The dreams had been wild and consuming, full ohdated feel of skin against skin
all colored by the sensual movement of fireliglitadl awoken disoriented and
confused, and unaccountably shy in the pearly desyn. Xena, already awake, had
kept looking at me, first in curiosity, then worand then annoyance when | couldn’t
provide anything more convincing than, “Nothingndenothing.” | was too
embarrassed to tell her the truth. To cover for effyand to deflect attention
elsewhere, | complained about having to eat olagein for breakfast.

Without a sound, Xena stopped dressing, pullebdesfboots and headed straight into
the river. “Perch or trout,” she asked me, wadinig kdeep in the water in only her
shift.

“Xena, you don't—"

“Gabrielle.”

“Whatever you get your hands on first,” | mumblé&dn starving.”

“When aren’t you?” Xena muttered.

HHey!”

“Choose, or I'll give you the crayfish that thinkscan eat my toe.”

“Trout.”

So she set to it in that unusual way she has, Immdb her hair and leaning over the
water to hear the fish beneath the surface. Witrelyes half-closed and unfocused,
I’'m sure she couldn’t see behind her, so it waarstrprise that | saw it first. But in

hindsight, that's probably when | should have namd it.

A small ripple disturbed the slow moving river behher and | didn’t think anything



of it. Water bugs. Fish feeding.
| definitely should have said something.

Another ripple appeared off to the right of herdAhen another. More and more of
them until | looked up into the still cloudy skyddreld out my hand, wondering if it
was starting to rain. Nothing. | didn’t get it. pened my mouth to say something and
that's when Xena’s hands plunged into the water @uited out a large, plump fish. It
heaved and squirmed in her grasp, its tail flashim¢he first rays of morning.

And that’s when the river erupted.

The multitude of ripples churned the water intotetaps and Xena, out near the
middle of the river, took one look, tossed the lhishind her and started for shore.
Fish leapt from the water, clubbing her, and shadzhthem away. They must have
been attacking from below, as well, because shéenkrsfooting and splashed into the
water, disappearing from my sight.

| leapt to my feet and hurried to the edge of tlhéew my staff in hand.
“Xenal!”

She reappeared almost immediately, the oddestdodier dripping face. She tugged
at the water’s surface, trying to pull herself f@amd faster. The water around her
bubbled and roiled, and | heard her give the mosell, wirlish noise I think I've ever
heard come out of her mouth.

Xena, obviously angry now, surged toward shore,ieigdhen that | saw the fish
rubbing and squirming against her. Reaching thdlshs at last, Xena stalked past
me, dropping a fish at my feet she had just pudteah the neckline of her shift.
Watching her awkward gait, | was shocked to seecarsd one drop from beneath her
hem.

The fish at my feet flopped miserably and, too andrwhere it had been, | nudged it
towards the water with my foot where it joinedf@ows who seemed almost
disappointed that Xena was gone.

“Amorous fish... murderous crows...” | left my deepbrnsual dreams off the list.
“What if there’s a connection?”

“It's odd, I'll grant you. Have you noticed anytigirelse unusual lately?”

Thankfully, she didn’t notice my blush in the dagks of the shelter. “Not that | can
come up with.” | looked behind us, into the loanayldhess where the trees pressed
into the earth, and that's when | noticed it. “XEna

She had the chakram ready and her sword halfwayeatised before | could calm her
down. “No, look!” | pointed to the edge of the tri@enk where the dirt from Xena'’s
collision with it had been dislodged, revealingvaali, gapping hole. “It's a way out!”

| could see her mind moving behind her eyes, alveagsnining, analyzing. She



glanced from the hole, to the birds outside, to 18&art digging. But quietly.”
“What're you—"
“Do it.”

| knew better than to argue with that tone of voidee earth was damp, but not too
hard packed, and | scrabbled at the opening tagmla From the corner of my eye, |
could see her scraping at the litter of feathetsaancasses in the dirt, the look of
distaste for what she was doing to her chakram piain. And three weeks ago she’d
thought fish guts were bad.

In minutes | was sweating heavily, but | had maaeugh of an opening that | thought
even Xena’s shoulders, armor and all, would fibtigh.

| looked back and saw her use her chakram likeoaesho flip the offal out into the
clearing. In seconds they descended on it, theerleigl raucous as they vied for a
piece.

“Go, go!” Xena urged me, pushing me towards thehio$lid my way through and
heard Xena breathing behind me as we pressedtddise ground and slithered away
on our bellies.

“Number three,” | breathed, “if you’re outnumberéet,them fight each other, while
you run.”

Despite her bad mood, | heard Xena give a neamntslgort of amusement.

* % %

lll. Spatters, Clatters and Idle Chatters

Even from where our search for Argo began, | catiltihear the crows. | cursed
under my breath.

“What?” Gabrielle poked her head up from wherewhs crouched, looking for hoof-
prints.

“Keep looking.”

She rubbed her chin, scrutinizing me. | pretend#damnotice and whistled again for
my missing horse. The hairs on the back of my ste&d on end under her continued
gaze. | crossed my arms. “What?”

“Uh... you've got...” Gabrielle indicated her chin withwiping motion. “You missed
a bit of...”

“Oh.” | wiped at a piece of crow gore. “Did | g¢®1
“Uh...no...no it’s still there.”
“Now?”

She smiled. “Nope.”



| wiped again. “Okay?”
“Still there.”

| sighed. “Get over here and wipe this piece ofwcoffa me.” There was a slight
hesitation and she looked at her feet. | guessslaMait harsh. | smiled, mixing in just
the right amount of a pout. “Please?”

She walked over, stepping into the gentle showkliglt falling through the hood of
leaves above our heads. | bit my lip. There waw @ it. | spat. She stopped. |
smiled. “Sorry,” | said. “Crow.” She grinned widelyer nose crinkling. She stepped
in close and chuckled.

“What?” | asked.
“You stink.”
| crossed my arms. “It's been a rough morning.”

She pulled out that piece of cloth she’s been cagrground and washing for the last
two years. Luckily, | knew she had washed it tighhbefore. “Bend down,” she
asked. | leaned in. Her breathing quickened a®shgyht the cloth to her lips, | could
see that her fingers trembled. After all we hadt&eough, | wasn’t surprised.

She swallowed visibly. Her lips opened and she dinbthe soft cloth close, her
tongue parting them to moisten it. | closed my rmatd our eyes met. “Hold still,”
she said. As her hand neared, golden heat rippbed fier fingers, her forearms,
trickling upon my cheeks and collarbone. The clotkered just above my chin.

There was a snort from nearby—a horse’s snortehegd my eyes. “Argo?”
Gabrielle turned, squinting off into the treestHink it came from over that way.”

We jogged through the brush as quiet as we cowlttidtled, hoping the crows would
think we were other forest birds and stay wherg there. There was another snort.
We stopped. | could hear breathing—Argo’s breatluiogning from a tightly laced
group of trees.

| squinted into the shade. “Argo? Is that you,jirl

A rumble of warning came from the shade at thearesitthe brush. | stepped
forward. Gabrielle shifted uncomfortably. “Uh...Xen4...

“It's okay,” | smiled reassuringly. | turned baakthe bush wrapped around my horse.
“Hey, girl. C’'mon. It'sme”

A loud neigh. Another snort. Suddenly, Argo bursii the trees heading straight for
me. Her eyes were wild with fear, with confusion-twsomething else. | cart-
wheeled out of danger, landing on my feet. “Thatisugh, Argo.”

She was out of control, swinging at Gabrielle widr front hooves. The poor bard
dodged to the side and quickly scrambled up a tleeged for Argo’s bridle,
managing to grip the leather and pull hard. “Egay, Easy,” | whispered into the
horse’s ear. “What's wrong with you? Huh?” | pat trembling haunches. The vein



that coiled through her neck pulsed heavily. Hesaylled, the whites visible.
Something had her spooked.

After a bit of sweet talk and some oats, | was ableave Argo trust me. She was still
very jittery, but she would let me lead her. It Wbbave to be good enough.

“Ahem.” It was Gabrielle from up in the tree.
“Quit clowning around, Gabrielle. We've got to gmebving.”

She dropped from the branch she had been clingifigusting herself off, she stuck
her nose haughtily into the air. “I can’t imaginbat those fish ever saw in you.”

Argo snorted.
| raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you just didn’t have #ame vantage point.”

Gabrielle scrunched up her face. “Yeah? Well mayBke stuck her tongue out as an
ending to her statement.

“As much as I'd like to continue this eloquent atinulating verbal sparring, we’'ve
got a festival to attend.” | smiled. “Right, yourajésty?”

Growling, the bard and her staff walked away iruff.iChuckling, | prepared to jump
up on Argo. She stepped to the side, away from me.

“Hey. C’'mon, girl.”

| tried again and Argo side-stepped with a snodt stmake of her head.
“Hey. Quit fooling.”

More snorting.

Gabrielle appeared at my side, grinning. She shidteme. “I guess Argsmells
trouble, hmm?”

“Start walking, Gabrielle, or I'll introduce you tbme of my morepe bits.”

Soon, we had reached the road and made our way &ldro say things progressed
smoothly would be a lie. Oxen lowed oddly at usrfracross fields. Snakes lunged
from their sun-drenched rocks at our feet. Whenr{@lé had stood too long near an
anthill, crimson ants poured from its mouth anchepleg. (I knew a way to reduce
the itching, but the swelling—Gods | had never segalling like that.)

And the birds—swooping from out of the sky, front ofibranches, temple rooftops
clawing, nipping at our heads and then floatingyawavas really learning to hate
them. | would fantasize about a chicken decidintake its chances with us, running
up in the dust—straight into the ole chakram.

The sun was pretty ruthless. Yes, it's Greecesitimimer, you sort of expect this kind
of thing, but it was really showing us somethingttlay. We kept moving as best as
we could, taking the western road into the Amazos.

My scalp was itchy. So was my skin. | scratchedmieould.



Beside me, Argo snorted every once in awhile, fighthe reins. Gabrielle also kept
her distance. | assumed it was because she wlas Igtie put off by my “clowning
around” comments.

The forest was silent. It was like entering a crypt
“I've got a bad feeling about this,” | said.

Nothing happened. We began slowly, silently, stegpvith care through the
underbrush, past the ancient trees. Still nothaqgplkened, not an insect or animal out
of place. We moved quickly, with caution.

We reached a point in the woods and | stopped.i@kblooked around. “The outer
sentries should have met us by now,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” | nodded. “Let’s go.”

Leading Argo, we moved at a steady jog toward the2on village. It was still
several miles off, but in a candle-mark we hadmeddhe outskirts, the huts peaking
up out of them unruly grass. There was still nm sifjsentries. | tethered Argo to a
tree and we crouched in the underbrush.

“What do you think?” Gabrielle asked, moving awfay,a better view.

| blinked at the village. Amazons could be seerkmgl about. Fires cooked.
Decorations adorned. Drums could be heard, alagitly. Barring the unprotected
perimeter, things seemed normal. | scratched adaalp. “It seems okay.”

“Let’'s go then.” Gabrielle rose and strode into tiilage.

Shrugging, | followed her, my hand near my chakrasthe risk of repeating
myself: I've got a bad feeling about this...”

* % *
IV. Don’t Do Me Any Party Favors

With Argo, Xena, and her smell in tow, | led usoihe village. The last of the
sunlight was gilding the trees in rosy gold andtbat was beginning to dissipate at
last, making me all too aware of the film of dgwyeat and other things even less
pleasant coating my skin. Given the way Xena weetdging at herself, | could only
imagine how much worse it was for her. | hadn’trbelse enough to her the last two
candle-marks to be sure, but Argo’s continuousrefftm break free and run away said
a lot.

The bustle of activity was more than enough tardtstme for a moment, especially
considering the number of women and young girlsingevery which way, talking
excitedly while they made their preparations. &tded as though most of the Nation
had shown up for the Brauronia Festival. A grouplafdren we passed were
industriously sewing leaf crowns, while an olderdegirls were putting the finishing
touches on buttercup-yellow tunics made of whakdablike the softest suede.

Excited and relieved to have finally arrived, | s¢eed amongst the faces for Ephiny.



The village, looking prosperous and peaceful, apgzeto have benefited from her
appointment as Regent; definitely one of my betesmisions. “Excuse me,” |
interrupted a chatting group of older women engagedidtching bundles of arrows,
“would any of you happen to know where | might figghiny?”

“ Queen Gabrielle!” one woman responded with sggatipleasure. “We didn’t
expect you yet.” Behind her | could see two othdeles exchange some odd look.
“Ephiny is...” She looked from one hut to anotherd &imen pointed towards the
barracks. “...over there, with the guard.”

“ Thanks.” | ran my fingers through my hair, wonierjust how bad | looked when
another thought occurred to me. “Do you know whbeesentries have gone? No one
met us in the woods.”

The gray-haired woman’s expression rippled into attmeess. “That’s very odd. |
hadn’t heard of anything planned, but this place msenagerie lately, what, with other
villages arriving for the ceremony. Like as mucphty will know, your majesty.”

“ Thanks,” | said again, trying to discreetly wate fly off Xena’'s shoulder armor as
| turned us towards the barracks. “Maybe it's jhgt excitement of the Festival,” |
murmured to Xena when we were out of earshot. “Mayley met another group
coming in.”

“Maybe pigs will fly,” Xena added, her fingers §8taying in the vicinity of her
chakram despite the friendliness of our surrourglifi§ad feeling. Told you.”

We were almost upon Ephiny and the warrior shespasking to when she caught
sight of us. She made some parting comment tottier avoman and turned our way,
wearing less than the happy smile I'd expecte@aing us again. “Ephiny,” | called
out, lifting my hand in a wave.

Her curly hair bouncing around her shoulders, EpBhmot a glance back towards the
barrack’s darkened open door and hurried to meéQabrielle, we weren't
expecting you yet.”

| resisted the urge to look at Xena. “We, um, taghort-cut.”

“It's great to see you,” she said, closing theatise between us, and then stopped
abruptly short. Her eyes widened ever so slightly balmost missed the nose wrinkle
that she hid in a low bow before me. “My queen,anehonored by your presence and
celebrate your return. The Nation stands in readiaed eagerly awaits the moment
you will lead us through the Brauronia ceremonywals taken aback by her overly
formal behavior until | realized she was maintagnihe position of obedience in order
to properly fortify her expression against our sterLosing one’s dinner at the
Queen’s feet is probably a serious breech of pobtoc

Feeling the weight of eyes on me, | settled food, rsaying, “It's our pleasure to be
here.” She still wasn’t moving. Too tired for tlasy longer, | moved closer and put
my hand on her shoulder. “When did | become sutyinaat that my Regent can’t
greet me like a friend?”

She straightened up, a wry smile on her face astsipped closer and embraced me.



“Have you two been wading through a midden heap@"ghispered in my ear as she
hugged me. “My eyes are watering. What in Hadepéagd to you? You look
awful.”

“We... had a few encounters,” Xena grumbled.

Ephiny reached out to shake Xena’s arm, but stoppedd-motion and waved
instead. “So | smell,” she replied, appearing tehwiery dearly, that she could plug
her nose.

“Is everything okay here?” | asked.

The Regent broke eye contact with me and lookedralthe village. “Oh, we're right
on schedule.”

“No, | mean—"

“The sentries didn’t stop us at the border,” Xetggoped in. Basting in her own juices
as she was, | suspect Xena was impatient withdbe pf the conversation. “What’s
going on?”

There was just enough hesitation before Ephiny arsivto make me suspicious.
“We had slavers bothering us on the east sidedyiter. A group went out to harass
them and drive them off, and the rest of the sestnere spread out more to meet
incoming groups for the Festival. | didn’t wantitass getting snatched and sold, not
now.”

| knew what she meant. Hosting the Brauronia wlasge honor for the village,
seeing as it's only held once every four yeardirialictim to an incursion would not
only endanger lives, but bring dishonor to theag#, showing them to be weak and
bringing ill luck to the entire Nation for the neeiur years. Knowing now the reason,
| felt a little silly for thinking suspicious thols. After recent events, paranoia
doesn’t seem entirely out of place. “Great workeusryone okay?”

Ephiny nodded, glancing towards the barracks agéhey got back a little while
ago.”

“Maybe | should speak with them and say thanksdidl, thinking about the pressure
the warriors would be under to protect not onlyvhikage, but the added number of
sisters visiting from the outside. | glanced at Xamd saw the subtle nod of approval.

“No!”
| jerked my head back around at Ephiny’s vehemespionse.

“No,” she said again, more calmly this time. “Thasgt got back, you just arrived.
You must be starved. And, really, you probably widike to get—" She sniffed. “—
cleaned up a bit?” She had such a look of hopeiirepes.

Argo snorted and nodded her head, pulling on timsre
“Hey, | don’t complain when you stink,” | heard Xewhisper to her mare behind me.

“That’s probably a good idea,” | said. “I think aftall this time, I've just gotten used



to her.” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder at Xena.

“You're no field of flowers either, your majestyXena reminded me. “Don’t make
me explain the hole in your skirt.”

| glared at her and fingered the edge of the ragdjedr-sized hole in the material
covering my thigh, thinking of the innocent litfiawvn that had tried to devour me.
“Fine. You've still got fish scales on your necly, the way.” | turned back to Ephiny.
“I think you're right; we need to freshen up. Wauttbprobably use a bite to eat, t00.”

Ephiny gave us her first full smile yet. “Good. We’got your quarters all set up.”

“I'll meet you two over there,” Xena offered. “I wato get Argo settled.” She turned
towards the barracks with its adjoining stable, Bptiny immediately put out a hand
to stop her.

“No, Xena.”
| watched Xena'’s brows draw together in confusegatience.
“What?”

“You can't...” She seemed to struggle. “You... you'renored guests! We can’'t have
the Queen’s champion scrubbing down a horse.”

“This isn’t a horse,” Xena argued. “This is Argo.”

“I'll have someone take care of her for you. Youhad a long trip. You should
relax.”

One lone, dark brow slowly hiked upwards.

| glanced between the two women, feeling suspicadusver again, but Xena beat me
to it.

“Ephiny, what’s going on?” Xena asked, her voicesth and her lips smiling, but
her eyes piercing and serious. “You might as vedlitts now because neither Argo
nor | are moving from this spot until you do. Armairtorrow is going to be at least as
hot as today was.” Xena took a very deep sniffrtdauline her point.

Tan shoulders slumped and Ephiny put her facernm&eds. “We have a problem.”

Alarmed, | stepped closer, putting my hand on Iner. &Vhat is it? What's
happened?”

“We have a prisoner.”

Well, that didn’t sound like a bad thing. “Who? wer?”
“No. Worse.” Ephiny sighed. “It's Autolycus.”
“Autolycus!” Xena exclaimed. “Why?”

“He was caught stealing.”

Out here? What on earth could there be to stedhenat? “What did he take?”



Ephiny looked aggrieved. “It's not justhathe took. It'swho he took it from.”
Xena rolled her eyes. “Okay, so jughodid he takevhateverfrom?”

“Artemis. And she’s gonna kill him.”

* % %

PART 2
V. The Odors of Perception (or Pussy Galore)

Remember the short-cut rule? Much higher on thefithings you learn when you're
a traveling warrior isunless you absoluteban'tavoid it, never get involved with the
gods. I've done my best to follow this rule as much esn—to mixed results,
unfortunately.

It's not a fear thing. On the contrary, when yolwetitee higher powers you realize just
how annoying and flawed they really are and asaltienot the least bit scary.
Unfortunately, they're annoying and flawed with #ielity to cause mass destruction
and mischief. Not a good combination. So avoidhent and their petty little plans is
a good rule in my opinion.

Evidently, this rule is not high priority in thiewy circles.

| suppose it could have been worse. It could haanlHera. Or Zeus—now there's a
guy you don't want to have mad at you.

Although from what I'd heard, Artemis was no Pelapesian picnic either. Stories of
her prowess as a huntress often ended in the tigaekid slaying of human prey. And
it wasn't like she was a big fan of men either.

Autolycus had certainly outdone himself this tirB8éll, he is a friend—and | owe him
my life.

| looked up at Ephiny. “l want to see hiow,” | demanded.

“Not a good idea,” Ephiny shook her head. “Artemvsuld never allow it.”
| crossed my arms. “Really? We'll see about—"

“Xena.” Gabrielle put her hand on my arm.

| sighed. “Take us to Artemis, then.”

Ephiny darted her eyes to the side. “O-okay.”

“Maybe we could...maybe we could clean up first?” @Gelte offered quickly. “Why
give Artemis an excuse to...deny our requests? Right?

| glared at the bard, but noticed that severahefuillage cats had begun to move with
curiosity and hunger toward us. Not to mentiondbestant swarm of gnats around
my head.

Ephiny tilted her head. “Yeah, diplomacy might g@obetter.” | could see her
sidelong glance at me. “While | do that, Dorcas slaow you to your quarters.”



“Thanks,” Gabrielle said. “Oh, and thanks againdgreeing to take my place in the
ceremony. If the Nation knew about my two left febey'd probably thank you.”

Ephiny cleared her throat and tried to hide har,graying, “Why do you think |
agreed in the first place? | saw you dance thetfiree, remember? You'd probably
cause a plague of locusts or bunnies or something.”

Gabrielle planted her hands on her hips. “Oh, y®oaty funny.”

“And you're so smelly. Go hit the showers, your esty.” She signaled to Dorcas
who waited politely out of earshot.

Gabrielle nodded and waved, turning to follow ouidg.

| turned to Ephiny as | passed her. “Make sureingthappens while we’re getting
ready.”

She raised her nose and nodded.

We followed the young warrior toward the queensriaar the center of the village. |
nudged Gabrielle. “Where do they keep getting these

“Wouldn't youlike to know?” She growled.
“Huh?”

Before I could finish, | realized we were being tedh different hut, Ephiny's by the
look of it. “l guess Artemis gets to bunk in thedgga's place when she's in town,
huh?”

Gabrielle kept walking, a sort of snooty bearindnéo strideSomeonevas a little
sore about losing her fancy quarters. As long eettvas a tub and a way to get hot
water, | wouldn't complain.

Behind us, a handful of cats prowled just out afcte | growled and they backed off a
bit, for now.Damn cats..The things | do for friends...

| thought about Autolycus. | was going under theuagption that he stole whatever it
was he stole from Artemis on purpose. What washimking? | know he's good, but
no one ighatgood. | guess someone who calls himself the “Kihgloeves” can't
have the smallest of egos. He's usually more aas#iaespecially when it comes to
the big stuff. | really needed to talk to him ivas going to help.

We arrived at the Regent's hut (which really wasnith smaller than the Royal hut)
and Dorcas bowed. “Your quarters, Queen Gabrielle.”

Gabrielle grunted and entered the torch light eftiit. | smiled apologetically at the
kid. She turned up her nose. | scowled and mov&iden

Everything appeared how | remembered the Royahppéaring, except that it was on
a slightly smaller scale. The main room containadall living area with tables and
chairs. A kitchen was nearby with a large heartlseparate room for sleeping and
bathing could be seen beyond the entrance.

Several Amazons poured steaming water from a leaig&ron into a medium-sized



bath. Gabrielle walked into the room and quicklyndissed them. They jogged out of
the hut, keeping a wide berth of me. Now that | waeors, | was starting to get a
real sense of why. | moved into the bedroom, hopange sunk within the gorgeous-
looking bath water before you could say Joxer thghty.

| began removing my armor, finally starting to feedt how many scratches and bites
those birds got around it. Gabrielle turned. Heutharopped open for a second then
shut back up. She let out a quick, exasperated kggve her the ole eyebrow and
stopped what | was doing. She seemed all hot helbed about something, so |
thought I'd stir things up a little more. Don't ask why.

“Yes, your majesty?”

She rolled her eyes, sighed again and then laughtéat if-I-don't-laugh-I'll-claw-
your-eyes-out kind of way she does when she's afigever mind. Just take your
bath.”

| pouted. “Aren't you going to join me?”

I've never seen so many different emotions flasbsacsomeone's face so quickly.
She reallywasupset about something. I tilted my head. “What,i&abrielle?
Really.”

“I don't know...Tired, | guess...I'm sorry.”
“A bath will definitely help.” | smiled, pointinga the steamy tub. “Go on.”

| managed to peel off my armor. There was enouggddiood and gore to knit a
couple of crows. | would definitely need to cleanp as soon as | could. My leathers
weren't doing so well either. They get a littlekamder the best conditions. | tossed
them into a pile with my boots and turned.

Gabrielle had peeled off her green top and wasrgld neatly. Her skin had been
burnished a warm bronze by the sun, gradually ¥igltb softer tones of gold and
even coral. | averted my eyes. They found their gk to her body—the subtle
muscles in her shoulders; the tense plain of lmenath; the wondrous transformation
from shoulder to long, golden neck. I closed my thoignoring how dry it had
become.

She began to remove her skirt and undergarmeiaisdrsmooth, easy motion with a
low bend at the waist. The muscles in her thigltskaritocks flexed in the warm
firelight as she slipped the clothes from her badg then stood straight. The dancing
flames poured across her, playing in the red-gblieo hair, or the gentle softness of
her hips. | swallowed with difficulty.

With growing scrutiny, Gabrielle squinted at heirisand the hole in it. She sighed. “I
guess my top is going to get shorter if | want tiote fixed, huh?”

| blinked.
“Xena?”

“Uh...yup.”



She grinned, her face brightening. “Sounds like yead a bath too, huh?”
| smirked. “Uh...have you smelled me lately?”

In answer, the sound of several cats chimed inushjust outside the hut. | slouched.
Gabrielle laughed, climbing into the hot water. &teut a soft, almost unconscious
purr. “Oh, Xena...you're gonna love this.”

| grinned and began removing my shift and undehelst The gore had managed to
find its way in there as well. | tossed the clothie a pile and climbed in, quickly
submerging myself. | popped up and Gabrielle sgldshe right in the face.

When | cleared my eyes, she was smiling mischidyousmirked. “What was that
for?”

“For being a stinker.” She laughed.
“Ha ha.”
She pouted a little. “And for being so... Ugh...nevendx’

| started washing up and peeling away dried bitsradv and blood. “What's with you
today, anyway?”

She splashed me again. | scowled. “Gabrielle,utdltat out if | were you.”
She splashed again, her smile sloping into a sneer.

“Really— stop it.” | was tired and found it harder and harder &y stalm.
“Or what? Huh? HUH?” More splashing accented hestyoing.

Unable to hold back, | sprang up, water sprayirdygmnabbed her wrists. With a twist
| turned her around, making sure not to hurt, mly overpower. Her arms twitched
uselessly in my grip.

“Xenal?!”

| held her close, her buttocks rubbing againstimpoke into her ear. “Are you going
to cut it out?” | whispered.

She was trembling. Her breathing became raggedaapy, but not from pain. My
grip loosened somewhat. Her head slumped backstgaynshoulder, neck offered.
My lips parted.

A large urn that my crow-splattered shift had faligoon crashed to the ground. A cat
had snuck into the hut and was now running awaly wibetween its teeth.

“My chakram! Gimme my chakram!”
“Xena, wait!”

| splashed out of the water and after the littlenawe. The cat trotted around the tub as
| gave chase, triumphantly carrying my shift intésth. | gained on it and stretched
my hands to clutch it.



In my years of doing all this (the hero thing, newend being just being a warrior)
I've faced gods, I've faced warlords, I've faceddBae, I've gone toe-to-toe with
countless adversaries and were | to die, | could imy head proud without a shred of
shame in my prowess and skills.

Until this moment, that is.

Of all the foes I've faced, to be bestewtiembarrassed by a cat was certainly not the
way | thought it would go.

| slipped—although, I believe this word isn't psecenough for what happened. It
doesn't seem to evoke the graceless desperatithre olumsy and frantic arm flaps
coupled with the sheer speed of the actual loéslaince. Nor does it indicate the air
time (at least a full second) and the soggy sldméshe ground.

The worst part wasn't that | had slipped and fadled looked like an ass. It wasn't that
| was naked and wet on the floor. It wasn't evext the cat sat just out of reach
licking its paw, knowing the chase was over, thé giha pile before it.

The worst part was: | started crying—sobbing, sedljuess after the fish, and the
crows and the long trip, | guess | couldn't stoprgthing from just flowing out. Later,
Gabrielle and 1 would chalk it up to all the strangss that was going on, but at the
time, | really felt miserable.

Or did 1? I was crying, damn it. Why was | cryinty?hy am | crying?” | looked
around the room, as if | could find an answer. Twot that | couldn't find an answer
fueled a new eruption of tears and choking, hackoigs.

“Are—are you alright?” Gabrielle leaned over théesof the tub, a look of concern on
her face.

“No...”

“You're not hurt, are you?”
Pause. “No.”

“Oh.”

| kept sobbing. Big, pathetic, undignified sobsefh heard her laughing; a deep,
belly laugh that she was fighting a losing battieiast. Later, she would blame the
unusual circumstances, but | don't buy it. It masemore upset.

“Go ahead and laugh.”
“Xena, I'm sorry...it's just...you...” She burst into andless giggle.

The cat rolled ecstatically in my shift. Composmygself with as few sniffles as
possible, | got to my feet and began to dry off gatiready. “Fine, | just won't wear a
shift to see Artemis.”

| wouldn't be surprised if they heard Gabriellaisghter as far as the river.

* % %



VI. Accessorizing After the Fact

| have never before been so relieved to have adrathn my life. | love hot baths,
and given the amount of time we spend off in thehies, a hot bath is a rare luxury to
savor when the opportunity presents itself. Theaie wery little savoring going on
today. | honestly don't know what came over me. Awdndered about it as | dried
my hair by the fire.

The water had felt glorious and | felt my gloont ifhmediately. Wanting to break
through Xena's mood, and given that splashing &émorked in the past... well, it
just made sense at the time. Or it would have iffragne of mind hadn't taken an
abrupt about-face. In some twisted way, it pleasedo see her getting angry. Well,
why not? She'd been making me angry all day arndiltiféy young bit of Amazon
Xena had been ogling on our way to the hut didmirove matters any. It wasn't
jealousy. The girl was just way too young, if yak ane.

| pushed the cloth through my hair and then drigcears, trying to figure out if I'd
been deliberately provoking her, and if | had, tidny? | felt a heat that had nothing
to do with the flames as | remembered the feekoftands on me, the careful yet
unbreakable grip, as she pulled me against heiskifytingled at the memory of her
smooth, firm body pressed against my back, the weater slick and intimate
between us. I tried not to feel it now, to banisé memory of the thrill | felt in that
dangerous moment.

The cloth was damp against my face, cooler thafith@nd | pressed it to my eyes to
take refuge in momentary and illusory darkneswak a temporary relief from the
unaccountable rush of confused emotion I'd bedmtgall day.

“I'm notwearing this.”

Startled by Xena's voice, | pulled the towel downime to see her appear from
behind the dressing screen. An acorn colored leatiassiere overlaid in metal studs,
black feathers and chain, along with a low-slungl-thigh length skirt and knee-high
soft boots of a similar shade completed her ensendtie stood before me,
glowering, her hair slicked back from the bath aedbronzed skin fairly glowing in
the firelight. The outfit accented the curves ofstvand breasts, and threw her
muscular definition into clear relief, exposingtgsasf her not usually visible for
examination. | was absurdly shocked to once agatoder she had a navel, and a
very soft looking one at that. The further lowerofcher brows reminded me that a
response was required and | nearly bit my tongbierloén | snapped my jaw closed.
“Um, what's wrong with it?” | managed to ask. ‘doks great.” What a gross
understatement.

“It chafes. Why did you give them my stuff?” shexdended, planting her hands on
her hips and ignoring my question.

“Because you can't go to an audience with a godlisimpéike a week-old pig
carcass!”

Xena turned away from me and stalked across theohetrieve her weapons. “Ares
never minded,” | think | heard her mutter.

“I'm not surprised; he probably gets off on thatda thing,” | snipped, unable to stop



myself.

Her head whipped around and | braced myself fostimging comeback. With effort
she reined herself in and instead gathered upra $pa&el on her way to a chair. The
thin line of her mouth tightened as she regardedsthte of her weapons. She sniffed
at the chakram and pulled her head away quicklyfawe wrinkling in disgust.

| closed my eyes, wondering why | was feeling sedge and unsettled. Just as
worrisome was Xena's earlier outburst. She'd falleher backside twice in one day
and | suppose given the stresses of recent evemésn't unthinkable that someone
would get emotional about it. But this widena. Xena just doesntto emotional.

That time of the moonknew better than to ask. Still, it'd been unnegyiand my
own reaction even more so. | hadn't actually inéehid laugh at her, but it was either
that or start crying myself. “What is goiog ?” | muttered, frustrated and bewildered.

“What?” Her attention remained on her weaponsheutphenomenal hearing still
caught it.

“Something seems really... off.”

“I'm cleaning this stuff as fast as | can. | c&elp that it smells.”

“No—well, yes, that still stinks—but | mean, alktistuff that's been going on lately.”
She nodded. “I know.”

“I've never seen you... | mean, you've never... attleaslikethat.” One really
shouldn't suggest that big, tough warriors sob didren.

“I know.” Xena's voice was flat and hard.

| winced, knowing her ego was likely feeling raws Always, my first instinct was to
try to help. “Y'know, it's okay to cry when you teag bad da--"

“Gabrielle.”

“—y. There's lots of time I've felt like crying. ke after that day we spent walking
through all those hills only to find the pass bledR It was so hot and humid, and
we'd run out of food, and | knew we had to walktlaf way back. Well, had to walk,
you had Argo, not that it bothered—"

“Gabrielle.”

“—me. | was so tired and sore and bug-bitten, i yusnted to wrap myself in my
blanket and bawl my—"

“Gab-ri-elle!”

Oops.

“I know it's okay. But it wasn't okay today. It fel wrong.”
“Wrong?”

Xena stood up and carried her weapons to the tubl&ather skirt hugged and



fluttered across her thighs as she walked, anditad being mesmerized. But only
by the pure novelty of it. Really. The outfit repled Xena's normally dangerous
presence into something more primal and animaliatid the firelight off her
cheekbones and light blue eyes seemed distindtijkea The muscles of her thighs
and belly visibly bunched and flowed as she leanest the now-cool water and
swished her weapons through it, and | felt my lireatch.

“All those animals, you, me... It's obvious somettsritgappened, but | can't get a
finger on what it is yet. We have to be on our gu&vhatever's gone wrong is
influencing our emotions and making us behave arnn@gionally.”

“Like splashing you in the tub,” | said immediatelycouldn't get myself to stop even
though I knew it was making you angry.”

Xena nodded slowly.
“Do you think it's Ares?”

“No.” She pulled her sword and chakram from theamagrimacing at the water
running from their surface. Hours upon hours ofchiatg Xena care for her gear left
me well acquainted with her methods. Wet metal baak The first chance that
presented itself, she'd be meticulously oiling thegain to guard against rust. There
wasn't time now; she merely wiped them down arditsdir blade home in its
scabbard. “This isn't his style. It feels way tooandom. Undisciplined.”

“Aphrodite?” Our run-in with her recently had baateresting, but left a bad taste in
my mouth. Joxer as a hero was something Istifigrying to find a way to record in
my scrolls.

Xena shook her head. “I'd say no, but for the *fish.

“They were fresh, at least.” A giggle popped oubyf mouth before | could stop it. |
gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry?”

“Uh huh,” she drawled, one brow lifting. “I betteot being hearing that one re-told in
a tavern a month from now.”

| put on the most innocent, bland and well-inteméid expression | could. She grunted
and turned away, which | took to mean it neededwet. A change of subject was
clearly in order. “So if it's not Ares, and probahbt Aphrodite, who could it be?”

“Let's solve this problem with Autolycus and themdfout. Ephiny didn't say when
Artemis planned to execute him, and | want to seeds quickly as | can.”

“He'll be in the barracks, but even as Queen, binsare they'll let me in. We'll have
to see Artemis first.”

| watched her rig a strap for her scabbard acres®&ck and another for her chakram
at her hip. She gave herself a once over, snantdasgust at her outfit, and then
waved me to precede her toward the door. “C'motis ge pay a visit.”

“Wait.”

She stopped and looked at me expectantly. “Whafhow



| yanked it loose from the seam of the scabbard, the fluffy little crow feather up
for her inspection and grinned. “You missed one.”

+=+=+

“Queen Gabrielle and her champion, Xena of Amphgybthe herald's voice rang
out.

| waited for the slender woman to step aside bafaveing into the middle of the
unofficial audience area of the Queen's quarteesaXollowed closely at my
shoulder looking stony and unbending. Two moresstepk me to the edge of the
bear rug where | dropped lightly to one knee, begany head in respectful deference
to the goddess who, legend held, oversaw the fateecAmazon Nation.

Wood creaked, and | heard Artemis rise to her f&hat disrespect is this?” Her
voice was both lighter and harder than I'd expeaad | was taken aback by the
whiplash of her words. Stung, | looked up, wondgtwow I'd already managed to
offend her. She was younger looking than | expeatéith short cropped hair and a
single, long braid twined with a dark green riblb@mging from her temple. Her face
was severe, sharply cut along the jaw, and she dwitl an athlete's grace as she
approached, fluid and sure. | was both relievedvamdied when | discovered she
wasn't talking to me at all.

Looking over my shoulder, | saw that Xena was stdinding straight and tall behind
me, her face expressionless but for her eyes wWiuen@ld see the faintest hint of
amused defianc®h, no...

“My...” How does one address a goddess? “My ladya$k a boon of you.”

Artemis ignored me, walked right past me, until steod toe-to-toe with Xena. Tall
as she was, Xena was taller, and | could seehbatlight difference irked the
goddess who stood taller than the others in thenroGena noted the difference also,
and Artemis' reaction to it, her lips holding thHeogt of a smirk.

“You are not Amazon.” It was a challenge, not astjos.
“That's right,” Xena answered easily, unperturbgdhe goddess' ire.
“Why are you here?”

| could feel the temperature in the room rising] &ad a gut premonition that neither
of them would be inclined to back dowfime to step in.."She's my champion.”

“I am aware of that.” Artemis turned to look at foe the first time, judging,
evaluating, her granite eyes beholding me in atlvaymade me feel unaccountably
vulnerable. Dragging her eyes away, she returnedttention to Xena. “Answer my
guestion.”

“You've locked up my friend. | wanna know why.”
“Your friendis a lying thief and a voyeur!”

The thief part, sure, but a voyeur? | knew Autol/biad an appreciation for women...



“He refuses to tell me where he put my belt!” tloeldess railed. “Were that not
enough, he also spied on me while | bathed. | demetnibution!”

| exchanged looks with Xena. “You want to kill himcause he allegedly saw you in
the altogether and took your clothes?” When | gaodit loud, | had to admit that it
seemed a little creepy. I'd have slapped him, rmysel

“No man may lay eyes upon me. Even you, not Amdmn, should know this.” Her
scorn raked me.

Xena moved closer, towering over us both from beniry left shoulder. “Peeking at
your parts is hardly reason to kill a man.” Hegins came up to rest lightly against
my back, and even without them | could feel thesitem she radiated. “Neither is
getting a piece of clothing stolen. Why not jugilaee it?”

“It's not an ordinary belt,” | breathed, sudderdynembering my lore. “Is it?”

Artemis shook her head, her lips thinning to amarine. “I need it back
immediately.”

“What's so special about this belt?” Xena askddntof suspicion in her voice.

The goddess turned away and walked slowly baclo wghtit would have been my
chair. Not certain if Artemis was going to answenot, | said, “It embodies what she
represents.”

“High-handed obnoxiousness?” Xena hazarded sacedgti
| smacked her shoulder. “No!”

“Shemeans” Artemis broke in tightly, “the belt personifiemd amplifies my
powers; chastity, discipline, my influence overuratand the hunt are all contained
within it.”

Well, doesn'thatexplain a few thingsPsaw from Xena's expression she was
thinking the same thing. “And just what happens nvixeu're without it?” she asked,
crossing her arms.

Artemis' jaw worked. “If | don't get it back by tifell moon during Brauronia, I'll lose
my godhood.”

“But you're still a goddess now?” | asked, claspimghands behind me and walking
closer to her.

“My power and control... is waning.” Artemis shift@d her chair, her left hand
curling into a fist on the armrest.

Xena rubbed at a reddened patch of skin sportggsh from our run-in with the
crows. “You don't say.”

“Xena,” | tsked. “So all the animals we've seenrgrstrangely—"
“Who've attacked us,” Xena corrected in a mutter.

| shot her a look, but continued. “—this has toadth your loss of the belt?”



HYeS.”
“And if someone else uses it?” Xena asked.

“If I don't get it back, then whoever has stolewill obtain my powers and perhaps
be a minor deity in their own right.”

Memories of Velasca's rampage sprung fearfully tednand | turned to Xena to see
her looking unmoved by Artemis’ plight. | wasn'tmused; she didn't have much
sympathy for any of the gods given the antics t@yup to sometimes. But this went
beyond just Artemis; nature—and us, too, it seeme@re in jeopardy as a result of
her loss.

Xena crossed the room and settled herself in anotter, making the herald glare at
her for daring to sit in Artemis' presence withpatmission. Further, she reached into
the fruit bowl on the side table and retrieved ppla for herself. “If Autolycus stole

it, why won't he give it back?” she asked, takingpasy bite.

This did nothing to improve Artemis' mood. She cdmber feet, pacing near me. |
felt her looking me over, taking in the designloé soft, rust-colored outfit | wore.
“He won't tell me,” she seethed. “Gabrielle, | waatisfaction. You are my Queen. |
demand you uphold the laws of the Nation.”

“W-what?” My blood ran cold.

“He refuses to return the belt to me. He will plag price of his crime.”

Another soft crunch of fruit. “And what if he didisteal it?” Xena asked casually,
examining the marbled skin of the apple. “Do yoowrfor sure? Did you see him do
it?”

“I followed his tracks from the river and found hshortly after in the woods. What
arrogance! He was sitting under a tree. It wasmpl@ matter to bring him back to the
village.”

Xena stood up sharply, startling me. “I wanna see Now.”
“You daremake demands of me?”

“I'm not asking you; I'm telling you,” Xena clamd. With that, she turned and gave
me a look, pulling me to her side with her eyestasheaded for the door. | heard an
outraged sound behind me, but kept walking, wondenthatelsecould happen next.

* % %
VII. Between a Frock and a Hard Place
| knew she would back down.

If Autolycus wasn't talking to Artemis, it was irhbest interest to let him speak with
someone that he might be inclined to. Of course csluldn't just ask for help and had
to prance around like she really had a choiceemtlatter. | just decided to skip the
dance and go straight to the good stuff.

The village was still bustling with activity, Amaase rushing about in preparation.



With arms full of decorations, or food, or cerenameaponry they'd lope along,
slowing for a moment as they approached to nodrior Gabrielle snorted behind
me.

“Guess they like your costume.”
“Not another word.”

We continued toward Ephiny's temporary quarterdri@e furrowed her brow. “So,
we talk to Autolycus, get him to return the bdlien convince Artemis to spare his
life, right?”

“I have a feeling things aren't going to play dwtteasy.”
The bard groaned. “Figures. Y'know, just once wday'tcit, huh?”
| stopped and raised an eyebrow. “What?”

Gabrielle shook her head letting out a tense gréinl. just saying that why can't
things work out the easy way for once, that's &he looked to me incredulously. “Is
that too much to ask?”

| put my hand on her shoulder. “We're dealing vaitBoddess, the King of Thieves
and a village full of Amazons. Just on the cusp &ill moon. How did you expect
things to work out?”

“Good point.” She smiled.

Ephiny poked her head out of her hut, spotted psogghing, darted back inside then
stuck her head out again, only to quickly dart bacnce more.

“Ephiny, we saw you,” Gabrielle chuckled.
“Yeah, get out here.” | crossed my arms.

The Regent of the Amazon nation slowly opened ber dnd began tapping along its
frame. Her grin fell crooked from her sheepishné&isst...uh...checking for wood
mites...”

“| see.” Gabrielle nodded. “We need to see Autadytu
“Now.” | added, by way of encouragement.

Ephiny straightened, let her eyes travel the coafseir outfits and then straightened
again. “And Artemis—"

“—Has given us permission,” | finished.
“Sort of.” Gabrielle added.
Ephiny raised an eyebrow then shrugged. “Well, @t Follow me.”

She led us toward the northern edge of the villsge passed many makeshift
campsites along the way. There seemed to be amlaboa of guests at the festival,
and not enough sleeping quarters. The visitors'tdsgem to mind sharing
accommodations, though, often sleeping three artfoa tent, judging by the giggles



that could be heard. Soon, | was able to recoghearea around the Amazon
barracks and holding cells. Eponin and Solari steatth outside. They both smiled,
then smiled wider as we approached.

“Something funny?” | asked.

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Eponin smirked, tryingphto eyeball our outfits.
Gabrielle nodded to them. “We're here to speak Wiitolycus.”

Solari darkened, gripping her spear. “Artemis fdgbany contact with the defiler.”

| smirked. Autolycus would like that one. Ephinggped forward. “The Goddess has
allowed it in this instance.”

Reluctantly, they stepped aside. Eponin looked eitibarrassment to the ground.
“We're sorry, your majesty.”

Gabrielle waved it off. “You were just doing yowbj.”

We entered, Ephiny leading the way to the cellsw&re empty, save one—the last,
small and cramped. Crumpled uncomfortably in th@meq making the room seem
even smaller than it was, was Autolycus. His heathewhat scuffed and bruised,
leaned back against the cell. He seemed to be nmgprtl himself about something.

| smirked. “Nice digs.”

While he remained composed, Autolycus' initial bteping gave away how relieved
he truly was to see us. He smoothed his moust&Cimdy a temporary inconvenience,
of course.”

“Of course,” Gabrielle mocked. She nodded to Ephirtyo opened the cell door and
let us in.

“If you need me...” The Regent indicated while watkiaway.

The King of Thieves smirked, watching Ephiny leade.spoke brashly for her
benefit as she moved out of earshot. “Really Xéappreciate the gesture but—"

| picked him up by the collar. “What in Tartarusregou thinking? Stealing from a
Goddess?”

“That's a dumb idea even for you,” Gabrielle chinred

He looked embarrassed for a brief moment, themgdn“Well ladies, sometimes a
master becomes bored with the same old tired andltfare and finds himself forced
to branch out toward newer challenges...challenge® toefitting the skills of—"

“You didn't know it was hers, did you?” Gabriellaished.
He sighed. “Didn't have a clue...”

| let him go. Gabrielle shrugged. “Okay, well noauydo. Why not give it back and
we'll ask Artemis to forgive you?” She looked at.rfghouldn't be hard, right?”

He fidgeted. “Well, Gabrielle, y'see...it's uh...thuation is somewhat



complicated...uhm...vis-a-vis the belt...”

“You don't have it.” | voiced what had been my saogm all along.
He slouched. “Nope.”

| crossed my arms, growing impatient. “Then whos®je

“Xena,” he said with a coy smile. “I'm flattered thatwybold my abilities in these
matters in such high regard, but to be honestri'dichve the time to sell
it...before...” He seemed to have a bad taste in histmdBefore...”

Ever curious, Gabrielle leaned forward. “Before?”
He backed up, growing pale. “...Before...”
| sighed and rolled my eyeBéfore...”

“Before | had it stolen frorme.” He slumped dejectedly against the back wall,
sliding dramatically to the floor where he landethva pathetic little plop. He poked
gingerly at the goose-egg on his forehead. “Gat Ibig bump on my head too,” he
whined softly.

| looked to Gabrielle. She was trying hard notaiegh, and while the situation was
rather humorous, the implications and consequeneesn't—especially for
Autolycus.

| walked over to him. “Let's see that head wound.”

“Aw, it's nothing. | deserve worse for being soatess...PftMe: the King of Thieves
getting bonked on the head in the middle of thedtr.”

“Mm-hmm,” | looked at the wound. There was an otlghtecal shape to the impact
point. “And where did this happen exactly?”

He looked puzzled. “Mm...having trouble rememberiacfually. | think it was close,
though.”

Gabrielle moved in. “Could you show us?” | raisedegebrow, impressed. She read
my mind.

He shrugged. “I suppose.”

| straightened. “Okay then, sit tight and we'llgge if we can talk some sense into the
Goddess.”

Gabrielle called for Ephiny as she opened thedwmsik.

“Put in a good word,” he added as we began to l€diue just too dashing to die like
this.”

| slammed the door. Gabrielle rolled her eyes aadoMowed Ephiny out of the
building. The Regent turned. “Shall | escort yoglbto—"

“We're going to see Artemis again.” | said. “Now.”



Gabrielle shifted apologetically. “Uhm...take us t&rplease, Ephiny.”
Ephiny sighed then shrugged. “Well, whatever. Relioe.”

The village continued to bustle with activity. Létllancing had sprung up in pockets,
backlit by the flicker of large cooking fires.

| nudged Gabrielle. “Looks like the festival isrsitag early.”

She smiled up at me, her face aglow with danciagéd. | blinked for a moment, the
heat of the fires reaching my cheeks. We soonerat the Queen's quarters. Ephiny
nodded to the guards and then turned to us. fifilbaince you.” She disappeared
inside.

Gabrielle turned to me, leaning in close to whisplesure hope you have a plan,
because | don't.”

“I think I can wing it.” | winked.

She looked confused for a moment, then shook heat.lf&@hat makes me feel so
much better.”

Ephiny appeared at the door. Right away | knew sbimg was wrong. She
approached, wringing her fingers. “Uhm...the Goddeifissee you now...it's just...”

Gabrielle and | exchanged a look. The bard gestismeBphiny to get on with it. “It's
just, what?”

Swallowing with difficulty, the Regent shruggedpaling any eye contact with me.
“She will only meet with Gabrielle.”

* % %

VIII. A Queen in the Hut's Worth Two in a Bush

“What?” Panic grabbed my stomach and put a kniféstthroat. | shot a pleading
look at Xena, who looked equally taken aback, leeéppealing to our friend.
“Ephiny—"

“No way, Gabrielle. She was very clear that shg @rdnts to see you. I'm not gonna
to be the one to tell her different.”

So much for Xena's ‘winging it' plan. Agitated,ddan to pace. “What am | going to
say to her? ‘Hi, Artemis, do you mind if we borrtle prisoner you wanna execute?
We'll bring him right back, | promise.' Sha@svergoing to believe that one.”

Xena shook her head, looking angry, but resignédu‘re going to have to convince
her.” Given what was at stake, | gathered fromdoeanment that Xena was going to
take the low-profile route. “You can do this. Tlér into it.”

“But what if | say something that makes her warititbhim sooner?” It wasn't an
unreasonable comment; I'd known several warlords ndd wanted to kill me sooner
after I'd started talking to them.



She took me by the shoulders, turned me towardddbg and said, “He's counting
on you, Gabrielle.” And with that, she shoved metlyetowards the entrance. No
pressure, right?

| pushed aside the skin acting as a screen angestepto the familiar confines of the
Queen's hut. Candles had been lit to augmentghethrown by the fire pit, and in
the soft glow | examined the room more closelyjaus to see what goddesses left
lying about. Except for a tray of food, presumadlginner offering, | could see
nothing that screamed “Made on Mt Olympus.” Weluppose that figured. “I'd be
paranoid to leave anything around now, too,” | mxgtl under my breath, nervous at
finding myself alone.

In mid-step | felt a caress run across my body the touch of cool water on a hot
day, and it raised the hair on my arms and prectdded/aft of pine and musk that
suddenly filled my senses. | shivered in reactioth gasped quietly. Was this what
Xena felt when Ares was near?

“Gabrielle.”

The darkness off to one side of the room callechaiye and | looked towards it to
see Artemis emerging with a silent stride fromghadows in a dapple of mystical
light.

“My lady.” | hesitantly bobbed my head, wonderimgahformal | should be on this
occasion.

She looked at me and smiled, and it transformeddauwer from sulking intensity to
mischievous amusement. Gliding closer, | felt hersestroke me and | glanced away,
unable to maintain her gaze. “I'm pleased you chaok to see me.” She brushed by
me, a scent of jasmine and honeysuckle trailingieigly behind her as she grasped a
decanter and poured out an equal measure for tatorfng to my side, she offered a
cup. “Did your friend get any further answers frdme thief?” | may have been
mistaken, but | thought | heard a harder edge dr@evoice when she referred to
Xena.

“No—well, in a way,” | answered. “Autolycus didi&how he was stealing from
yOU—”

“And ignorance negates his crime?”

Damn. Stepped right into that one. “No,” | concedmttl took a sip of my drink to
buy me a moment of thought. Wine, light and sweepled over my tongue. “It
doesn't, but he regrets his actions—"

“Regrets getting caught, you mean.”

“—and told us that as much as he would like to giveack, he can't. Someone else
stole it from him.”

Artemis smiled wryly. “A likely story.”



“You don't believe him?”
“No. He was alone, as | said earlier, and sittingdath a tree, carefree as you please.”

“But what about the wound on his head?” Gabrietienfed out. “He didn't do that to
himself. Did you happen to notice any other footfsibesides the ones you were
tracking?” From the way her brows contracted, hkiid offended her ego. | rashly
wondered if that might be a target to aim for again

“There were no others. His fate is decided. Nowg said, decisively, trying to
replace the stern frown with a gentler smile, tistdiscuss something more
pleasan—"

“Can you be certain?”
“Yes.”

| could tell by the exasperation in her voice thats pushing her, but | couldn't give
up. “I'd like to see the spot for myself, if yourdomind. | mean, you never know; you
were angry and distracted, and maybe something went’

Her expression as she listened to me changednger enorphing into intrigued
fascination with the speed of a startled deer. ‘Mzeauty calms me. ”

“—noti...uh... pardon me?”

“My restlessness ebbs in your presence, Gabriétla.possess an artlessly graceful
and natural beauty that | think | could look on imurs.” Artemis glided closer and
lifted a hand to stroke the long strands of hamgtshoulder. “Honeyed wheat...”
Fingers traced the air over my gaze. “...clover eyééurtemis circled me and | felt a
pair of warm palms against my back before theydtidn to rest disconcertingly on
hips. “...supple strength and glorious womanhood. ¥ould easily be mistaken for
one of my nymphs, Gabrielle.”

Whoal!l felt the heat of her hands through my leathent sind | scooted away, intent
on distancing myself from this rather intense exeation. | set my wine down on a
side table. For some reason | got the impressioiglt want to have my hands free,
just in case. “I'm flattered by the compliment, lagy, but I'd still like to talk about
Autolycus...”

“Artemis. Call me Artemis.” She set down her owmp@nd followed me slowly,
something about the set of her head, the confislgay of her body, putting me on my
guard. “Please, Gabrielle, you must see that | @altow him to live. To do so

would show weakness and others might think theytake advantage of me, and of
the Nation, as easily in the future.”

| took a few discrete steps backwards, puttingardsetween the two of us. “I
wouldn't confuse weakness with compassion. Or mésdyere no room in your heart
for forgiveness?”

She turned away from me, pacing slowly to my leétr, hands clasped behind her



back. “You've a gentle soul. An innocent soul.drfgou know less of human nature
than you think you do.”

“I know it's wrong to kill a man for seeing you reak”

Artemis stopped and lifted her gaze to meet miBet ‘he doesn't deny he stole from
me? In any market in Greece a thief would loseralls least. Shall | maim him
instead? Is that the clemency you'd ask for him2&Ghow he carried on when |
found him, | don't think he'd be one to last lohga were unable to indulge in
his...profession.”

“But—”
HNO!H

This wasn't going well at all. If | wasn't carefiie might march out to the barracks
and kill him herself right now to prove her poiftdle wants to make amends.”

“So he's sorry he was caught and now he wants ke mé&etter so | can let him loose
to do this again?”

Pretty muchNo, no... can't say that. “Autolycus has a good hé#ets not a cruel or
malicious man. He's done good in the past andsérga chance he could do that
again. Now. For the good of the Nation.”

Artemis looked skeptical as she approached. “TheoN4
“Without him Xena would never have returned frora ttead.”

From the look on the goddess' face, this wouldwelbeen a tragedy. “I fail to see the
connection.”

With only a little space between us | realized tezlly that she'd flanked me, her hand
reaching out to rest on the back of the chair t@xtine, close enough that I could
feel the warmth of her skin. My insides tightened &pulled away, fidgeting with the
ornate belt at my waist. | tried to ignore how €lgsshe followed me.

“I don't shed blood. I think there has to be aatéht path than that of the sword. |
think the Amazon traditions will eventually be aurdoing if we don't find a way to
evolve and integrate ourselves into the world.agsoh will prove our downfall if we
can't form alliances and end old feuds. Look attwiwuld have happened with the
Centaurs if we hadn't stepped in.” | let that stegat hang in the air before adding, “If
she hadn't come back, I'd have ruled over the N&tere instead of Ephiny. Can you
imagine what | might have done if I'd been heréotan policy?”

She paused; her jaw shifted from left to right tjlmthe rest of her expression
remained neutral.

“Maybe I'm getting tired of the road,” | consideraldud. “Maybe Xena and | could
use a rest, a permanent spot to call home for a/éans. Maybe for the rest of our
lives. We could probably do a lot of good for thedzons. | could show them a



different path, a peaceful path, and with Xenaggiall she knows, we could make
changes—"

“No! You cannot change eons of history!”

“You have no idea what | can do!” | was a littletsed by my own vehemence, but
| was used to a more stubborn will than hers.

| found myself gripped suddenly by the arms, Art&rflinty grey eyes boring down
into mine. “You dare to blackmaihe?”

“I want to see the spot where you found him. Ardsaid, pausing to lick my dry lips,
“I want him to come with us.” Her grip loosenedttid and | could feel her fingers
caressing my skin while she considered the sitnagtanding this close to a goddess
and being held by her, | found myself unaccountabbdathless.

“There will be conditions,” Artemis replied at last
“Which are?”

“If he is to accompany you, then | will lead yoweta myself. | won't have him
escaping.”

Other than Xena being furious at being babys&tnktshe could live with that.
“Okay. Was there something else?”

“You, not Ephiny, must dance with me at the hewmfBrauronia.”

Taken by surprise, my mouth opened but nothing caumeThe way she was looking
at me as she laid out this particular condition wasix of satisfaction and hunger,
and her eyes never left my face.

“Well?”

Well... aside from Ephiny’s reaction and my own latlcoordination, what was the
harm in a dance? “Okay.”

She smiled suddenly, the earlier expression evéipgren a wash of happiness.
Artemis squeezed my arms gently and then releagedircellent. We'll leave as
soon as the prisoner is prepared. See to it, Gehramd then notify me when the
party is ready.” And then she rippled out of sigityered for a moment in a fall of
breezy sunshine before that too disappeared.

Artemis had seemed awfully happy with my capitaatiWwhat on earth had | done?
There wasn't any harm in a dance.

Right?

* % %

IX. The Game is Afoot



“What did you say?” | asked Gabrielle. | was wiflito entertain the possibility that
my hearing could be affected by Artemis' dorky laeltl that she didn't just say what |
thought she said.

Her gulp was both visible and audible. She putemphands in a pacifying gesture,
which was sweet, but futile. “Now, Xena, look...it svélne only way | could get her to
agree to spare Autolycus' life.” She crinkled haesen “Well...for a little while
anyway...but we'll figure something out.” She pat hand on my shoulder. “That's
what you wanted, right?”

| crossed my arms, my eyebrow raising. "A dance?"
She nodded, reassuring me. "A dance."

There wasn't any harm in a dance.

Right?

"Just a dance?"

Gabrielle looked away for a second, to give heditra very quick second then
looked at me again. "Just a dance."

"Hmm..." | thought about it. We were basically gejteverything we wanted out of
this, except that 'Hatchet Face' was coming alonghk ride. Autolycus was given
some more time, we were given more time to helpduty it seemed like Gabrielle
worked out a pretty sweet deal for us here. | glessild get over having an annoying
and useless presence tag along—thanks to all #otige with Joxer lately. The
situation was pretty much where | wanted it toddethings considered.

Then why wasn't it sitting right with me?

Gabrielle was nervous, that's why. Was she woalsulit the dance? A bard getting
stage-fright? Highly unlikely. Terpsichore knowsli&alle never missed a chance to
be the centre of attention—so it wasn't the davdeat was it?

| inspected the laces of one of my bracers, plagimgchalant. "So...uh...what's this
Brauronia dance thing you and Artemis are goindaohuh?"

Gabrielle flushed a little. "Well...the dance cebdbs nature and all of its...uhm...r-
regenerative qualities..." Her fingers were in kndin dance...to music..."

"Oh yeah? So what do ya have to do, jump arounigpdeng you're a rain cloud and
she's the Earth and you sprinkle sparkles on heralce her grow or something?"

The bard laughed nervously. Another pause. "No..Mot like that..." She turned
away. "Definitely not like that," she mumbled.

| let it go. For about two seconds.

| fiddled with my chakram and stared at the fatatrsof bird poop on my boot. "So
what is it?" Why was | doing this? | knew what 'etagt Face' was after, it was pretty
damn obvious from the moment we walked into towasias after one thing and one
thing only—and it sure as Scylla wasn't just hdt. béaybe all this craziness was



getting me a little too hot under the collar abibut

"Well..." Gabrielle began, her forehead as creasetichoppy as the sea. "It...uh...it's
meant to be an interpretive sort of dance...sse.ndt like we...uhm...play any sort of
recognizable roles..."

| looked up from my boots. Standing there, by ihe 5§he looked so conflicted, so
helpless. Why was | doing this, especially to Hestepped toward her. "Gabrielle,
[L.."

So what if Artemis was being completely unreasomalold wanted to kill one of my
friends just because he made her look like a dSk@hat if she was tagging along
with us, keeping an eye on every little thing we making her little quips and
comments and throwing in a whole lot of I-told-ysois? So what if a goddess (of
chastity, | might add), was using the predicamentlackmail my best friend into a
compromising situation that may lead to gods kndvet®? So what if she was going
to get Gabrielle to perform some wildly sensuag-fit dance, where the two of them
spend hours bathing in special oils and then pajrtheir bodies up in honey-scented
paints and dyes just to get ready to thrash aramddub around together to the beat
of pounding, primal drumming under a full moon rarft of a crowd of rutting
Amazons?

So. Frikkin'. What.
"Xena?" Gabrielle blinked at me. "What is it?"

My jaw hurt. | unclenched it. | grabbed my gear &edded out. "Come on, Twinkle
Toes, we've got a belt to find."

=4=4=

After we rendezvoused with Artemis and poor Autalyche led us into the southern
woods bordering the Nation. We trekked in a sousiterty path for a couple of hours.
Not much happened. Artemis kept trying to impreabi@lle with her little tricks. It
wasn't working. At least, it didn't appear to berkiog. | had other things to worry
about and | wasn't going to play babysitter.

We continued along. The King of Thieves seemettla fjuiet, so | fell in beside him.
"You okay?" | asked.

He raised an eyebrow. "Hm...Am | okay? Am | okay@IM/ Let's see..." He began
counting off on his fingers. "I let the biggest szof my life slip through my fingers.
It turned out to be the belt of a very vengeful—amah-hating, | might add—
goddess, who wants to carry out various unspealaaeainful punishments upon
me before finally killing me. If she doesn't gebéck, some madman will have the
power of an Olympian god and probably wreak all nearof havoc upon the earth—
because, let's face it, it's never just a simpi@flaoy with a heart of gold type that
ends up with one of those, right? I've been in ara2on jail, | smell horrible, look
terrible—hard to believe, | know, but take my wéodit. | have a headache thanks to
this knock | took that might leave a scar. So...Pokay?" He glared at me. "Just
peachy. How are you?"



| smirked. "Some thanks | get for keeping you alive

His mood darkened. "Yes, but for how long? | hateiig to rely on the mercy of a
goddess." He leaned in to whisper, adding a msthlenk. "Especially one who's as
tightly wound as she is, if you know what | mean?"

| found this a little more amusing than | normallguld have. Okay, a lot more. |
cleared my throat. "Look...would it help if you thght of it as your life being in our
hands—mine and Gabrielle's?"

The King of Thieves rolled his eyes, his hand strgiynear his beltline. "At least this
time my bodily functions are safe." He pointed ahé#'s just beyond there."”

| turned to gather Gabrielle and the goddess. Tieg nowhere in sight.
| took a deep breath. It didn't work. | took anathe
"Where'd they go?" Autolycus asked.

"Son of a Bacchae." | muttered through grit teé@abrielle?" | called out.
"Gabrielle?"

Artemis and Gabrielle appeared farther down thb.paVe're here," the bard called.
| stormed over to them. "And just where were you?"

Gabrielle smiled. "Artemis was showing me how tanaaunicate with some of the
woodland creatures."

"Oh," | said. "Really?"

The goddess smiled as if even the softest cheegkelmibmelt in her stinking little
mouth. "Indeed, | was. Gabrielle is quite good.atieeping her eyes locked with
mine, she finished, "She'satural ."

"Oh...I think that squirrel was just being veryipat with me. | wasn't that good,
really." Gabrielle smiled bashfully. "Was 1?" Wdseshlushing?

"You were, little one." Again Artemis spoke to Gielie, but leveled her sharp little
face at me. "l suppose you don't receive complisienencouragement on a regular
basis?"

| took a deep breath. It didn't work. | took anathehink if this deep breath stuff
actually works for you, you're probably not vergan | forced a smiled.
"Well...now...if we're all finished talking to therious creatures of the forest, pointy-
faced or otherwise," | glared at Artemis, "Autolgdoas led us back to the spot where
the belt was taken."

| stormed away from them. "Son of a Bacchae." Itered.

Autolycus was standing in a tiny culvert, shadedrany old trees. "Well...this is
where—Woah! What's wrong with you?"

"Nothing."



"Are you sure?"
| glared at him. "Drop it, or | drop you."

He put his hands up. "Okay, okay." He gesturethécairea around him. "This is where
it happened.” He re-enacted the scene. "Got disttdry a noise, they snuck up on me
and 'pow’' | took one to the head." He dropped ¢ogitound, on all fours. "I didn't

even have time to fight for it—just ‘bam,’ lightatd'

| looked around. There were some tracks. Theradeéiditely been a scuffle, and
someone had definitely got the best of Autolycusatiwasn't odd. It didn't seem like
more than one person that attacked him. Now wiagiodd. The tracks headed to the
northwest—to the slaver's camp Ephiny had mentiphiglured.

Gabrielle and Artemis arrived. The bard approach&ny luck?" she asked.

"Looks like slavers," | said. "The tracks headtofthe northwest and the wound on
Autolycus' head is from a cudgel I've seen thembedere. It incapacitates rather than
kills."

Autolycus ran a finger through his moustache. "&ffe if you don't want to harm the
merchandise too much, hm?"

"So Autolycus didn't do it." Gabrielle said.
The King of Thieves looked hurt. "What? You didrelieve me?"

"l didn't say that...I meant that we have proof diddhe turned to the Goddess, who
remained uncharacteristically mute.

| moved up beside Gabrielle, putting a hand orsheulder but maintaining eye
contact with Artemis. "It was pretty obvious givalhthe tracks everywhere. I'm
surprised you didn't notice it yourself."

| think if looks could kill, I'd be in Tartarus g now. Even though looks were
harmless enough, the one Artemis leveled at maysuittle. She regained her
composure and wandered around the culvert, stogtitige tracks. She raised an
eyebrow at us. "Slavers tend to move in groupsrdienly one set of tracks here."

"It could've been a scout?" Gabrielle offered.

"Perhaps." Artemis crossed her arms. "Or perhagtsgtwhat this thief wants us to
believe."

"Madame, I'm flattered,” Autolycus bowed. "But lartity boy, and not much of a
woodsman. | wouldn't know how to throw anyone dfaoything out here."

"You didn't seem to have any trouble dispossessia@f my property in my private
forest glade, did you?"

"Oh, well..." Autolycus, always on the ready fomgaliments, waved his hands in a
way that suggested that while this was in factctee, it wasn't necessary to say so,
because wasn't it all so blushingly embarrassiangifishe would like to continue...

"Look," I interrupted, wanting to head this off.c&ut or not, whoever took the belt



seems to have headed off in the direction of taeesls camp, I'd suggest we do the
same."

Gabrielle nodded to the pointy-faced deity. "It sloeake sense, Artemis."

The new-found chumminess of being on a first-naamsowith Artemis was not lost
on me.

Artemis stood, unmoving. She closed her eyes foted second and then sighed.
"Gabrielle and | will return to the village," Artasispoke arrogantly. She looked to
Autolycus and I. "And the two of you will journeg the slaver's camp."”

To say | was angry would be like saying Mount Olysjs a gentle bump in the
landscape. | strode over to her, stopping when are wye-to-eye—well, | was taller
so it wasn't exact. | don't think she liked th#ftybu think you can use Gabrielle as a
hostage, you've got another—"

"Xena, wait," Gabrielle got between us, and Artegrianed at me over her shoulder.
"l have my duties to perform in preparation for.thestival." She met my eyes,
whispering to me. "I'll be all right."

| didn't even bother taking a breath. “Son of addae,” | muttered.

* % %

PART 3
X. Lions and Tigers and Bears! Oh my!

The walk back to the village was an exercise irstamt wariness. | rubbed at the
stiffness of my neck and wondered if | was goingaoe whiplash from constantly
trying to keep an eye on Artemis' whereabouts. Wiwrstrolling with casual ease
alongside of me, her darkly tanned arm brushingermrspite of the width of the
path, she was pacing with predator-like patienderaeme. | couldn't help feeling
like a skittish gazelle scenting lions on the besez

“Why don't you walk with me?” | suggested, hoping woice didn't betray my
nervousness. At least beside me, | wouldn't be wong what she was up to and |
could give my neck a rest. “You can tell me morewttihe... um... about...” Damn.
Tired and frazzled to the point of distraction utan't come up with something
simple and innocuous.

“Perhaps the dance?” Almost at once, Artemis wasipgide, but the knowing looks
she had given me since we arrived had disappeareshth a solemn and earnest
expression. “You will want to know more, especiglyen its importance in the
coming days of the festival.”

| smiled weakly. “Right."Honest, Xena, I'm not encouraging h&iihe dance.” |
could almost imagine hearing Xena's teeth grindingst the thought.

“We'll bathe in special oils and adorn ourselvethmcolors of nature and fertility.”

Fertility has a color? wasn't sure | wanted to ask so | nodded instead.



“A child, a mother and an elder will each help vspgare for the rites, applying the
paints and dyes; symbolic patterns written on Imatintal and immortal flesh binding
us and nature together and completing the circle...”

My head whipped around and | stared at Artemidartled surprise. | couldn't believe
what | was hearing. Had she overheard? Was sheingoXkena on purpose=ither
way, Xena's gonna freakcleared my throat. “And that's when we dance?”

The somber expression cracked and her warmest gatitarned to greet me. It was
amazing how much prettier Artemis was when she Wasawling. “Not quite. There
will be a sacrifice, performed by your Regent. dl laought of using the thief, but
obviously a substitute will need to be found nortemis paused, looking rather put
out at the necessary change of plans. “The saefifitt be gutted and burned while
the rites are sung.”

| couldn't help noticing the enthusiasm lighting fexe. Personally, it made me
shudder; the thought of some poor, defenselessahbi@ing cut up and roasted for
the sake of ritual was enough to make me feeDili.Zeus, | hope | don't throw up at
that point.

“Afterwards,” Artemis continued, “the fires will d& and the drummers will play.
The children will strew flowers before us as wedltfae dance before the tribes. We
will unite them; woman to nature, heaven to eaytit to mortal—"

The intensity of her gaze was hard to ignore andgkiytingled where her hand
touched my bare arm in her earnest zeal.

“—Gabrielle, you and | will usher in the Amazongshglorious age. Let this
Brauronia be a new beginning from which we willesgmt out across the world once
more and reclaim the land of our foremothers. Wehei strong again. Skilled. Self-
sufficient. Independent. Powerful. EvRomewould be wary of my daughters.
Gabrielle, can you not share my vision?” She wrdppg hand in both her own and |
barely noticed the warmth of them, so taken wasthke emotion in her voice, the
way her eyes pleaded with me to understand. Beesgly, | shuddered in
apprehension, sensing a thread of war in the pgirsutapestry of her words. But, |
had to admit, it was, by far, the least selfishesteent I'd ever heard an Olympian
deity ever make. Artemis had always struck me ag neserved by comparison and it
seemed that she might actually care for the Amawndrsrevered her.

| tried to compose myself. “Artemis...” She drew rezao me, and | felt myself
drawn irresistibly off the path, turned and turegin until my back came to rest
against the broad trunk of a tree.

“Gabrielle, you and I, we could do this.” She helg hand cupped to her chest, her
supple fingers entwined with mine. | felt her rettine squeeze of my fingers. “I
admit to being headstrong, but it is with good o@asVomen in a man's world... the
Amazons must hold stubborn and firm against thes tdse they'll be swept away
beneath the waves of history.”

“Artemis—" Her fingers gently silenced me.

“Your goodness, your beauty... the Amazons look tw, ybeir eyes follow you. I've
seen it. You've the heart of a tiger; as fiercdwidur words as an Amazon with a



sword. We are warriors, but... perhaps there is rémmgour brand of diplomacy.”

| was reaching her without having to say a word lacwlldn't help but smile. Artemis
smiled back; a full, soft smile that smoothed thedhplanes of her face and warmed
the grey of her eyes. The transformation was skirggr| felt the desire to stroke her
cheek and barely caught myself, startled by the.\Wpat are we doing?

“If even a goddess can feel the force of your ch&adrielle, how can any nation
think to stand against you?”

The distance between us dwindled further and myt I@anmered abruptly in my
chest. The tail of her braid tickled a trail of safion across my chest as she leaned
toward me. | opened my mouth to speak, to raiseedand of defense against this
sense of pliancy that was stealing over me, butipiseof her fingers lightly traced
over the edges of my lips, forestalling protest.

“Ours will be the brightest age,” she breathed. r‘@anfluence will be a thing of
legends...”

Her words brushed across my lips and my own briedtéred. | was paralyzed,
unable to either surrender or flee from her touch.

“...Gabrielle...” Her mouth savored my name.

My eyes, overwhelmed by the sight of her, shiedysaval, before she blocked out all
view of the world, something caught my eye.

“Bear,” | mumbled, feeling distantly that | shold far more alarmed than | was.

Her hand was at my shoulder, stroking along the @dghe leather shoulder strap. I
will bare everything to you...”

The stink of musk, dead fish and urine assaultedemges just as her lips tried to find
mine, slapping me abruptly out from beneath hell.spé my gods'Look out!” |
shouted just as a huffing growl rattled the aghdved her hard to my left, just out of
the path of the massive mitt swiping through thieight in front of my face. The fetid
reek of animal and rot made my eyes water.

In a panic | whacked it hard on the nose with nayfsThe bear yowled in pain and
reared back, shaking its huge head and sprayin@saiross the glade before it
growled again. That was enough for me; | ran, grabBrtemis' arm to drag her
along as | passed. “ Tim e to go!”

“No!” Artemis pulled away from me. “I will calm hérShe raised her arms and
locked eyes with the wild animal. “Be still, beesit!”

The bear had other ideas. Now furious in additebéing stinky, the creature lifted
itself on its hind legs, magically tripling in héig

“Oh boy.” | hooked my fingers into the back of Aries’ top and yanked her
backwards, forcing the goddess into a stumblingushas the bear growled again.
“C'mon!”

“Gabrielle! I'm trying to commune with her!”



“The only communing you're gonna do is with itswedd’ | headed us off at the
guickest pace | could, trying to remember Xenascadabout bears. Beyond the,
“stay away from them. | mean it, Gabrielle!” pafth@r advice, | mean. “This way!” |
jumped over a fallen log and headed for a shagkyrmcline. We ducked branches
and plowed headlong through a leaf-carpeted gully.

| could hear the she-bear grunting and pantingriskhs, apparently less bothered by
the falling darkness than we were. My goal wasghtsand | just hoped Artemis
could keep up with méamn it. Xena makes this look so ed¥pke my hand!” Our
hands slapped together and | couldn't tell if theat between our palms was mine or
hers. “Hang on!”

With my heart in my throat | gauged the last feapst “Jump!”
“What?!”

The earth dropped away beneath us and | releagethist hoping she could see the
plan she was falling into. Branches and pine neesiteaped against my skin as |
scrabbled for purchase as we hit the tree.

Behind us, the bear stopped abruptly, her feet wwgrét the ledge as she tried to halt
in time, tumbling rocks and pebbles over the edgbeoutcropping. Robbed of her
prey, the bear stood impotently on the ledge andega at us. The tree swayed with
our weight and | glanced down, seeing the trunkmpear into the craggy slope. We
were stuck—nbut safe. | slumped with relief in theg of the tree and finally let
myself relaxl can't believe that actually worked.

Artemis, however, was climbing up past me, muttgangrily under her breath and
making the tree shake alarmingly. | sneezed twiagapid succession, the intense
smell of pine filling my nose even as the needésad down on me. “What are you
doing?” | demanded. “We're safe right here.”

“She should have obeyed me!” The goddess lookguaped to throw herself back
onto land.

“Stop!” | grabbed her boot. “Would you stay whemuyare? We're safe. Stop. Ow!
Gods damn it! Your powers are fading; there's mgflyiou can do!”

She stopped struggling and in the twilight | cosde her peer down at me between
the branches. “They're not!” Her foot stomped thenbh she was standing on,
shedding more needles on top of me. “They're royall hear me? They're not,
they're not, they're n...” Her expression fell, heovb folding beneath the pressure of
some quaking emotion. My mouth fell open when giesged a hand to her face,
hiding her eyes as she began to sob hystericdilycl&d, | listened to her and the
bear howl together in a bizarre kind of harmony.

“It... it'll be okay.” | reached up and awkwardly ped her foot. “We'll get your belt
back.” Artemis sucked in a trembling breath andcpealed to cry even louder. Not to
be outdone, the she-bear yowled again. | let gigglaand rested my chin on my hand,
bracing it on a convenient limb. “Go ahead. Letut. | think we're going to be here
for a while...”

Stuck in one place again, | realized. Hopefully Xevas faring better than us...



* % %

XI. It's Always Darkest before It's Pitch Black
“Hey, it happens to everyone, one time or anoth&uofblycus comforted.

We were standing on the pebble dusted edge oframaiver. The tracks had been
easy to follow for the most part, pressing on i@ west through the woods. Outside
of an occasional bird diving for our heads, thihgd been quiet and | had tracked our
belt-thief (a female, medium height, lightly shodyight add) through the

underbrush. Then we hit the river and | lost tlaeks. That was half a candle-mark
ago and | still hadn't picked them up. Even thd spwater sounded like it was
laughing at me.

The King of Thieves continued to moonlight as avisel. “Take a deep breath, try to
relax and it'll come back to you.”

“Why's everyone always telling me to take a deegathr?” | asked, temper flaring.
“It's not breathing I'm having trouble with.”

| paced along the riverbank staring down at theesgraund, all of it blank and
unreadable. In spite of the settling dusk the teatpee was still uncomfortably hot,
and it wasn't helping my frame of mind any thatalsveweating like an ox. | shrugged
inside my armor, trying to ignore the feverish sgims. It was a small mercy that the
trees of the forest reached out across the riggring branches with their kin on the
other side and keeping the banks in a cool shade.

Autolycus moved in beside me, looking down at e stretch of bank | was.
“Okay, well, let's think back now,” he said, rubgihis moustache. “The tracks were
strong and headed toward the river and you sayogiuhem somewhere just over
there.” He pointed into the forest just behind“¥Y®s, well, and there doesn't seem to
be any tracks leading to the river, you say? Hmney.fbost seem to disappear...that
is definitely out of the ordinary...very peculiar...qudiar indeed...just disappear—"

“They're not the only thing that'll just disappé&arou don't shut it and let me think.”
His nattering was starting to get to me.

“Okay, okay. Sorry.” He crossed his arms and statdtle ground again. Soon, his
foot began to tap. Although it was easily one ef tiost difficult tasks of the day, |
managed to ignore it and continued to try and §aohething, anything that would
help. Autolycus began tapping lightly on some rodkse tapping grew into full-on
drumming.

| shot him one of my glares. He stopped with a gisteshrug. “Heh. Sorry.”

| narrowed my eyes back to the pebbles and stdriée dank. Not a rock out of
place. In the woods at the edge, the tracks se&mnehish into thin air.

Beside me, Autolycus began to whistle, and not eveme, just random whistles,
each one like tiny pin pricks in my skull. He cadion, the whistles growing louder
and louder. | had to do something, before he magl@umt him.

“Hey, chirpy.” | stood up. “I'm doing this for yoy;know? The guy who's in trouble
with a Goddess? Big, bad Autolycus, the world remeavKing of Thieves who goes



around and stumbles into the biggest score intyisioce the Golden Fleece and
certainly inhis insignificant little life?”

“Xena |—"

“Then he goes and tromps off into the woods—uwitlchie what he had in his grimy
little hands, | might add—and lets some little gioime and whack him on the head
and take it.”

“A... girl ?” Autolycus looked hurt. “Listen there must haweb at least two...
well... hmm...” He looked embarrassed. “A girl, huh?”

My anger somewhat spent, | began to feel a littliéyg “Well, maybe not a girl, but a
woman. That's what these tracks are saying. Wellesaying until | lost them.”

There was something in my throat as | ended thdesee, so | turned away to clear it
out.

Autolycus looked into the river. “Some of thosevelawomen are tough as
Carthaginian leather...plus, | wasn't paying aitert-" He turned toward me. “Hey,
come on, Xena. Look, who cares if we lost the tsdcKe cautiously placed his hand
on my shoulder letting it settle with a tentativeight. “Listen; there are three things a
thief has to be good at: sneaking, running andmgaNow, you can take these
essential skills literally of course, but you cdsoahink of them as figurative
attributes as well.”

| smiled. “Becoming a philosopher in your old age?”

He shook his head. “Only better looking.” He checkl“As | was saying, we don't
have any idea where the tracks are, but we do kmaweh way they were headed,
right?” He stopped. | blinked at him. He seemedthated. “Right?” he asked again.

| scowled at him. “Right.”

“So then we make a leap—of logic as it were—andrassthat the...uhm...slaver
gueen kept on in the same direction—"

“Across the river.” | finished. Of course, that was
“See? A leap.” Autolycus grinned proudly.

| looked up into the overhanging branches. “Exattlpointed up and smiled. “A
leap.”

Autolycus whistled. “Thieves' highway, huh?”

Something about it sat wrong with me, but there m@atime. “Come on, this isn't
over yet. Maybe we can get to the slaver camp beafmhtfall.”

Beyond the river, the forest thickened as tall pimterlaced with the thick rooted
oaks and elms we had encountered before. Whiledrrfeund the tracks of our
guarry, we soon came upon what were obviouslyrdeks of other slavers. At the
tops of hills we were able to watch the rusty lisunset shrink on the horizon.

Slowing our pace to a stealthy crawl, we came upercamp just before nightfall.
Spread out across a shallow valley, there weretal@nty-five tents and four main



campfires. At the four outlying corners tall torstféckered, casting orange light onto
the forest and the ground. In the light, shapeddcoe seen moving about and voices
carried off high into the falling dark.

Just away from the center of the camp was a lagge There were poles covered with
chains, cages, rocks—the standard slaver set tipou#gh, there didn't seem to be any
slaves about. Probably lucky for these guys, nawwuldn't have to come back and
break up this little get-together. Not until aftee festival, anyway.

| watched the comings and goings. It was dinnerraodt in the camp were eating at
the center of things. There seemed to be women guthenmen, dining and carrying

on just the same. | spotted a woman who seemetthefsize requirements of our

belt thief, although it was hard to be certain frims distance. She entered a tent near
the center of the camp.

“I think | found her,” | said.

“Now what?” Autolycus asked.

“What was the first thing that thieves are suppdsedae good at?”
“Sneaking?” He didn't look happy about it. “Rigitell, if we have to.”

| smiled. “We could always head back to the Amazams they could have your head
on a stake by morning.”

“Hey, I didn't say | wasn't going to sneak in théhee said. “I just thought you might
afford me the professional courtesy of complairarigtle. You know: | complain a
little, you grunt in that charming sort of way wars of your caliber do, then | shrug
or sigh or both and we get the job done.”

| shrugged and grunted.

He smiled. “Y'seenowwe're getting somewhere.” He sighed dramaticallguess
there's nothing to be done except what needs timbe.” He winked and we moved
down into the valley.

Getting into the camp wasn't that difficult. Thewadrs had a pretty lax perimeter
guard system that was easy to penetrate. We slippadhen the two guards passed
and ducked into the shadows behind a tent.

Now came the hard part; staying unnoticed. Sa\negobring details, we managed to
slip into the center of the camp and right up ®ftap of the thief's tent. Autolycus
listened at the entrance. “She's not here,” hepene.

“Okay, let's get in there, get the belt and getaditere.”

Autolycus nodded. “I couldn't agree with you mondé gestured at the flap. “Brains
before beauty,” he said, bowing.

| scowled before entering. Inside we found what goght expect in a slaver's tent.
Gaudy cushions. Exotic animal skin bedding. Brasgls. Whips. Autolycus entered
and immediately set about looking for secret cortmpants and hiding places while |
checked the more obvious nooks and crannies. Nptheit-shaped or otherwise



seemed to be turning up. That got me to thinkidgy‘luck?” | asked, knowing the
answer.

“None,” Autolycus replied. “Actually...just bad.”

| chuckled as | thought things out. It was the lbhes over the river that got me
thinking.

“Uhm...Xena...” Autolycus wouldn't shut up.
“Shh.”

“Xena...really...I think you should...”

| turned around ready to throw one of the slavary knick-knacks at his head,
when | saw what he was twittering about. In therd@y stood the woman we had
seen moving through the camp, another of the dataaky knick-knacks perhaps.
She had a crossbow aimed at the King of Thievessttad tight-lipped in the corner
and her eyes were fixed on me.

“Which of the three skills covers this situation&sked.
Autolycus shrugged. “The unwritten fourth one: sadering...” He raised his hands.

| know what you're thinking, and | thought it tootlais point—why didn't Xena wait
outside and guard the door? Good question. | bihméelt.

Sighing, | raised my hands.

* % %

XII. Nymphomania

Sitting in the tree, | had ample time to consider ainreality of the exchange Artemis
and | had shared just before the bear had ne&dynther head off. “Okay, think it
through,” | muttered to myself, trying not to diditArtemis who had finally quieted
down in the branches above me.

| was still mystified by my reaction earlier, by nmaction and by that curious
sensation of teetering on the edge of somethin@umieably dangerous and wrong.
Even more than that was the vague sense of shietiehat | had never even given
Xena a thought the whole time. | felt as thougld betrayed her by not trying harder
to resist—whatever it was Artemis had intended. Blnsh warmed my cheeks. There
was no denying it; | knew what she had wanted anaespart of me had been
flattered by it, attracted to her passion—for theife of the Amazons and, more still,
for her interest in me.

It was like something had come over me—a spell—dratl stood there when now,

in a calmer moment, | knew I'd never have willinghaved like that. Or so I'd hope.
The beltlt must have been tied to the loss of Artemis'.ldtire uncharacteristic
behaviorWhat am | going to dol? seemed that | was unable to control myself when
such moments occurred. | hated the loss of coatrdithe feeling of being unable to
change things even when | realized what was hapgeltiwas a window of insight
into Xena's earlier crying jag.



Xena. | looked off into the distance down the ridge arahdered how she was
faring. Hopefully better than us.

A mournful and dispirited whine broke the air argldnced towards the ledge in time
to see the bear shake itself and lumber away. llyihwaited a few more minutes

to make sure it was gone and was about to readbr rtemis when the goddess
lowered herself quietly to the same limb | was diag on.

“We will return to the village now.”

Whatever loss of composure she had suffered eatiere was no sign of it now. The
hardness was back in her face and reflected ieyes. The stoniness had returned. A
little wary of this return to form, | followed aftder.

“Are... is everything okay?” | wound my way down aw&sdly with my staff in one
hand.

“Yes, thank you for asking.”

So formal.So uptight, | could imagine Xena saying. “You know, it's okaybe upset
and scared. You've probably never been through thomge—"

Artemis took hold of the rocky crag and | could kee faced turned up towards me,
tight and fierce. “| anmotscared.”

| hesitated for only a moment and then continuegled myself to the slope. “But
you are upset.”

“Ga-bri-elle.”

It's funny how when that certain level of annoyaegsfration is reached everyone
winds up pronouncing my name the exact same wayuhg myself down the last
few feet, hoping she wasn't going to be in the &ahmind to smite me; she'd been
known to do that, after all. “Do you want to talboat it?”

“It is entirely preposterous that a mortal shoutdskeeking to counssale,” she said as
she turned away and began climbing back up toeithgel.

“Well, ex- cuseme,” | muttered under my breath as | followed after. | was starting
to miss her romantic side at this rate. Converratias suspended for a short time as
we made our way back up the rocky side of the le8ge climbed nimbly up the rock
face and paused at the top to turn and offer médnad. For the second time that day,
| let her take my hand and | felt the strengthef ¢rip and saw it in the subtle lines of
muscle that announced themselves as she pulleghrmedionto more solid ground.

Leaving me to brush away the pine needles andstiet walked a few feet away and
dropped to her haunches, her eyes riveted to élskgron the ground. Her piercing
eyes followed the trail and | watched her headdifiking for all the world as if she
were testing the scents on the air. In all therssef Artemis losing her belt and her
powers, I'd nearly forgotten her prowess as a kasfrand her connection with
animals. “What is it?”

“She's headed off towards the river. For easigtipgs, | imagine.” Artemis stood up
smoothly and brushed her hands together. “We'lehavake a slightly different route



back to the village. It'll take longer, but we'ttige not long after true dark.”

Given the attitude of the bear, | certainly dianihd. “That's all right. We'll find a
way to pass the time.” | tried not to notice howe &toked less than enthused. “Why
don't you tell me more about the belt?”

| hadn't seen anyone look that conflicted sinceaXatently debated the merits of
leaving me in a pirate port town versus the dangeringing me along to clean out
some especially hoary, hideous and cruel bad gimnk it was the silver-toothed
seadog who started a bidding war on me right timetiee tavern in front of Xena that
decided her. I'm sure | could have dealt with hdan, how much trouble could |
really have gotten into? But never mind that. Aritemas looking torn; | could
imagine that the last thing she wanted to thinkualbeas her loss of divine powers,
but then, what else was likely occupying her thasigt this point? She seemed to
have gotten over the bear pretty quickly.

“We'll get your belt back, you know.” | offered haismile. “I'll bet Xena has it
already.”

Artemis' jaw tightened. “I pray your faith in yofrrend is justified.”
“It is. She's amazing. I've never seen anyone veimodo the things she does.”
“She is not immortal.”

| found it curious that Artemis felt she had to redime of that. “I know; but that's
what makes her so incredible.”

“She's flawed and full of anger,” she pointed 68he's dangerous.” Her shoulders
shifted and she looked away, muttering so | coalely hear, “She is unworthy of
you.”

“Wait.” | put my hand on her arm, stopping us ie thiddle of the path. “Everything
you said is true. Except the last part.” | movedbie her full on. “Why do you hate
her so much?” “Hate” seemed like such a strong waout given Artemis' reaction to
Xena...

She lifted her chin and gazed down on me, sterrpéyithg, and suddenly far, far
older than she appeared. “You mistake me if yooktkiat.”

And with that, she started off down the path, lagune staring after her until |
realized | was being left behind in the gatherihgdows.

+=+=+

It was perhaps another candle-mark before convensegsumed and by that point

even | could tell we were getting close to theag#. After the day I'd had—was it

only this morning we'd had the problems with tlsh fand the crows?—I was more
than ready for some rest.

Artemis peered into the sky towards the thickemmggpn now visible between the tree
trunks. “Do you know of my nymphs, Gabrielle?”

| nodded, hesitantly. “They celebrate your rited arysteries, don't they?”



“Indeed. Their dances and devotions celebrateltbaging of the seasons, the cycle
of life, and our place in it. From time-to-timeven choose a mortal woman to join
them.”

“A great honor,” | murmured.

“Yes.” Artemis nodded and clasped her hands behardack as we walked. “But |
don't choose just anyone. The woman ningst woman; innocence has its place, but
one ushered through the rites into womanhood igrapen to all its mysteries. But
they must be virgins.” Her voice bore no room fompromise. “I will have none that
have sullied themselves, dallying about with men.”

“But, what about mothers? Married women?” Her apmsi seemed unreasonably
harsh to me.

“Let them appeal to Aphrodite or Demeter. | haveuse for such as they that have
known the touch of men.”

“You may be missing out, you know. Virginity's softoverrated.”

She gave a hard laugh. “Nonsense. There is madip@aner to be found in the
tremulous point of suspension between the innocehckildhood and the fulfillment
of marital duty. It is the culmination of purity dknowledge for the purposes of
achieving higher goals.”

Sounds convoluted. I'm sure Xena would have rdiledeyes and suggested that
maybe Artemis should get some and then re-evahetposition. “Only a few are
chosen, huh?”

| felt her eyes graze over me. “You know... you coeddily—"

My hands whipped up in front of me, stopping hemid-word. “Oh no! No, no, no.
[, uh, I'm not one for dancing.” Obviously Artenmist have missed my first forays
in dancing as an Amazon Princess. “Besides,” linaet blithely, “I'm not a virgin.”

Artemis stopped and stared at me in horrified steotkdismay. “No...”
“Yes.” | nodded. “But | was married at the times{iso you know.”
She pressed a hand to her chest. “You jest with me.

“Nope.” She's not going to pass out, is shiglaybe you should put your head
betwe—"

“But you're so young! So innocent! So... so...”

“So unqualified to be a nymph,” | finished for rgantly, adding a smile to soften the
blow.

Her shoulders slumped almost comically and | tightemy jaw, trying to avoid
laughing at her shattered illusion. She wore heagjpointment like a heavy cloak, her
steps now slow and plodding. “C'mon, it's not thed.” | paused, thinking of the
upcoming ceremony. And the dancing. “Is it?”

Artemis let out a sigh and kept walking. “Do yowstvito see the nymphs dance in the



moonlight with me?” From the tone of her voice t goe impression that she almost
wished | wouldn't.

“Um, it's been a long day and... | should probablylgeck to the village. Xe—see if
Ephiny's been looking for me.” Whew. She didn'tnsée notice my slip.

“As you will.” She gestured off to our left. “Thelkage is just over the rise. | will
meet with you in the morning.”

“Um. G'night.” | waved at her retreating back, faglbad that I'd apparently let her
down so badly, even if it wasn't my fault. | nibibleny lower lip, wondering what to
do, but just standing there | thought | could sékin the distance between the trees,
small, pale figures moving with beautiful gracehe moonlight. Mesmerized, | drank
in their movements, watching how the pale bluetlmftthe moon caressed the
dancers' skin, their youthful forms and faces &elqain of soft light and shadow. A
change in the direction of the evening breeze brbag ethereal tune to me; the trill
of a flute became another player in their danaeelaomed partner, as they dipped
and spun lightly and joyously through their glade.

The wind changed again and all was rendered saleshi blinked, separated from
their dance even as | saw Artemis join them.

Regretfully | turned my steps towards the villagd eft Artemis to the solace of her
dancers.

In only a matter of a few minutes, | found mysedthk in the village proper. My
stomach rumbled at the lingering smell of the cboés; | couldn't remember when |
last ate. But first things first. | nodded greetigth various inhabitants and visitors
as | made my way back to my temporary hut, onffirtd it dimly lit and empty.
Where could she be?

Feeling a worm of worry niggling through my gutyént in search of Ephiny,
eventually discovering her speaking with a visitqugeen. Catching her eye, she
quickly excused herself to join me apart from theecs.

“Where have you been!” she demanded in an undertone

“Artemis and | had a run-in with a bear. We, un hatake a roundabout route.
Look, have you heard from Xena? She and Autolyceiewooking into some tracks
they found, but | thought they'd be back hours’ago.

“A bear? Do | even want to know?” She sighed. ‘Védrat heard she'd returned, but
then it's so crazy here Hera could show up andbadsly wouldn't know that either.”

This was bad. Xena wouldn't be late returning usssnething serious had come up
or she had gotten into troublEm e to go and find out which one iti&ather up a
small war party for me. Quietly, okay?”

“No way. You can't go haring off to look for herakxielle. You're the queen; you
need to be the one rubbing elbows with the otheeqgs or else they're going to
suspect something's wrong. They keep asking me y@re going to show up.”

| winced knowing she was right. | couldn't affocddast even the slightest bit of doubt
on our ability to carry off Brauronia this year.f@n | need you to go find her. She



was heading towards the slavers' camp when weatepdr
Ephiny looked doubtful. “You don't think she cakdacare of herself?”

“Will you go look for her for me?” | was totally eding the question, but then Xena's
ability to look after herself wasn't the point. & late and | want to know what
happened to her.”

“Gabirielle, there's tons to do—"
“Please?”

“Fine.” She scrubbed a frustrated hand throughchds and gave me a look. “You
know, I'm still totally up in the air over which gbu causes me more trouble.”

“What's that supposed to mean?” But she was alrsiaudiyng away, muttering
heatedly under her breath. The wind just happemedrtry some of it back to me.
“And no! For your information Xena isot ‘whipped'!”

| turned away and stopped abruptly, discovering teaymany pairs of eyes staring
back at me, wide-eyed, at my general announcerhiigd to smile.

Xena was going to kill me.
* * %
XIlI. Three's Company, Too

“Now, | know what you're thinking, but,” Autolycusegan his standard caught-in-the-
act disclaimer, “this isn't what it looks like.”

The woman took a step further into the tent, hesdand the crossbow) moving
between the King of Thieves and me. There wasoigm of an opening to lay into
her with the chakram, but | was patient.

She raised an eyebrow at Autolycus. “Youwotransacking my tent?”
“Uhm...well...l guess itis what you're thinking, b-but it's nathyyou're thinking.”

“You're obviously looking for a specific item,” tlegaver ‘queen’ said with self-
satisfaction. “Otherwise you wouldn't have overledkhe Persian coins, those
daggers and the pillows.”

“Heh. You're good at this.” Autolycus glanced mywar help. “Xena, why don't you
tell this lovely lady why we're here.”

“We're looking for a belt,” | said. “It belongs &driend of ours. We think you have
it.”

“Xe-na,” Autolycus grumbled.

It's funny how when that certain level of annoyadtration is reached, everyone
winds up pronouncing my name the exact same wagslbeginning to think the

slavers didn't have the belt—and never did—soured | could prove my growing
suspicions by taking the direct route.



The woman pouted and moved further into the roomatd Autolycus. Her hips
rocked sensually as she did. “Such a shame toloss belt,” she purred. She leaned
in close to the increasingly flabbergasted Kind bieves. Her breathing was ragged,
shallow. “It leaves one in a position whemeythingcould happen...”

With an impressive speed, not to mention dextettiy,slaver yanked at Autolycus'
belt, untying it and allowing his breeches to drop.

I've been all over the world, I've seen a lot ahustje and wondrous things, but I've
never seen a man switch from such a bright shadeddab such a pale shade of white
and back again.

Also, | had never seen undergarments in that peatictyle before. “I guess that
answers the boxers or briefs question...” | mumbled.

Poor Autolycus; to his credit he tried to carry tBrbeautifuland quick with her
hands,” he stammered. “Well, aren't you a keeper.”

She growled then pushed him backward onto thevpslldde spilled among them,
pants around his ankles. “Direct, too. It getsdyedind better...” he quipped.

As | was about to end this little scene with a vpddiced throw of the chakram, the
woman turned on me. | would be lying if | said thatasn't expecting this. What did
surprise me was the look in her eyes. It was theesemoldering, longing, out-of-
control look she had leveled against Autolycus.

“Your armor.” She gestured at me with the weapdiake it off.”

“Now just a second...” Autolycus began, trying todbevalrous, | suppose—an
impossibility when your pants are around your asikiit an A for effort.

The slaver snarled at him, never moving her eyas fme. He closed his mouth.

| shrugged and began removing the fastenings olvriist-guards. It seemed like the
belt was having its affect on more than just angna@add Amazons. If | could draw this
out, | thought | might be able to distract her l@mgpugh to find an opening. She
licked her full lips as I let the armor fall to tHeor, her big green eyes blinking
slowly, catching the light of the torches, whiclstca sensual orange glow on the
exposed skin of her thighs, arms, her abdomen...

Bad Xena...

Clearing my throat, | had to stay focused. | wentrhy upper arm guards and she
shook the crossbow at me. “Leave those,” she SHik boots. Then the breastplate.”

“Y'know,” the pant-less Autolycus yapped from thigos, “we don't even know
your name.”

“Iskra.” She rolled the ‘r' off her tongue, watchime remove my breastplate.
“Well, Iskra,we're both really flattered—"
| shot him a look as | dropped my boots to therfloo

“Okay,” he corrected.I'm very flattered but this is all—while proving withbu



guestion how gracious a host you can be—very sudddr-"

“Shut up!” Both Iskra and | ordered. She smiledith@otioned to the pillows as |
dropped my breastplate to the ground. | shuffleer @ them. To her credit, the
moon-crazed slaver chick didn't leave herself dpeany attack as | walked by. | sat
on the cushions—for all their gaudiness, they wekamy comfortable.

“You can get out of that armor really quick, ca@t?” Autolycus smirked.
| gestured at his underwear. “Nice...whatever thos€ a

“Hey! These are the cutting edge of style, I'll @aou know. Very popular in Corinth
this year—"

Iskra inhaled languidly, interrupting our whispesgghrring. She drew in deeply,
closing her eyes and beginning to sway back artt.f8oon, she began to gyrate and
dance. She began to gyrate and dance and remojenedry and clothes, running her
fingers across her skin.

Autolycus' mouth fell open. “Uh...sh-shouldn't we stomething?”
“I think we won't have much of a choice in a minute
“Oh, uh...well...I'm sure Gabrielle will understandyegn the situation...”

Before | could ask what the Haddstwas supposed to mean, there was a throaty
sigh of pleasure from Iskra. The woman was comlyietught up in the belt's
mumbo jumbo, moaning, half-naked, her hips writhméile it all had a certain
trashy appeal, we needed to get out of here.

“I guess this has gone on long enough,” | saidsamept my leg into hers spilling her
onto the bed between Autolycus and I. Before | ddulock her unconscious, the
King of Thieves brought one of those cheap brasg$aout from behind his back and
into the front of Iskra's head with a clang. Shesea out amidst us.

Autolycus shrugged, indicating his current stateradress. “More than just some
pretty legs, huh?”

| got up and moved for my breastplate. “We neegltioback to the Amazon village,”
| said as | started to collect my clothes.

Autolycus tried to get up then looked at me blankjuh? Back? Why? What about
the belt?”

Where in Hellas is my right wrist-guardPhe slavers don't have it.” My breastplate
was half on and | was having trouble lacing up rogtb. On the bed, the bare-
breasted Iskra continued to writhe and purr andmey&n in unconsciousne3hat

is some belt..

“They don't?” Autolycus had just stood up and begapull up his pants. “Then who
does?”

“Iskra?” a voice came from the tent's opening. “F”

| suppose | would have made the same mistake @herslking” made if | had seen



what he had as he entered the tent—Autolycus bogng and down on one leg
trying to get his breeches up; me with one bodtlaakd and the rest of me spilling
out of my leather skirt; and poor, half-naked Isgraaning and rolling in ecstasy on
those ugly pillows. Well, | would have made the samistake, but I'd like to think
that my eyes wouldn't have bulged out in such ahgmified manner, or at the very
least not have my skin fall into a shade akin pe grapes. “Guards!” he yelled as he
drew his sword.

“Aw, for the love of Zeus,” Autolycus groaned.

| sighed, getting ready to fight with one boot Grhate that friggin' belt.”

* % %

XIV. An Ounce of Prevention...

We all stared at one another and | could feel ndyliemperature rise to a mortified
inferno. A drunken giggle was immediately cut offthe sharp crack of a fist meeting
flesh, followed by the sound of a body falling hiato the ground.

“As you were.” My voice was high and tight and utm only blush harder as | quickly
backpedaled and retreated towards the half-shadeneath the eaves of the
communal kitchen where | began pacing restlesSifupid, stupid, stupid.” | smacked
my forehead repeatedly for punctuation, unablesteetse I'd said that in front of more
than half the fully assembled Nation. The sewimgleiback in Poteidaia had been
bad enough; how much gossip could a group of womlemndred times that size get
up to? The answer stopped me in my tracks. “Oh;géeisa’'s gonna kill me. A lot.”
Where's a rampaging, power-hungry Amazon god arddppsychotic, homicidal
maniac when you really need to be put out of yoiseny in a hurry? “Where is that
lava pit again?”

“What?”

“Oh!” | jJumped, startled by the appearance of tithod warriors, both equipped with
swords, ridged and decoratively beaded chobos laord Isows. Arrow fletchings
bristled at their waists in combinations of whiteldlack feathers, the quivers
looking worn, but well cared-for. They could hawseh twins, but for the dark brown
hair of one contrasted by the amber red of theroBisters, perhaps?

“Sorry, your majesty.”

The dark one didn't look too sorry. | tried to regay composure, tucking my hair
back behind my ears. “Ephiny sent you over?”

They nodded.
“I don't remember seeing either of you the lasetinvas here. What're your names?”

“Mia,” the dark-haired woman replied shortly as sitgusted the scabbard on her
back, looking as though there was some place bisereferred to be.

“Dimitra, your majesty,” the other woman said, smglshyly. She bobbed her head in
a little bow. Mia followed suit belatedly. “We carfrem Pelos late last year.”



“Pelos? Isn't that somewhere in the valley outdigeforest?”
Dimitra nodded.

“Warlords?” It wasn't an uncommon reason for wornteefind their way into the
Nation. War, floods, a bad situation... the Amazoelsl those born outside to high
standards—I thought about my introduction and ackedged a few exceptions—so
| knew these two women had likely passed any nurabgrals to get where they
were now, that Ephiny would trust them to see tilss& done for me.

Mia snorted and gave me an unreadable look befogetuhg her gaze towards the
fire and all the women gathered there, talking dmaking and getting friendlier than
one might expect in the wash of firelight.

Dimitra glared at her and then gave me an apolo¢mk. “No. We... were looking
for a different life than what we could find in oullage.”

| smiled at her, understanding completely. “Yotappier now?”

“Oh, much!” Dimitra fairly gushed. “The weapons-rtes Eponin, she scared me
pretty badly at first, but I like her now. The Rage. she just seems to be everywhere
at once, watching us, you know?”

“Staring, if you ask me,” Mia muttered.

Dimitra glared at her again before turning backne “Never mind her, your majesty.
She's just got a burr under her saddle.”

“Oh?” | gave Mia my full attention. “Something yevant to talk about? I'm a pretty
good listener.”

The warrior's face hardened. “Nothing | would treunpou with.” She paused. “Your
majesty.” She returned to her moody observatiaheiively goings-on.

Mia seemed pricklier than the situation warrantedact, she seemed downright
insubordinate. | wish | knew why. | made a mentaterto mention her to Xena. Her
reticence and demeanor were making me suspiciotiselmeanwhile, | turned my
attention back to Dimitra. “So you've settled ihreght?”

“It's been hard,” she admitted. “It's taken a wihddit in, but I'm finding some friends
now. I'm starting to understand things; the ruled the traditions...”

“There's enough of them, aren't there?” | nodddtkatthinking of my own feelings
of being overwhelmed when Ephiny first introducee tm the ways and means of
being an Amazon.

Dimitra shook her hair away from her face and sthidack at me, her shyness
appearing to ease. “I thought Solari was goingeat Ione with a scroll case, she was
getting so frustrated. | want to do well. It'sladlen amazing. And now you're here,
and—and Xena, and | can't believe we're actuadlingeArtemis!”

Mia shook her head and snorted.

| couldn't hold back any longer. “Mind telling mewr problem?”



“She's practically in love with her.” Mia hitchedtaumb over her shoulder towards
the moonlit grove.

In love with who? Xena®ell, | could underst—

“I am not!” Dimitra hauled off and punched Mia inet shoulder, showing her—sister?
friend?—a disapproving frown. “You're just upsetbese—"

“You're nothing but a silly girl, Di. She's selfrgered and full of herself. She doesn't
even know we exist.”

Ah. Artemis. Of course. Silly of me. “That's natiéy;” | said, keeping my tone light
and calm. “Artemis is well aware of her people. $aees a great deal for the Nation
and the women in it.” Mia's evident dislike, truthbr not, put me even further on my
guard.

“And your majesty would know,” Mia said, her tone the knife's edge between
agreement and sarcasm. She turned away again.

“Ignore her,” Dimitra advised as she stood up, hgwioticed that Ephiny, also armed
to her teeth, was approaching with another thregiova in tow. “I think they're
beautiful. The nymphs, | mean.” She smiled at ngtthen looked wistfully towards
the trees and the sacred grove. “They're so lovabn they dance.”

| looked back towards the darkened woods wherel léfa the goddess moving in
time to some silent music and couldn't help bueagtf it weren't for the necessary
politics tonight, 1 wouldn't have minded going baokwvatch them myseliVhat?I
took a shaky breath and tried to eradicate theseddation of disappointment and
longing I felt in not being able to join them. Timduence of the missing belt was
becoming far more pervasive, it seemébbw, that was weird.

“We're ready, Gabrielle,” Ephiny said without prd@en “Shawna and Dimitra here
were with the war party that came in after chasifighe slavers, so she can lead us
back to where Autolycus was found by Artemis.”

Shawna gave me a feral, but friendly grin, her Iearscles shifting visibly as she
dropped the length of a studded chobo onto herldanushe exchanged some odd
look with Mia, who sneered and looked away agalre Sight of the iron studs in the
chobo design reminded me of Autolycus' injury amaif the look of Shawna's
physique she could have easily been a match fordspecially if he hadn't seen her
coming. | glanced around the group, realizing #tdhis rate | was going to wind up
suspecting half the Nation.

“I'll take them out myself,” Ephiny went on, havingssed the looks. “We'll see if we
can pick up Xena's tracks by the river.” Ephinyustipd a piece of shoulder armor and
gave the others a nod. “Pick up some flint andetirfdr torches if we need them and
wait for me by the east post. We'll leave from ¢hé&tow move.” | watched as they
obeyed her with alacrity, even Mia.

“You're so good at that.” | watched as they joggeay, falling into a loose formation
as they went.

“What? Telling people what to do?”



| nodded. “Yeah. Maybe you should be queen.”

Ephiny gave me a sympathetic look. “Too late fou yo chicken out now. You go
schmooze and I'll go look for Xena.”

“You get all the fun.”

“And here | was going to say the same thing.” Staeegne a knowing look. “Stay out
of trouble.”

“Did Xena tell you to say that?”
“I've got enough sense of my own to say it. Daorgét; I've seen you in action.”

| crossed my arms and blew out a breath. “Why doajaays think I'm going to find
trouble?”

“Name me one time you've been here that you haven't
“Hey, last time was Xena's fault! | just went aldiog the ride.”

“Trick sarcophagus riding. | remember.” Ephiny dosed a hand on my shoulder and
leaned closer. “I'll find her for you, Gabriellepiomise.” Her voice was gentle,
sincere, and | could see the understanding inyes. &he knew. The assurance given,
she shook me lightly “Now, get back out there; Nt&ion needs its queen.” She
released me and began trotting away.

“Be carefull” | called.

She turned around and pointed at me. “The villag&bbe standing when | get
back.” And then she turned and jogged away, leanmiago deal with the Nation, its
goddess and a deepening mystery with no apparknioso | looked to the moon and
realized how little time we had left and wonderduatwvould become of us all if we
failed to find the belt in time.

* % %

XV. Valley of the Ultra Vixens

"This isn't what it looks like." Once again, Autolys finished up his caught-in-the-act
disclaimer, which was actually true for once, aslitehis best to pull his leather
breeches up over that undergarment sideshow heveasng.

The slaver—one of those big, longhaired, angrysypabrielle would die for—
pointed his sword at the King of Thieves. "I'm garkill you first,” he said and
started for the hopping thief.

"No sense in waiting, | guess," Autolycus groaned.

| swung one of my boots at the slaver's blade, kimgct aside and stopping the big
ox in his tracks. "You're not killing anyone," lida"And we didn't lay a hand on your
girlfriend over there."

"Or anything else," Autolycus chimed in.



| shot him a look. "The point is: we didn't touoér i

Iskra groaned in her “sleep,” squeezing her thibsed, biting her plump, pouty lip
in some kind of sweet and far off ecstasy that prabably the cause of the slow and
steady writhing of her hips...

Bad Xena

The unconscious woman reached for Autolycus'site leg, tugging lovingly on it.
He looked down at her and then back to the slavhprror. "Oh dear," he mumbled.

The slaver roared in anger, lunging again at tlpdelsa, half-naked thief. | used my
boot to parry and swung it for his head, just tdien know | was the one he should
be paying attention to.

| decided that, for the moment, the best | couldvds collect my clothes and worry
about putting them on as | went. Only problem wasil couldn't find that pesky
right wrist guard. It's my favorite one, too.

Brandishing my left boot, | gave the slaver my lzggate—the one that | secretly call
Badass "Now, the smart move would be to just let us go."

"My guardsmen are on the way," he snarled. "Yoller ex-cape.”
Autolycus looked at me and mouthed: “ex-cape?”
| was getting angry to say the least. "Look, buddy,didn't touch—"

Iskra moaned again and rolled onto her stomachjragder back slightly; the entire
display culminating in a prolonged, stuttering, aulinittedly enviable, ecstatic
convulsion.

| rolled my eyes. "Aw, for the love of Achilles,'groused and swung at “lover boy”
with my errant footwear. We exchanged some swingsl started worrying that my
boots might not make it out of this one.

Autolycus, freed from Iskra's passionate grip] stiuggled with his pants. As he
finally pulled them up, his frustration got the teetof him and he started to taunt the
slaver. "You know how it is, pal; backwoods girhees across a couple of high rollers
from the big city and gets all starry-eyed and ywexpup in the glitz and glam." He
grinned. "You just gotta get used to it."

Breaking away from my boot, the slaver took a swahdwutolycus who dropped to
the pillows and fully into the embrace of the ur@dnous, though no less randy Iskra.
She locked onto him like a hound on a soup bone.

"Evenl know I'm notthis charming,” Autolycus exclaimed as he wriggled ia th
woman's amorous grip.

| gave a reluctant laugh of agreement as | whattkedlaver in the side of the head



with my boot.

He fell to his knees. "Guards! Guards!! Where ayegoards?" He was getting upset,
desperate. "You can't ex-cape.”

As | brought my boot down to finish him, he rolledmy legs, looking to take them
out from under me. | hopped over him without treytdut he brought the pommel of
his sword down on the top of my foot—rhgrefoot.

Have you ever experienced that excruciating paianwou smack your toe into a
table-leg or chair? Or the fiery sting of scaldimgg water if you spill some an
especially tender part of you? Well, take thoseranttiply by ten thousand. | think |
saw stars. Whole constellations. | know | felllte floor beside the pillowy area
where Autolycus rolled around with Iskra, all fémtgled and twisted together,
clutching my throbbing foot and letting out a grd@tween my tightly bared teeth.

It was in that instant, my foot feeling completalyned, | discovered for sure the
slavers didn't have, and never had, Artemis' beiltt+ get to that in a minute.

Having to move fast, | rolled onto my back and usgdnon-smashed leg to kick the
quickly descending slaver in the face. He fell cs@me tacky statue of a dog or jackal
or something and spilled onto his stomach. As ltgahy feet, my foot somehow hurt
worse, but | could still walk on it. From what Iderstand about these things, that's a
good sign. | pounced (well, dropped) onto him. &sstwas about to knock him out, |
pulled up. "Oh, and it'ess-cape,” | said and punched him in the back of #mesdh

| got to my feet and limped over to the cushionslliRg Iskra off the King of Thieves
was somewhat difficult (for someone who was suppdsde out cold, the lady had
quite the leg strength), but | managed to dostniled down at Autolycus. "If I didn't
know better, I'd say you were enjoying that."

He winked. "Just another of the many sacrificesrmoag&es to not be a sacrifice, |
suppose.”

We dressed quietly, all the while expecting a trobguards to jump through the tent
flap at any moment. Meanwhile, Iskra dreamed netngetly away on the pillows.
Tim e went on and still no guards.

"We need to get out of here," | said as | lacednyboot, encasing my now swelling
foot.

Autolycus looked around. "Hey, where are that ggyards anyway? Talk about a
bunch of slackers, huh?"

| crouched low and peeked out the front of the.t€he coast seemed clear, so we
made our way though the sleeping camp, checkingl&wers then moving to the next
hiding spot. This carried on uneventfully as wedeshfor the western edge of the
encampment.

When we crossed near the center of the camp, @stigas about the missing
guardsmen were answered. Writhing and laughingkitarens arced across the



flickering fires. Much like Iskra, the slaver womkad succumbed to the spell of the
belt and were carrying on and dancing and cavortin@rious states of undress with
the guards.

| smirked. "l guess | wouldn't attend to my duiéher."

Autolycus was wide-eyed. “Guh.”

"We have to get back to the amazons." He didn'tanbkit him. "Hey!"

| dragged him out of the camp and into the woods.ridéved stealthily and as
quickly as we could in the forest's darkness fhath candle-mark before we

came to a stop.

We were back at the riverbank. Autolycus smilethat "I won't say anything about
what happened back there, if you won't?"

"You're crazy if you think I'm not telling anyonbaut that underwear of yours."

"All right, all right, we can talk terms after af this. And speaking of after all of
this—" He stroked his moustache thoughtfully, "—haere you so sure the slavers
didn't take the belt? We only searched one tent?"

"The slavers didn't make the tracks we followedsaid. "As | was beating up the
jealous boyfriend for you—"

"Hey!"

"—I noticed his footwear. | noticed your girlfrieisdoo."

"Seriously, Xena—"

"The slavers are from somewhere marshy, probablyfthe north, probably
Germania or somewhere like that," | said. "Theymwead sandals, probably

because they're not used to the warmer climatendrbare."

"That's all terribly interesting." Autolycus couldhide his growing impatience. "But
how does that help us here?"

"Our belt-thief wears leather boots."

"Great." Autolycus squinted as he thought it 08b,"they could be anyone in Greece
, iIncluding me" He ran a hand through his hair sigtied. "I'm doomed."

We stood listening to the night—the crickets, tlverflowing and animals scurrying
by in the forest behind us.

| turned to him. "You'resureyou don't have it, right?"

"Xe-na."



"What? Just asking." | straightened up and patdnrthe back. "Let's go. And cheer
up." I looked up into the trees interlaced overrker, black shadows now against the
night sky. "There are other trails we can follow."

* % %

XVI. Bottoms Up

| wandered the main gathering area, stopping trinélly greet the visiting queens
and exchange news with the women and children obwrytribe who took to me

with a kind of bemused pride. After our last visithe Amazons, | was at least more
comfortable in looking the part and certainly madept in managing the feathers and
beads and decorative bits of metal with a littleengrace than before. That and the
changes a year had made in my strength and conédeith the staff helped me feel
as though 1 fit in better, no longer this scrawasni girl from a backwater village.
However; from the way Mia had treated me, it seeirstil had a ways to go yet
where the whole regal dignity and unquestionedeesihing was concerned.

But some of them looked at me that way; some shyofimers deferential. They parted
ranks for me and made room for me amongst thensi@rléd and asked after their
comfort. They smiled back. Maybe this wouldn't bebad after all.

The volume around the fires was considerable; time@rsation and singing rising on
the night air like the sparks lifting towards theakiens. | smiled, noting their full and
healthy faces. It'd been a good year. HopefullguBonia would sustain our good
fortune.Of course, we can't leave it up to just a cerem@hygre'd be treaties to look
over with the other queens, a review of weaponssapglies and medicines,
discussions about population and hunting concerns—

“Your majesty!”

Startled from my musings, | found a grinning youmgman beside me, scantily
attired in spotted leathers with a feathered mashed back on her head, pressing a
mug into my hand. “Wha—"

“To her majesty! Queen Gabrielle!” She thrust henalrink into the air.

A rousing cheer went up in response to the toa$t &mund myself pulled towards
the forefront of the group. “Whoa! Slow down!” Wemat a hand on my butt? “No
need to push.”

“Another drink!” Someone clinked their mug firmlgainst mine, slopping its
contents, while another hand reached out and urgetb drink. | tipped the cup
towards me, catching a whiff of mead before | tadkp and that's when the chanting
started.

“Chug! Chug! Chug!”
uh.

“Ten dinarsh shaysbur queen can out-drink any of yoursh!” Solari yellsdiaying
dangerously with the force of her loyal declaratiShe leaned on her neighbor,
squashing the other woman's headdress flat. Rawetcslls and creative but friendly
insults followed from all sides.



Oh boy.I'd seen Xena do it before, with a great deal ofggae and ego, | might add.
But me, well... | sniff the cork and I'm tipsy. | s&d one hand in protest. “As much as
I'd like to—"

“Accepted.” Jio, one of the northern queens withwvakite furs and a bear tooth
necklace, suddenly swapped my drink for a largex;, time foaming liquid splashing a
bit over the sides. From the flush across her chestle'd been imbibing for a while
before I'd showed up this evening. She sportechdssisized mug of her own. “A
hog's (hic) head of dinars and a night with my beldye against your piddly ten,” Jio
shouted in reply, pulling a buxom lass to her sideere was a flurry of betting in
response. She tossed her long blonde hair oueokly and regarded me with a
tough, competitive gleam in her bloodshot blue eyes

And just like that tribal honor was on the linedavery eye was on uSh crap.l
could smell the overpowering rawness of the licalogady—smelling of a dead, wet
dog—and | hadn't even touched it yet. Th@slto be a new record for me for finding
trouble. At least the village would still be stamgliafter this. | hoped.

Like a woman facing ritual execution, | squaredshgulders and raised my mug. |
took a deep breath, giving my voice the strengttaetoy. “To a strong and powerful
Nation!”

“The Nation!” was the return salute. Jio, seeminginfident in her abilities,
immediately set to downing her drink.

In for a dinar...l put the cup to my lips and began to drink. Mysei@ared up
immediately. The equivalent of Greek fire courserbas my palate and waterfalled
into my stomach, setting it ablaze in a moltendiadbath. | wanted to gasp, choke,
stop—anything but continue sucking down this nastyy mixture. What was this
stuff?Ugh, gods..The dead, wet dog had apparently been peed onuaiedilunder
garbage before being steeped in whatever this Wabbles escaped and dripped
down my chin, and | felt my gag reflex struggle twteact as I tried to get it all down
before | had no choice but to stop, either fooaito disgrace myself before everyone.
The chanting of my name accompanied each swalla@nfiaally the last of the brew
burned its way down my throat.

| dropped the mug and wheezed for breath, resudgor much needed air. | couldn't
tell if the buzzing noise was the sound of the d@@leering or the sudden
disorienting alcoholic rush as my brain pickleeltsn the fumes rising from my
stomach. Hands slapped me on the back and it aclyreed to me then to look for
my opponent.

“You did it!” Solari yelled in my ear. | craned nmgeck—a bad idea as things tilted
sideways—and discovered the other queen layingfiesten the dirt, her mug next to
her limp hand and its contents soaking the growad the fire.

Members of my own tribe teased and jeered goodreditat their rivals and money
began exchanging hands from bets lost and won.

“Take her to her quarters,” | said, gesturing t®Woman snoring peaceably on the
ground. The movement, even mild as it was, sea gnse of dizzied disorientation.
The breath | took to steady myself didn't seemetp Imuch.



“Your majesty.” A warm body pressed against mind,dewildered by my victory, |
reflexively wrapped an arm around the waist ofwlmenan sliding her hands over my
shoulders and into my hair. Jio's body slave digkem too displeased about being
passed over to me. She snuggled closer. “Mmm.”

It felt kinda nice. Comfortable. Warm. Whoa. Waatther kneeWhat am | doing?
pulled my hands away from her waist and firmly, gently, detached her tentacle-
like grip. “No, really, you don't need to do thghi.um...” | fumbled for a name.

She smiled at me. “ Tula .”

“Tula , really, not that I'm not flattered—I am—thyou've a right to choose, you
know. You're not obligated, because you're your person and | don't hold with
slavery. So, you don't have to either and, you krmwkind of tired anyway and it's
getting a bit late...” And | was babbling so bad @sembarrassing.

“But you won me, your majesty.” She purred for iReght in my ear.
| looked pleadingly at Solari.

Solari sniggered helpfully and gave me an unsuwhithk. “Whit-cchsshhhh!” She
made a rapid wrist action that | gathered was ssggto be the cracking of a whip. |
justknewthat was going to come back to haunt me. “You'velge shtammna! Take
her, too!”

Too?My head was already pounding too much to try tarkgout what she meant by
that. Covering my eyes didn't help. Nor did it malee go away. Either of them.

“Don't you like me, your majesty?” The slave's ramgekre back, this time more
insistently, her lips nuzzling my throat. Thingsrevéuzzy and distant, and the trouble
was, | was beginning to like what Tula was doing, fiinding that | had someone else
in mind to be doing it.

Gods, what was in that drink?

Belatedly, | pushed myself away. “Excuse me.” Otrans caught me when |
stumbled off balance, buoyed me up and carriedloregyan the current of
celebration and fun. Everything swirled around meurid splashes of color and
garish sound, more drinks were offered, their napassed along with knowing
smiles that seemed confusing and mysterious to me.

Even clouded, | noticed that not everyone wastiggblly; a few fights were
breaking out, violent and intense, but again | passed and pulled along before |
could do anything to stop it. So many strangersnaay faces... even amongst the
Amazons, my adopted family, | couldn't help butfmyself feeling oddly alone and
isolated. Ephiny, the only one amongst them tiaid ever felt comfortable confiding
in, was off on a mission to find Xena. And Xena...

| missed her so badly right then. | wanted the @obhdf her presence, the feeling of
strength and security just having her beside médgmovide. The sense bklonging
. She was my real family.

| think | could be happy anywhere so long as iith \ver.



But Xena was gone. Missing. Maybe injured. My wangd concern intensified,
adding to the misery of being lightheaded and otefmed by the noise and music. |
drained the cup of whatever had been shoved intbangs—my third or fourth by
this time, | guessed—qgrimacing as | did so and getnt down on a convenient flat
surface before weaving my way towards the perimétezeded peace, a bit of space
and solitude. With the party falling away behind, nielt the welcome brush of the
cooler night air against my flushed cheeks. | stibhae, under the overhanging
branches and leaned against a tree, fitting mefsigto the rough fissures in its
ancient bark.

“Xena, where are you?” | let my eyes adjust tortteonlit shrouded woods, feeling
sad and lonely and sorry for myself, when the &snhint of flute music caressed my
ears. Soft and melancholy, it squeezed my chdgititness and left me feeling an
odd sense of empathy with its singular, hauntingpthe Its voice called to me and,
wrapped in its spell, | followed it, catching sigiftthe ethereal silhouettes dancing,
stately and beautiful, to its tune.

Without another thought, |1 went to them.

* % %

XVII. Her Left Foot

The forest began to change, the trees spreadingheuioor full of wider spaces. Our
pace increased—well, as much as my foot allowéa iAs we hit a small clearing,
we could hear the drums of the Amazon camp evamgtina distance away. They
werestill at it, it seemed. Looking up into the night sky, eealld see the far off light
of campfires against the wispy clouds.

Autolycus shook his head. “Those girls really likeparty.”
“Not the greatest cooks, though,” | said with argmi

“Oh, | don't know about that,” he offered mirthlgssThat gruel they've been feeding
me has really been hitting the spot.”

| put my hand on his shoulder. “It's only for d@&twhile longer. We'll get you out of
this, you'll see.” | smiled. “Gabrielle's on thdéjo

“That makes me feeomuch better.” He said with a wry twist of his fatéou
know as well as | do, spending a night—or severalajail cell never gets any
easier.” He darkened somewhat. “No matter how ntiamgs you do it.”

| gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze, hopisigliin't have to progress to
comforting rub or, my least favorite, the consoling; it was late and I just didn't
have it in me. “l know, but | also know that rigidw, believe it or not, it's the safest
place in the Amazon nation for you to be. Theredbably hundreds of Amazons
looking to gain Artemis' favor by killing you.”

He blinked nervously. “Hundreds?”

| waved it off. “Whatever, the point is they wob#cause Ephiny has her most trusted
people guarding you—because she believes you.”



“She does?”

“Sure.” | had no ideavhatEphiny thought, but what was the point of upsething?
“Now come on, let's go.”

Autolycus grabbed my arm. He looked serious, thaugtomfortable. “Look, uh,
Xena.” He swallowed hard and then drew himself‘@ipank you.”

| nodded. We moved through the forest for anothertgr of a candle-mark. Soon we
saw light through the trees, heard voices and sgygind could smell the enticing
scent of cooking meat. It nearly distracted me fraoticing the figures moving
through the woods in our direction; a group of ¢sday their formation. | crossed my
arms over my head. After | nudged him, Autolycus tthe same.

Ephiny stepped through the trees, shaking her &eddrossing her arms. | thought |
heard her give a soft snort of laughter. “Well tthgypical.”

“Huh?” | said, putting my arms down.

“The Queen was worried, she had me form a seanti,’phhe Regent said wryly.
“We were about to come looking for you.”

“How sweet,” Autolycus joked. Two warriors grabbad; one, a red head, rather
roughly. “Hey! I'm surrendering willingly.”

“Dimitra!” Ephiny shot the young woman a look of mang. “Take him away.” |
waved reassuringly to Autolycus as the warriorsyeldchim along and into the
village. Ephiny moved in beside me. “And here | wteting to look forward to
getting away from the guests for a while. Wherge two been?”

“You wouldn't believe me if | told you.” | turned Ephiny, deciding to change the
subject. “What was Gabrielle so worried about?rimhthat late.”

Shaking her curly head, Ephiny pointed to the g#éla‘Why don't you ask her
yourself? She seemed pretty anxious to speak td you

“Where?”

“The Queen's hut.”

“Right, thanks.” | took a step then stopped. “Ulop,Queen's Hut you mean—"
“My hut.” Ephiny rolled her eyes.

“And not—"

“Xe-na...”

“Right, thanks again.” | headed into the villagea\ing the Regent behind me to
grumble something as usual.

There were campfires everywhere, throwing flamekvaarm light into the sky,
across the huts and over the bodies of amazongvedvere. The ladies were certainly
in a “frisky” mood, no doubt the belt playing itan, as they danced and sang,
pounding on drums and rolling about in sparringtests. The belt was obviously



continuing to play its hot, little part in everytig.

To be honest, | was really tired. It had been g lgpong) day. | had been attacked by
fish, by crows, even by my own horse; found out #hatolycus was being accused of
a crime he only sort of committed and was to betpualeath; had to deal with that
pointy-faced, tight-pants Artemis, who Gabrielleyna& may not have a crush on; ran
through the woods at all hours of the night; fougfiita randy slaver queen; got my
foot smashed by her jealous dope of a boyfriend;reaw have to deal with a village
of rutting Amazons.

To be even more honest, | don't like the Amazoher& are a lot of reasons why, all
of which | won't get into here, but a major onéeistivals like this one. Amazons have
a festival for everythingOh, Artemis be blessed, it is the Festival of thagding Pine
Cones! Oh, Artemis be praised, it is the Festi¥ahe Falling Pine Cones!

Don't get me wrong, I'm all for celebrating andatibns and whatnot, it's just that the
Amazons take it all so seriously. They have ewvitttg bit planned out. From the
lighting of the torches, to every note in the sgrigshe closing of the ceremonies—
it's all so scripted and boring. No wonder Artemigheir Goddess-protector.

In the end, | come here for Gabrielle. Like it ot,nt's something | have to do.
They're like her family. Which, | guess, makes thagfamily. Now, there's a
thought... | looked around wondering if | could ever feet Feome” in a place like
this.

Maybe we could just drop in on holidays?

| rolled my eyes, realizing how that would quickignslate into permanent residence
since Amazons had holidays every other friggin' @t then again: what Gabrielle
wants, Gabrielle gets...

There was an increasing amount of laughter as keshéaward the Queen's hut. | had

the sneaking suspicion it was directed at me. Soohavhips being cracked and then

snickers seemed to follow me everywhere. | shantheretty mean stare, but it didn't
seem to work.

| found the Queen's (formerly the Regent's) huttgmpvas beginning to get
frustrated. | looked longingly at the big bathtjust wanting to soak in it and then go
to bed instead of chasing everyone all over theepéd all hours of the night.
Gabrielle's staff leaned in the corner, she probhbtin't gone far.

As | left, looking around without any idea wherebtegin searching for Gabrielle,
more Amazons strolled by with their whispers ara@rtivhip-sounds.

That was it. Tired and cranky, | snapped.

“Hey! You got somethin' to say, say it,” | hurletthe biggest one in the bunch as |
approached. She turned her head away and the gtocidy moved on.

| crossed my arms. “That's right.” Maybe it was ltedt, but that felt good.

It didn't get me any closer to finding the bard.Had enough; I'd never find her this
way. “Gabrielle?!” | yelled. That seemed a littilys so | decided to do a perimeter
search of the village. Gods, | love perimeter desge—-they're the best kind of



searches.

As | fanned out (well, with my aching, swelling tod was more like limped out) to
the edges of the village, | heard Gabrielle's voicghe breeze. | moved toward it.
Soon, | could hear what was being said.

“Ow! Take it out!” It was Gabrielle's voice. She sva pain. | sped up.

“Breathe into the pain. It'll pass quickly,” Artesnsaid. If she was hurting Gabrielle,
I'd—

“Aah...” A sound of relief. “Oh, that's better.” Gablte again. “Oh! You don't have
to dothat...”

“Please, Gabrielle. | insist. It was my idea, a#kr’
Gabrielle groaned.

| stopped.

“Is this better?” Was her voice muffled?

“Yeah.” Gabrielle's voice was almost... dreamy. “Muttvasn't expecting it to be
guite so large. | don't think I've ever had—oh,hseane that big before. What you're
doing is helping a lot... so smooth and warm... fee#dly, really good...”

In a breathless kind of horrified daze, | movedatiyh the woods towards the voices.
Was that giggling | heard?

“These are not just the hands of a warrior, Galeriel
“I can feel that. Oh! Yes... there...”

| ran through the woods to the voices. Crashing ensmall clearing | found them. It
took a lot, but | managed to make damn sure myadigetiidn't bulge out like the
slaver's did. Not sure about the facial rednessigh.

In the clearing, Gabrielle sat with her bare feoArtemis' hands. The goddess was
bending forward, hovering closely above the basidader toes, her lips poised above
them.

“What the—" It was simultaneously better and wdisan | expected.

“Xena?” Gabrielle shook her head as though wakiagfa dream. “You-you're
back.”

“Justwhatis going on here?” | demanded.

Artemis raised her chin, seeming simultaneouslged and satisfied at my
interruption. | blinked at them, wide-eyed, ablddel the vein in my forehead
throbbing.

Gabrielle looked dazedly between the two of us\aitkddrew her foot from Hatchet-
Face's groping little hands. “I—I wanted to dang#the nymphs, but | took one step
without my boots and got a really nasty splint&tie held up the sliver of wood as



evidence. “She handled it for me.”

“Mm-hmm.” My jaw shifted from left to right in aght grind. “That's not all she was
handling.”

| didn't miss the twitch of a smile at Artemis'did glared. She glared back.

Gabrielle stood up, listing shakily to one sidehaher boot in hand until she caught
her balance against a tree trunk. “Did you findlib#&?”

“No,” | said flatly, not taking my eyes off ArtemiSWhy don't we talk about it in our
quarters, after we get some rest?”

| watched in smug joy as Artemis surged to her, fleet eyes sparking fury in my
direction. | smiled at her when Gabrielle bent ddeclumsily put her boot back on,
unaware of the silent battle going on right abogehead. | decided against sticking
my tongue out.

“Why not now?” Gabrielle asked, abandoning the rniamgled bootlaces in
exasperation.

“Too many ears. Let's go.”

She stood and blinked slowly between the two obus, | wondered if | only
imagined her hesitation before she followed me.

* * %
XVIII. Slam Dunk (or You Make Me Wet)

| didn't mean to trip, but the next thing | knewds getting a close-up look at the path
back to the village. “Damn laces,” | muttered, tiyiblearily to look at my feet. A
little challenging when sprawled on the ground.

“Gab-ri-elle.”

Oh, yeah. She pulled me to my feet and then abaore to the swaying forces that
had taken hold of the forest and threatened tartepup again. “Oo, it's getting rough
out here.” | carefully felt my way back to the gnolto wait out the turbulence. As it
was, | felt as though a cyclops had clubbed me theshead, so sitting down seemed
a good idea.

“What is the matter with you?”

“Get down.” | waved my hand in the general directad the forest floor. “It's safer
down here. Doesn't move as much.”

“Gabrielle, | donothave the patience for this.”

| looked up and squinted, trying to focus on thgudar face above me, half-bathed in
a pearly moonlight that illuminated her eyes artdtsem aglow from within. How
marvelous! I'd never seen anything like that beféYeu're sobeautiful.”

She sighed and dropped her face into one hand.dbein.”

Again? Huh?Oh, look...I blinked slowly, distracted by the spider web nextne



with the moonlight caught in its strands. It made mappy, so | giggled.

“So not only was she feeling you up, but she gotgaunk, too. Great. That's just
great.”

It was? Wait, how did she know about my butt ggttelt up?Oh, yeah¥You have
manyskills.” Happy that I'd solved my mystery, | saétl and snickered.

“Uh huh.” She reached for me again. “C'mere.”

| was hauled upright and found myself face-to-hidate with her. Not a bad spot to
be in but—

“Ugh!” Xena jerked away suddenly leaving me to cept my change in altitude
alone. “You stink!”

“Like dead dog?” | hazarded. “That's the ‘HydrasPIghink. Or was it ‘Gorgon
Gob'?” | tried to remember while | spread my armasand bit the tip of my tongue as
| concentrated on negotiating the path. | needveltbothered; | was face first in the
leaves a second later, thanks to my damn laces.

Actually, it was rather comfy right there. | scodecouple of leaves closer to make a
pillow. Yeah. Comfy. | was halfway into the arms\brpheus before she grabbed
me again.

“Ooooh, no, you don't.”

| whined, not wanting to move. My head had actupfiysed in its throbbing when I'd
stopped moving. But Xena is not one to be deniedtaihly not by me. The next
thing | knew, | was moving down the path, thoughrdeely not under my own steam.
Deep and considered analysis brought me to thdusian that | was being carried.
Lightly and easily, Xena had picked me up and @@ahe in her arms, allowing me
an unusual and fascinating experience in not oailydthat close to her, but also in
that she had been the one to initiate it.

There was little | could do except hook my arm aber neck and lay my head
down on her shoulder. | closed my eyes, unsuleiuhsettled feeling inside was due
to the discernible sway of Xena's gait or the fegebf power and strength surrounding
me, tangible and visible in the feel of her muscalans around me. From this close
angle, | watched the way the line of her jaw tigleid and relaxed, tightened and
relaxed, the way her eyes moved restlessly achesgdth before us, and the way the
soft light illuminated her nose and highlighted bbeekbones. So strong, so serious.
Knowing her as | did, | thought she looked angrg tanse.

That's the thing with Xena; she takes so much osetfevhen | wish she could find a
way to let some of it go, to share it with me araybe make the burden of her fears
and regrets easier to bear. Idly, | slipped mydnsgnto her hair at the base of her
scalp and felt the delightful sensation of softmtr where her dark hair covered my
hand. The locks were cooler near the surface, athgvieand, and warmer beneath.
Not too dissimilar from Xena herself, it occurredme. | stroked my thumb against
the nape of her neck where | know | sometimes get and figured maybe she did
too, and was rewarded with a sound of muted swr@sn her and a slight tightening
of her grip. She kept walking, but it seemed thregodidn't rush by as quickly now.



| rubbed the tips of my fingers lightly against ls&m, imagining the scattering of
tingles it might cause. | liked them, personallg.discovered this one evening after
we had spent the day helping a village to rebwlties of their homes after having
been struck by warlords looking for food and plundéna, in her usual silent and to-
the-point approach, had sat me down in front ofamet used those large, strong hands
of hers to ease the muscle cramps in my neck amdd#rs I'd been complaining

about for the better part of a candle-mark. | stithember the final little scratch of

her fingers across the back of my neck to let nakshe was done and the shiver of
tingles it had sent in a rush of goosebumps aerysskin.

In languid curiosity, | did the same to her anttdl my gaze to her arm in time to see
the fine hairs rise up, like wild grass before advil looked back up at her face and
noted a stillness there, a forced blankness, aad lslhe was shielding herself from
me.

| knew how to fix that. So close already, | dippey head forward, closing my eyes
when long, dark strands brushed against my faceydgs found her ear. “You can't
hide from me you know.”

She jerked her head away from me and | found myaed#fd with a pair of hot blue
eyes and flaring nostrils over a disapproving frot8top it, Gabrielle.”

“I can see you.” It came out in a teasing sing-seay, soft and breathy, quite without
my permission, but it was fun and it made me giggjain. Xena shot me another
look, but snapped her lips tightly together andiedrus faster. | resumed my
comfortable spot against her.

My breath warmed her skin and when | breathed @ould detect the scent of her; a
mingling of leather, musk, exertion and the indafile essence of everything | know
asher. And was that perfume? | sniffed again, closes time. When did she start
wearing perfume? Sandalwood and spice tickled nsg r@md | pressed closer, the tip
of my nose brushing slowly against the skin benbatrear. A soft grunt of surprise
escaped between Xena's clenched teeth.

| had no attention for anything around us. | walsvaius to the interested gazes and
whispered comments as we passed through the etigagebry and into the less
traveled paths between the Amazons' huts and butielings. All my concentration
was centered on the expanse of warm skin withimeagh, wondering all the while if
she might taste as interesting as she smelled?p¥lyduched her skin and | found
myself squeezed in her arms. That was okay—I ltketl My lips parted to allow the
tip of my tongue to delicately stroke the side ef throat. Distantly | was aware of a
tremulous shudder that trembled us both.

Xena's warmth drew me in and | luxuriated in tresehess, tinged though it was with
a sense of breathless danger. This close, | codiaink of a reason not to do it as my

lips found her throat again and traversed its lengbttom to top, pausing to paint her
earlobe with the moist tip of my tongue.

“Gabrielle!”

Through slitted eyes | could see the world rush pa®n the wings of a growl of
frustration. It occurred to me that | could sootiee if only she'd let me...



We came to an abrupt halt. “You're dismissed,”drdeXena say in a tight voice.

“Ma'am...” The voice of a reluctant Amazon respond®de can't leave; Regent's
orders.”

Xena stiffened; | knew she hated being thwarteéalle. Now.”

“Look,” the same Amazon replied, an edge to heceoil don't care if you're Zeus
himself, we're not g—"

| lited my head and, with effort, focused my ey&ou two haven't been to the party
yet. You should go.”

Their eyes looked from me, to Xena, to each otihen back to us and then as one
they gave me a fist-over-heart salute before gamgnd us and back towards to
center of the village. “Shis whipped, isn't she?” | heard faintly.

Xena spun and growled. They both cringed and hlinféfaster. Then, we too were
on the move again.

“You're not whipped,” | muttered and buried my fdek into Xena's neck, my hand
sliding into her hair with an increasing fervor.dldne owns you...” Gods, she felt
good. So soft and strong and intensely alive.

She took a deep breath and | felt myself liftedetaand | smiled to myself until |
suddenly realized | was airborne. | slammed in&oftlgid bath water with a huge
splash, sending a crest of water over the sidesdk the fur rugs below. | gasped as |
resurfaced; the shock of it ripping away the gatiayain of inebriation and sensual
closeness, and leaving me in nothing but my soplegiaiipers and naked, open-
mouthed anger. “Xe-Xena!”

Very deliberately, she crossed her arms and toekstep back from the tub and then
another. Only then did | notice the dark and murdsly angry expression she turned
towards me.

* % %
XIX. Hot, Wet, Girl-on-Girl Action

| stepped back from the tub. One pace. Two. | baddke sure Gabrielle was out of
reach, before | did anything regrettable.

Had to control my breathing. Had to control my hafrdm shaking. Had to control
myself, my emotions. My skin still tingled whereeshad touched me. Where she had
kissed me.

Gabrielle had kissed me.

On my neck.

A lot.

| guess it wasn't that big of a deal, though.

Right?



Then why did | feel so many things? Why did | fbetrayed? Angry?
Aroused?
Gabrielle spit the cold water out, looking pathetiout less drunk.

"Cooled off now?" | sneered. | was doing my bestdaotrol my temper, assuming a
lot of it was that blasted belt raising my temperat | still couldn't believe she was
drunk and cavorting with that so-called virgin gedsl.

“Xena...l...you...we...” she spluttered, her eyes confusedflicted, their piercing
green brought out by her now darkened lashes.

Gabrielle's inability to form a simple sentenceyamiade me angrie¥Was she that
smitten with Pointy-face that words failed her? Hgfrall people? crossed my arms.
"l expected more from you."

She looked confused, taken abadkrt, even?'l-I thought... | mean... | thought
you'd...you'd like that."

"Like it?!” Breathe, Xena. Breath#.ike seeing her rubbing her hands all over my
best friend and getting her falling-down drunk?thtew my hands in the air. khew
| shouldn't have left you alone with her!"

Something flared up in Gabrielle's eyes.

“Hey! You of all people should know I'm not a kidyamore. | can take care of
myself.” She raised her chin haughtily. “And forugonformation shedid not get me
drunk.”

“Oh?”

“That's right,” she continued. “I managed to dalitby myself. Well...with the help
of an Amazon drinking contest.” Gabrielle quickjdaessed my increasingly
skeptical look. “Which ivonby the way.”

“That is and isn't surprising.” | shook my headat.

“The drink was horrible...smelled like a dog...tastiée lone too...” She looked
sheepish. “Not that | know what a dog tastes like.”

She became glossy-eyed as she remembered, budhthek her head and cleared her
throat. "Anyway, | needed some air, so | took akveadd went to see the nymphs." My
lips tightened. "It's been a long day, Xena. | meédad to put up with Artemis on the
way back—" | snorted at the protest. "—and thentskd to kiss me, but that's when
the bear tried to kill us, so | had to save usessite couldn't—"

There was that vein in my forehead again. For arsgd couldn't open my mouth to
speak because my teeth had clenched so tightly shut

Gabrielle seized the opportunity and waved the whiohg off. “It's not as big a deal
as it sounds. Anyway, | wandered off and was distichby the dance of the nymphs
and got a splinter in my foot.” With an exasperdtaik, she pointed to her feet,
submerged somewhere in the cloudy tub water. “Aidenas helping me. Did you see



the size of that splinter?"

This was ridiculous. Couldn't Gabrielle see whateAris was doing to her? | had a
right to protect my best friend from herself. Rigl@&oddess or no Goddess, belt or no
belt—Artemis was going down. "How big was the si@irthat she had her hands all
over your legs?” | shook my head again. “Any higaed she'd be taking your
temperature.”

Gabrielle's face contorted with conflicting emotidihdon't believe it.” She said with
incredulity. “You—you're jealous!”

| wasn't. “What? That's ridiculous.” | paced awsynh the tub. “I'm worried about
you. You don't know about the gods, Gabrielletirhied for effect. “I do. They play
twisted little games with mortals. They manipuldtem. Then they throw them
away.”

“You are.” Gabrielle grinned mischievously. “Youjealous.”
| wasn't.

| wasangry, however. “Fine. Whatever. Maybe you canin&tkthe whole thing
between drinking contests and late night Nymph-ohenand erotic foot massages
while I'm off finding that stupid belt for you arydur tribe.”

“What?” She crossed her arms, still standing inttite “I'm sure that's all you were
doing.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, please, what? Did the trail through the wole@&l to a band of Corinthian
showagirls?” Her teeth flashed, her finger pointedusingly. “I could smell perfume
on you.”

| smiled, remembering the run in Autolycus andd kath the moonstruck slaver
gueen. Maybe, smiling wasn't the best thing | ctnelde done right then. | know what
| said next fit squarely into that category as wilow, you'rejealous.”

Gabrielle sprang from the tub, water spilling evdmgre. She moved angrily, coming
nose-to-nose with me. She was shivering, from aagehill | didn't know. “Y-you
wish,” she said.

Seeing her this passionate, this aggressive threwffra little. | needed to gain the
advantage again. “In that case, your highnessjldcemell like a whole chorus line,
why should you care?”

She looked away. It was for a split second, butisbked away. Was she? She
couldn't be...

Right?
* * %
XX. At the Center of Things

Twice in one night words completely failed me. Aksfeeling invaded my insides,



prompted by the image of some skanky, empty-heade#t;scented woman writhing
around with Xena, which only served to make me éegty and furious and way out
of control. “Maybe | don't care if you do!” | yetle getting right up in her face. “But if
you're going to smell like some two-bit floozy hamgoff the end of a bar, you'd
better make sure to stay upwind from anyone younaameak up on!”

The fracture in the expression of nasty amusensyatated a ripple of shock and
astonishment, maybe even hurt, before it was gbgave me a surge of dark
satisfaction to know | could get beneath her skin.

She put her hands on her hips and looked down onle&orner of her mouth lifting
in that arrogant, condescending way she sometim&s‘At least | can see what's in
front of me! Your problem is you can't see the biggicture; Artemis and the
Amazons have you so bamboozled, you can't see hew tking advantage of you.”
At my fierce head-shake, Xena threw her handserath “How can you be so blind?
She's got designs on you, Gabrielle! Believe neanlsee it; the way she talks to you,
the way she touches you, the way she throws ityifiace!”

“So that's it?” | demanded, my eyes narrowing.ulddave spit, | was so mad. “It
skewers your ego that she's showing interest in\Wwie& am |? Somebjectfor you
to fight over? Is that it? You thinkbelongto you, like your saddle bags and your
horse?”

Xena's mouth worked for a long, soundless mometshe rallied, her tone low and
hard and very serious. “You're not to be alone Wwghanymore.”

Outrageous! “Xena—"

She grabbed me by the upper arms and shook mdlligife palms of her hands a
searing heat against my bare skin. “She's not toggfou again!”

“Stop it! I'm not a child!” I wrenched myself frethrowing off her bruising grip.
“We're finished! Don't you argue with me.” She tedraway.

| grabbed her arm hard and yanked her around &rfaee “We are if you think I'm
going to let you do this!”

“If that's the way you want it!”

We teetered there, staring at each other and limgatard with emotion. Her eyes had
darkened to a cool blue-grey slate, stony andxitfle, ringed with tension. There
was surprise there, too—a vulnerability that ra#edhe faintest glimmer of fear.
How did we get here? How had it gone so far? Mytheas a timpani beneath my
ribs, its out-of-control pace fueled by an almastiseating mix of confusion, fury and
dread. So many emotions, too many to make sen¥gas.she really that jealous?
Was I? It seemed inconsequential next to the tlaidatsing her, of losing everything
that she was to mélothing is worth thatWith effort | pulled myself back from the
brink. “No,” | replied finally, the quiet of my voe falling hoarse in the taut silence
between us. “l don't.”

She released a trembling breath, the spell of litgstbruptly broken, washing past us
like a brief and violent summer storm. The darkdleavered, hiding her face from



me.

My chest loosened and | took a settling breath ybman, continuing on more gently.
“I don't want thatEver.But you have to trust me, Xena; Artemis can trynagh as
she wants, but she's not going to get anywherdlditered, of course—I mean, who
wouldn't be? But I'm... I'm not interested.”

“Really?” Blue eyes gazed back at me from bendattcurtain of her bangs.

| nodded solemnly and pressed my hands againsefty feeling the adrenaline
aftermath wreaking havoc with my system. Whethemfthe cold bath water or from
the intensity of our argument, | began to shivetaled there, standing, just as she
did, and I wondered if she felt as unsure as kthdut what to do next. When she said
nothing more, my shoulders slumped and | wrappe@mms around myself, trying to
keep my teeth from chattering. “D-did...” | tried aga‘'Did you have any luck

finding the belt?”

Xena retreated to a window that overlooked a viewetrds the center of the village
where the party was still going strong. She leaagainst the framework, crossing her
arms over her chest, the outline of her body gildetie soft golden glow thrown

from the multitude of bonfires shedding light andrmth over the assembled. |
wished | could feel some of that now.

“No,” she replied, distantly. “They never had it.”

| let out a disappointed breath. “What are we gaondo? Brauronia is in two days. If
the belt can make us act like this now, how muchseavill it be by the ceremony? If
the slavers didn't take it, then...”

| saw her give an almost imperceptible nod. “An Aoradid.”

* % %

XXI. (Not So) Straight to Bed

As much as | hate to admit it, | was trying to dhber. And in the end, | guess that's
just another way of saying | was trying to upset What was | doing?

Gabrielle looked pensive for a moment then nodtlésl.disappointing, but not
surprising,” she said. “Only an Amazon would kndvoat the belt. Assuming the
thief knew what they were stealing, of course.”

“Of course.”

She wasn't shocked or upset. | turned my attefi@mk out the window. Maybe |
thought if she didn't see my face, my eyes, shddmiisee how low | was feeling. It
wasn't the first time I'd underestimated her. Ftbefirst moment we met she's been
proving me wrong, but | never acknowledged it, iid

| nodded. “Also, the footwear, angle of attack asdape route, when taken together
seem to point to an Amazon attacker.” It was harsppeak evenly. | was tired. | was
not entirely myself thanks to the belt. What hageebefore—the yelling, what we
said to each other—was getting to me even moreithmormally would.



Gabrielle took a step forward. “Xena |—"

“Did you find out anything around here?” | lookeoveh, bracing myself on the
windowsill.

She paused. “Uhm...The belt is affecting everyoné.|Buink there's two we should
keep an eye on. Shawna, she was with Ephiny; sthe studded chobo with her. Are
you sure the weapon that hit Autolycus was frortaaes?”

| nodded. “I've seen the kind of chobo you meas niot the same. Slavers would
want to disable or stun their targets; a studdedbatwould likely crack your head
open.”

She wiped water from her face. “Then there's alsm Bhe came in with another
woman last year from Pelos. From what she saidf thge impression she hates
Artemis' guts.”

That made me chuckle. | guess not all Amazons ade‘# point in her favor.”
“Xena, c'mon, she's not that—"

Not again. | whipped around to glare at her. “Do aefend her to me, Gabrielle.” My
gaze held her for a long moment more and themketlaway again to stare out the
window.

Behind me, Gabrielle looked away; reluctant periapgart anything more between
the two of us—which was exactly why | had turnecagw/Fine.” She took a few
steps over to the desk on the other side of thea raad lowered herself into the chair.
“Mia seems to have a problem with Dimitra—the orf@wame with her from Pelosi.
| gather Dimitra's got a crush or something on #ite”

| snorted. There's no accounting for taste.

“And there's some kind of tension between Mia ahdva,” Gabrielle added. “I
couldn't get anything further, but both of themtaiely looked like they could have
taken Autolycus down, especially if they manageduprise him first.”

| turned to face her, trying to move the variouscps of the puzzle around in my
mind. “So we have a goddess-hater who has trowditeng along with other
Amazons.” | decided to try and lighten the moodtke! | winked at her. “Who isn't
me, for once.”

“For once.” She didn't smile, but there was a ghihone in her eyes. Her body
shivered visibly.

"We've got a hormone-imbalanced goddess who's@rdlge of losing her powers
and wants to have her way with you." | wandered ¢we¢he side of the tub as | spoke
and picked up one of the towels discarded aftebatin earlier.

"Which is just not going to happen,” Gabrielle adifiemly, her eyes avoiding mine.

“So basically, we have nothing.” | pressed the faagainst myself, hoping to warm it
up a little. “And that leaves Autolycus pretty céa® nowhere.”



Gabrielle sighed, lost in thought. She left theichad sat upon the bed, hugging
herself for warmth. “I don't think Artemis or thexfazons will spare him for much
longer. Not with the festival climaxing soon.”

| moved in closer, the towel still warming agains. Gabrielle's brow furrowed in
thought. "l wonder why an Amazon stole the beliha first place. | would think most
of them revere her."

"There could be any number of reasons. Ambitioowsr... | thought Velasca would
have been a deterrent, but godhood has its drastesm#s did say that whoever stole
it would gain her powers." A thought occurred to. ingat down on the bed just under
an arm's length away from her. "Do you know thédutent of Artemis' abilities?
What are we up against?"

Gabrielle's eyes faded into shadow as she leame@ifd to yawn. She rubbed at
them. “Hard to say...” She sighed as she continuesthiteer, her hair and clothes still
soaked. “Control of animals, the hunt, maidenhaadl ghastity... She transformed a
man into a stag and had him ripped apart by his losemds for spying on her while
she bathed.”

“She has a real thing for being seen in the bufésih't she?” | shook my head, not
understanding the deity's inhibitions.

“Yeah.” Gabrielle nodded. “Beyond what I've hearndstories, I'm not sure what else
someone might be able to do.”

That pretty much meshed with what | knew. “Herewrapped the towel around her
shoulders and brought her close. She resistedlglaffirst but soon, if reluctantly,
gave in to the warmth both the towel and | offered.

We stayed like that for some time, the weight cdnswerable questions and
Autolycus' fate hanging heavily in the air. Doret gne wrong; | love a challenge, but
| can't say I'm overly fond of this “rock and a thglace” stage of problem solving.
Maybe it was fatigue; gods knew this morning seefikeda damn long time ago. Just
thinking about it made me even more tired. It hadrban eventful, though not as
successful a day as | would have liked. There walsgily more than one moment |
wouldn't mind having back to do over, fishy lovéelsiincluded. | sighed and then felt
Gabrielle do the same.

“Xena |—"

“Shh.” I moved closer, whispering, “I should havested you. | know better than
that.” She glanced at me in wary surprise, no dawdstdering if | was playing with
her, but the truth was that | couldn't stand tmsiten between us any longer.

Gabrielle, now wrapped securely in the towel, labkéme carefully until the look in
her eyes softened, and she gave me a small, tengatiile. “The, um, perfume
actually isn't bad, but | probably still don't waatknow how you got it on you.”

| cleared my throat and looked up at the ceilingrbg. “Probably not,” | drawled as |
leaned over to snag another towel and begin agplyito her hair, ruffling the long
strands until they were a thick, wavy mass of lyadeimp tangles.



“So what now?” Her voice was muffled beneath thedio

| drew in a breath and let the wheels turn a femes as | tried to remove the
bedraggled decorative feather someone had twirtedhar hair earlier today. I
wanna get a look at these two Amazons you mentidhede of them thinks they're
home free, they might lead me right to it.”

“What do you want me to do while you're skulkingand?”

Here's where | put my dinars where my mouth isv&ht you to talk to Artemis. Find
out what we could be facing if the thief inheriex [powers. Try to keep her from
following through on killing Autolycus, but keepstbtle.” My stomach tied itself in
knots, but | had to let her do this. Artemis, aslie could be trusted not to physically
harm Gabrielle, but as for the rest... | fought witk belt's influence, exasperated at
the flash of jealousy eating at my insides again.

Silence followed my request. | grimly tried notsimile.
“You wantmeto talk to her?” PauseAtone?”

The surprise on her face was almost comical, bigd to hide my amusement with a
shrug. “If you don't think you can do it...”

“If I don't think | can...” she trailed off and shodler head almost helplessly. “Did |
miss something? | don't understand. | mean... youe.yau sure?”

| knew what she was asking. “I'm sure. It's the sesd move anyway. Artemis would
rather talk to you than meWell, that's putting it mildly

Gabrielle snorted and rolled her eyes. “I thinkdmather chat up an entire legion of
horny Romans while naked than talk to you.”

If she had the wherewithal to crack a joke, evearaastic one, maybe we were closer
to being back on track with each other. “Like Ids&t least I've made a memorable
impression on her.”

She stood and squished her way behind the dressiagn to change out of her wet
leathers. “Xena, saying you made an impressioikassiaying that Tartarus is kinda
balmy.” A wet halter slapped over the top of thetigan, followed quickly by her
skirt.

| took it for a compliment and smiled toothily, pked with her retort.

First one soggy boot appeared, followed by thers#cilne both of them tossed near
the fire to dry. | winced in regret; wet leathemds to shrink and stiffen as it dries and
my temper would probably cost her a few blisteradaow. While she continued to
change, | started removing my own boots; an exefoisninor agony. My foot was a
mass of black and purple bruises and visibly swollevinced and tried to flex it,
annoyed at how much it hurt to move or wiggle mgstddamn it. | hoped it wouldn't
slow me up if | had to face off with either of auspects tomorrow.

Sighing, | wrested off the rest of my armor and iptd one side of the bed next to my
weapons before rising and limping like some kindigéless, klutzy old woman over
to where our packs lay on the floor near the walgjuatted down to retrieve a clean



shift of my own when | heard something.
Scritch.

An almost imperceptible thump followed it. From twardrobe. In seconds | was
ripping the door open only to hear a frightenedasguas a flailing figure landed in
my arms. “What the Hades?!”

“Your majesty!” It was a woman. A short woman. Weagrtoo many feathers and too
little leather.

| scrunched up my nose; the stench of mead canteeofh waves. She stunk like a
dead dog. | sniffed again. That had been peedMopé.” | hooked my thumb over
my shoulder towards the changing screen. “Oveether

“Your majesty!” The woman swayed as she held outhms towards Gabrielle who
had chosen that moment to stick her head out freinmid the barrier.

“Tula ?”

| looked back and forth between them. “Tula ?”"iseal my eyebrow in the bard's
direction. “Who's Tula?” The second Gabrielle'sresgion of surprise wiped to
fragile innocence, | knew something was upab-ri-elle.”

“Your majesty?” Tula popped her head around mesilmpsomewhat concerned. “I|
thought | was only going to be pleasuryauthis evening.”

“WHAT?!” My whole body whipped around to confronul who took one wide-
eyed look at me and cowered back.

“But-I'm-sure-l-would-love-to-servicerou-as-well,” she babbled out in a high
squeak.

“Hey!” Gabrielle erupted from behind the screenfddaessed in only her
undergarments and the thin shift she held presskdrtchest. “You're not servicing
her!”

Tula's eyes widened further. “I'm not? But—"
HNO! ”
| winced; | didn't know Gabrielle could project Wwivolume like that.

“Thenyou'reservicing her?” Tula asked tentatively as she pair@t me, hopelessly
confused now as to who was going to do what to whom

| straightened to my full height and crossed mysaaver my chest, unable to wait to
hear Gabrielle's answer to this one. | raised nepeyw and looked at Gabrielle
expectantly.

“Erk.” Gabrielle looked up at me, her face a pietof flaming ruin, suffused with the
most brilliant blush | think I've ever seen her we&o much for bardic eloquence.

“Well?” | drawled, feeling a sublime level of andrgtrayal and dark amusement at
her predicament. “Apparently everything that mowasitsyou. Am | getting some?”



“Xena, this isn't what it looks like.” Gabrielldtied her hand in a placating gesture.
Too bad | wasn't in the mood to be calm. | hardengaxpression. She'd have to do
better than that. “I, uh, won Tula in that drinkiogntest.”

“So you entered the contest so you could sleep het?”
“What? No! Are you kidding? | never thought | hadrence.”
“Well, this is your lucky day, isn't it? The Fatase smiling all over you it seems.”

Gabrielle was looking desperate. “Solari made mé!to

“No!” she insisted. “Solari challenged the otheegn.” She reached out and shook
Tula ; a bad decision if the sudden lack of catothie woman's face was anything to
go by. “You were there. Tell her.”

Tula's eyes were a glassy sheen. “Oh, yes! Yaddbeautiful and proud before us
all, gleaming in the firelight. You raised your liamigh and challenged my queen for
the glory of the Nation. She accepted your chabesgd the two of you drank, your
throat moving strong and sure as you drank heetdkhees!” She swayed with the
passion of her tale. | lifted my eyebrow higher atated menacingly at Gabrielle.

Gabrielle stared at her in abject horror. “Thatswhat... Xena—" She looked at me,
her green eyes wide, stunned. “—It wasn't like diatll!”

“Uh huh.”

Tula slipped around me and draped herself agaialti@le's side. “Can we go to bed
now?” she cooed as she rubbed Gabrielle's verydtemalder.

| became dimly aware of the grinding squeal revexdogg in my head, caused no
doubt by the pressure of my jaw, as | bared myntaethem both in the caricature of a
smile. It must not have been pretty because Gébbéhked and jerked back from
both Tula and myself. “I'm going to check on Argbdrabbed my things from the
side of the bed, heedless of the clatter and thggilng strap on my breastplate. | just
wanted out of there.

erna_n
“Enjoy your slave, your majesty.”

The slam of the wooden door was solid and loud,vemg, very satisfying. | stood on
the porch, looked around and then smiled. Maybeethes a drinking contest or two
around here thdtcould enter...

* % %

PART 4
XXIIl. There Has To Be a Morning After

The birds roared on the branches outside my winddws.sunlight—when | made the



mistake of lifting my head—cut through my eyes Igteards of glass. My tongue,
poisoned by the effects of Amazon brewing techrsgbad apparently died in my
mouth sometime during the night and proceeded ¢ordpose into a furry, swollen
thing that tasted both festering and rancid. Intshaevas hung-over.

“Uck.” Keeping my eyes closed, | managed to sit effygp. Bad idea. | clutched my
head with both hands to keep it from falling off styoulders as | rolled very carefully
off the bed. Oh, this was not good. Hephaestustsriexr was playing all of Olympus

' greatest hits inside my skull. Even my eyebdltshbed.

Staggering forward, | did the only thing possillsqueezed my eyes shut and thrust
my head into the chilly old bathwater still in tha. It had worked last night, after all.

Ker-splash!

| gasped and whipped my wet head back, castingr\aatess the room, the rest of it
racing down my skin in chilly rivulets, washing awthe lingering urge to sleep. My
head still ached fiercely, but at least | felttddimore in focusWhat wasn that
stuff?Just thinking about it made me feel nauseatedtiRtaone hand carefully
against my forehead, | shuffled to the table anfiezhat the decanter sitting next to a
small bowl of grapes and apples. It smelled sgbeured some into a clean cup and
took a sip. A light, tart cider coated my moutlstamething far more palatable and |
swished it around a few times before swallowindew grapes followed. Not great
for my stomach, but someone might be willing toadpe me from a distance of less
than ten feet now.

| detoured to nudge the shutter on the window t&etathe room before dropping
back down onto the bed. That's when it hit me; Xesmd never come back last night.

I'd left space for her, thinking that she mightrat but aside from where | had pulled
the covers askew during the night, it was mostlyistarbed. My sigh was audible. |
guess | couldn't blame her, but it ticked me offttthe never even gave me a chance
to explain properly, or gave me even the benefthefdoubt.

“This is so crazy,” | said, more comfortable wordiout my thoughts aloud. The belt
was getting stronger, to the point | could no largjstinguish its influence from my
own emotional impulses. “It's getting deeper... hatdeesist now than ever before.”
| didn't like what that boded. Xena and | had nepdrted ways over a simple foot
rub. How much worse was it likely to get? The poiisies bothered me, not the least
because our relationship was something that lureds Depended upon. I'd never felt
the level of happiness and fulfilment | had novidoe | met Xena. A large part of my
happiness rested on the foundation of our frienqplahd the thought of how easily
that could be manipulated, how quickly my feeliagsl perceptions could be twisted
and turned.

| dragged my fingers through my wet hair. “ThisMay past bad.” And the scene with
Tula last night had only made it that much worse.

“More for me,” Tula declared after the echo of tlkemming door had died
away. | stared at her, not understanding, until she her hands up my side
and across my midriff beneath the thin barrier gf shift. | pushed her back.
Away from me. The room was too small, my chedigbt | couldn't breathe.
Xena had just walked out on me.



| felt my hand tugged. “Come to bed.”

| stared at Tula as if I'd never seen her befoneerfgthing had happened too
fast; it was too much and it was all out of conticdhook my head and
croaked, “Please, you need to leave.”

Her fingers stroked unwelcomingly against mine. t;Bwur majesty, we're
finally alone now. You don't need her. | can maike fprget all about her...”

She smiled at me, but all | could see was thatesgion of stark pain and
anger barely concealed behind that grimace of desXena had given me
when Tula had rubbed up against me. Her pain hadngded me too, scraping
my soul raw inside. | was ashamed and sorry ancexen sure how I'd gotten
to this point in the first place. “You have to gdy breath was coming in
whistling hitches.

“My queen—"
“NOwW!”

| had paced the hut in agitation and trepidatiorgihg back wretched tears, and
hoping Xena would come back so we could work thimgfs Exhausted from
everything that had happened, | sat on the bedatofar her and never realized the
moment when | had finally fallen asleep.

And now, in the cold light of day, my memories loé tnight before lay clear and
sharp, distressingly unaffected by last night'seges. Cringefully so. My face fell
into my hands as | remember the overwhelming wgeuch Xena, to feel her skin
beneath my fingers... to... Gods, | could feel mysalthing just thinking about it...
to touch her and... | pressed my hand against myt eimeksfelt my heart pounding
wildly beneath the surface. | could barely evemdpmyself to think the words. The
memory of it was an imprint on my lips; a touchvelfvet, a taste of musk against my
tongue.

“No!” I lurched off the bed, as if trying to physilty distance myself from the
memory would make it less true. Less real. “Oh gotiggods...” | paced the room,
pressing my palms hard against my eyes, feelingperaksed and confused and
restlessly charged. Was it the belt? Was it me?rédvas this coming from?
Frustrated, | dropped my hands and stared sightlasa patch of early morning
sunlight on the wall opposite the window, wonderiinghat I'd done was part of why
Xena wasn't here now. “Could you blame her?” | dakgself glumly.

| knew she was angry with Artemis and, if | weranést, | knew the goddess' behavior
had quickly become far more attentive and affeetierthan was strictly necessary
(even if theraveretoo many precedents to count) or appropriate (gatist seem to
have the same sense of social niceties) or, mitire-appreciated (thank the gods for
the bear!). But each time it happened, it almoste as if | were watching myself,
letting it happen, rather than actively participgti“l wish you understood that,” |
whispered to my absent companion. To date, | hadicburaged Artemig&ut you
haven't exactly ds couraged her either, have yoa® conscience pointed out. And
each time Artemis had stood too close, let hertidunger or sought some expression
of intimacy | was fairly certain was only one-siddthd allowed it, somehow, to



happen.

Sunlight was pouring into the room and | knew thatvanted to go and find Xena
before she ran off on her mission, I'd have toyhlBut was there really any point?
“Good luck finding out where she is now, anywaytieécking on Argo could mean
anything from a quick grooming and sleeping intilag next to her horse to
disappearing for a couple of days and forcing m&ttoght until she returned. Given
how close we were to Brauronia we couldn't affandrhie to hang around doing
nothing. Autolycus certainly couldn't. This meawbuldn't wait around for Xena to
decide to show up again or to use time tryingnd faer for a “sensitive chat”
regardless of how much | might want to. | sighedirh e to get to work.”

Okay thenl tapped my lips with one finger, thinking carejulfo... step one in
getting a goddess' most intimate secrets...

* % %

XXIII. Rough Necking
Morning sucked already.

For starters, my neck was stiff. Sleeping on stra@ stable is highly overrated, no
matter what you've heard. Even with the bedrolinsthing was missing—campfire
maybe? Whatever happened, it did a real numberyonetk. | could barely turn it.

My one consolation was that the night before seetmadore high casualties among
the Amazons. Many lay on the ground unconsciousiydhers, the unfortunate
awakeones, groaned, face down in the dirt.

Did | mention that my back hurt, too? Maybe I'mtmyef too old for the whole
traveling warrior thing, or maybe a chill messedwne, but | felt as though Argo
had put the hooves to me in the middle of the nightually, considering how she'd
been carrying on yesterday, that may be somethimight want to take a look into
after all of this...

Then there was my foot. To say there was swellingld/be beyond my usual
capacity for understatement. | would say it wathanpainful neighborhood between
ballooning and becoming a shorter, bloated, shgimbre-purple version of me. My
mind (in an effort to protect me, no doubt) hadseththe memory of slipping my boot
on.

But you'd have to rip my toenails out before I'@éreadmit to any or all of this. On my
right foot of course, as the left one may be lagkimthe toenail department—
although, given the nature and ferociousness o$whedling, they may have still been
there for all I knew. It was all | could do to disge my limp as | moved gingerly
through the village. There was no need to expogeatential weakness to our
suspect. After all, they could be anyone.

One thing that kept me going was the good ole tamd anger seething in the pit of
my belly. Everything was feeding it. The birds. Thees. The flowers. The trees.
Rhyming inside of my head. Everything.

What seemed to work the best was anything remodédyed to and especially
including Amazons. The way they built their hutsaaged them in stupid little rows



made me want to take a torch or siege engine to.tfibe feathers they wore, the
weapons they waved around: don't even get me ditdrten there were their customs,
their games. | mean, a drinking contest? For thmhof the tribe? Body-slaves?

This brought me to the smoldering little centenofirritation—her highness. My
foot seemed to throb an extra beat just thinkinguaber. What was she thinking?
Drinking with Amazons? Dancing with nymphs? Gettireg feet fondled by that
Athena-wannabe?

Did she say that Artemis had tried to kiss her?

| shook my head in disgust. Bad idea when you laestf neck. In a word: ouch.
Stars danced before my eyes as enough pain floogldtead to make my eyes water.
Perfect, | thought as | wiped them carefully dryroy forearm. At least there wasn't
anyone around to think | was crying.

WhatwasGabrielle thinking?

Then there was what happened on the way back touthd he kissing. On the neck.
I'm sure the majority of it can be blamed on thapsl belt and the fact that if
Gabrielle even looks at alcohol she gets drunksbuate of what she was doing had to
come from somewhere. Didn't it?

How do I explain what | was feeling? | only have thelt as an excuse, and | wasn't
going to give Pointy-face the satisfaction of adimg it anyway. Did | storm out of
there last night because | was mad? Or was Gabright? Was | jealous?

Or was | guilty?

The things | felt when she was doing what she veaisgd—Gods, I'd rather not go
back there. | felt ashamed in a way. I'm not ewge fow | resisted. Well, maybe |
am. Gabrielle was such a dear friend, feeling dbatut her when she was in such an
obviously vulnerable condition was just wrong. Hswso Old Xena. S8ad Xena

That's totally what it was, too. Succumbing to $pell of her supple body, exquisitely
draped in the leathers of her Amazon outfit; thgeuo slide my hand over the bare
skin of her back into the hair at the back of hesidy wanting to pull her head back
and devour her lips with my own—those were all $d Xena, Bad Xena.

Poor Gabrielle, this belt was turning me into sdamel of menace. | was lucky to
control myself last night, but what would happethé belt's influence continued to
strengthen? By tonight | might have to chain myseHl fencepost. Especially if
Gabrielle continued to wear Amazon garb—it was gastevealing. In all the right
places, too. | wasn't going to pester the bard abeumorning exercises ever again;
she had obviously been doing them and more. | Bpdagally noticed the definition

in Gabrielle's thigh muscles as that ditz Tula hadher hands all up and down them.
My jaw tightened. Anger welled within me again.

Thinking about the night before, | was almost glaat | dumped her highness into
that tub of crow-water. Things were too intense, dxed up. | didn't know whether |
would tear her apart or tear her clothes off. Tloemant needed to be broken, |
needed space, needed to breathe. Gabrielle dsfingeded the cold dunk.

| stopped. | was in front of the Queen's hut. Titkda't seem to be any activity going



on from what | could heaShould | peek in the window%ondered. And what, catch
Gabrielle snuggled asleep with her body-slave, anse? It just didn't seem to be the
best way to avoid what the belt was making me feel.

| sighed to myself. That damn thing could have costmy friendship with Gabrielle.
If things progressed who knows what would happérad to stop wasting time
moping around the village and get this whole mested out.

As | left, | did my best to catch a glimpse insttle hut, but | couldn't see anything.
Maybe it was for the best.

=4=4=

If there was ever a better time to attack the Amazéd be hard-pressed to think of
one. Many of the scattered tribes were gathereel inesne place and many suffered
the same problem: excess partying. Half the jobal@ady done.

Walking toward the jail, | passed the unconsciaus$ semi-conscious forms of
countless Amazon sisters, strewn moaning and gngahroughout the streets and
across the wagons. There was even one face dovwapai a hut. Maybe it was just
me, but for such a bleak image, it was all praitynfy.

Maybe itwasjust me...

What made it even funnier was Autolycus. | arriaedhe jail and made my way past
the groggy guards inside. There were unconsciod$iang-over Amazons there as
well, along with a myriad of signs that a huge padd taken place. In the midst of it
all, at the apex of the feathers, and empty bottlegons and barrels, at the eye of the
proverbial storm was the sulking and brooding faicAutolycus, the King of

Thieves, who sat, arms on his knees, chin in higlsizon the floor of his cell.

Maybe it was just me, but for such a bleak imapeais all pretty funny.

| grinned as toothily as possible, after all, th&@emed to be someone less enchanted
with this place, this situation, than | was. “Wétlpk who's all saggy under the
mustache this morning.”

“Believe it or not, my friend,” Autolycus began,ve turning to look at me. “You've
managed to find a way to not only make my life vegitsut also—and here's where it
takes real skill, so hat's off—also, you've managetiake me sympathize with
Artemis.” Finally, he scowled up at me

“Oh really?”
“Yeah, nowl want to kill you, too.” He smirked.
Maybe itwasjust me...

| leaned against the cell, gesturing to the Amastmapnel scattered on the floor.
“Aw, come on, it must have been some show lasttnigh?”

“You have no idea.” He stood, stretching and grmegniFor such a miserable bunch,
they really go squirrelly after a couple of dririks.

| rolled my eyes, taking into account my own ‘expeces' from the night before. “



Youhave no idea.”

Autolycus grinned. “What? Is there trouble in thee@n's hut?”

“What?” | crossed my arms and turned to face him.

“Y-you know.” He seemed uncertain. “With Gabrielle?

| nodded, looking down. “Well, the belt is defiritdnaving an...affecton her...”
“I'll bet!” He chuckled.

| turned, looking straight into his ey&&hat's gotten into him?t's not funny.”

He looked embarrassed. “Uh...sorry... it's just thatu.koow... what with what
happened to the slaver woman and all...I just thaught

“What Gabrielle does is her business, okay?” Pugthie image of Tula out of my
mind, | gripped the bars and brought my face cltgaybe you should shut up before
| give you something worse than the wrath of a @sddand her nation of bloodthirsty
followers to worry about.”

Autolycus looked hurt—honestly hurt. “Hey...I'm safriie blinked. “Sounds like
the belt is affecting everyone. She can't be hetgansible; no one can.” He seemed
confused as he stared at me, trying to figure dwgtwas going on in my head,
presumably. Maybe he came to some kind of conaluserause a look of
understanding dawned in his eyes and he seemedtadymapathetic.

| loosened my grip on the bars and realized | hsghbholding my breath. My anger
rose again, this time because | let that stupiagtigiet the better of me again. Stepping
back, | turned away and sighed. “No, Autolycus, 'r-$orry. You're right, | was
being...” I rubbed at my eyes.

“It's okay,” he said softly then cleared his thtd&o, any news? As much as | like
hanging around here, | wouldn't mind leaving andene€oming backEver.”

That made me turn and smile. “We have a coupleaid we're going to follow up
on.” | leaned in to whisper. “It was an Amazon.”

“Really?” The King of Thieves' eyebrow rose in adation. “Who would have
thought? Makes sense though. Any idea which oneit@d

| nodded. “There're two we're looking at, maybe'veseen them. Mia's a tough
looking brunette and Shawna's the sleek, dangdriousle?”

“Yeah.” He smirked, coupled with a sardonic rolitbé eyes. Thatnarrows it down.”
“Come on, think.” I looked around. “Maybe they we@ur guards?”

Recognition flashed across his face. “Oh yeahmleraber them.” He thought for a
moment then nodded. “Yeah, now it makes sense...”

“What?” | was impatient. Whatmakes sense?”

“Well...they weremy guards yesterday—both of them at the same tikie.fiodded.



“They were the two assigned to watch me aftertlyiet.”
“Okay. Go on.”

He chuckled. “They didotlike each other, that's for sure.”
“How's that?”

“They had some kind of argument right in front of.ihHe seemed disappointed. “I
couldn't really hear what it was about exactly, losv that you mention it, it sounded
like it could have been about the belt.”

“And?” Why, when people tell a story, do they haweake so long to relate it? My
wariness of shortcuts did not apply when it camafarmation—the more succinct
the better as far as | was concerned. | gave Aciislyhe 'wrap-it-up' sign. “What did
you hear?”

“Well, let's see.” He tried to remember. “One oditih—the brunette, Mia?—
mentioned that what Shawna did wouldn't go unpweish

“Interesting...go on...”

“Then Shawna said something about how they bothedate same thing and that
she's been more than willing to share but...”

“But'?” This was taking too long. “Come on.”

“But—" he said, mocking my impatience. “Mia had beem $elfish and wanted it all
to herself.” He smiled. “Then they started tryioggrab each other, you know, like as
though they were about to start to wrestle or shmg? So | cracked a joke, like, how
there was no need to start fighting over me and th@ne was enough of me to go
around, you know, that whole bit?”

“I love that one.” I nodded, lying. “Then?”

His lips became a thin line. “Well, then they stedgighting and uh...kinda stopped
talking.” He shrugged. “They didn't say a word fioe rest of the shift.”

| rolled my eyesRight back where we started...nowherkreined in my compulsion
to grab the King of Thieves by the scruff of thekand sighed instead. “So...
Autolycus...which one do you suspect has the belt?iow

“I have no idea. | would say that Shawna wouldHzelest bet.”
“Wonderful.” | began heading for the door. “I'ltlgou know how it goes.”
“Hey wait!” He called from behind me.

“What?” Autolycus had a strange look then. | thaugg was just going to wish me
good luck or something along those lines, but ttethess complex, concerned look
that | would never have imagined on his face inilian years. “What is it?” | asked
again.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Good luck.”



| smiled, though somewhat confused. “You too.”

Now all I had to do was find Shawna wherever she lding in the village and the
half-naked, half-drunken rubble spread acrossakifg a breath of the crisp morning
air | grinned widely. It was a tough job but somedmad to do it...

* % %

XXIV. Pretty Woman

The mid-morning sun shone warmly against my shaoslde | took the steps down
from my hut and strolled slowly towards the comnaoea, my head high and my
shoulders back, projecting a confidence and strehighd spent the last two hours
talking myself into. | paused at the edges of tteraath of last night's celebration,
taking in the view of devastation. A slight exaggem, | admit, but really, had | not
known there'd been a party | might have yelledHerguard; with the bodies sprawled
about in various states of disarray and everytbiag trashed, it looked like an
invasion force had hit us.

With the exception of the occasional soft, muffigdan, the village was very quiet.
“Looks like I'm the only one up so far.” That wdasag. | could use a little bit more

time to psyche myself up. One surreptitious gladme&n confirmed that the great
pains I'd taken with my appearance still heldffad feathers, decorations and do-dads
were in place. Conscious of the possibility of egesne, | deliberately paused, letting
the morning silhouette me, catching on the highégh my thoroughly-brushed hair
and the shiny edges of the jewelry and feathersardfully adorned myself with.

Then, taking a page from Xena's book, | added @gerato my stride as | headed for
Artemis' quarters. Two Amazons sitting slumpedi@ shadows of a hut watched my
approach, their visibly bloodshot eyes avidly faling the gentle sway of my body.
Their faces grew more familiar as | got closer.ilTkges also grew wider as they
identified me in turn.

“Good morning, Solari, Eponin,” | drawled, pleaseih their unabashed admiration
as well as the fact that | appeared to be handhyndpangover better than they were
theirs. | waved off their clumsy attempts to gespeectfully to their feet. “No, no. Sit

down. You don't look like you're ready to move ardwoo much yet.” | smiled.

Eponin sighed in relief and gratefully resumed syt on the ground, her head falling
back to rest against the wall behind her. “No, mg'ahe agreed veryeryquietly.

Her strong face was pale and tired, and | staredwsly at the freshly minted black
eye she was sporting.

“Have either of you seen Xena?”
“Nope,” Eponin whispered.

“Not since she walked through here with you in &ens while you sucked on her
nec—Ow!"” Solari rubbed her arm where the other Aomalzad elbowed her.

Oh my godsHad | done that in front of thentirevillage? Any embarrassment | might
have felt was immediately sidetracked when | notitet Solari was wet from head
to toe. “Um, partied hard?” | gestured to her sngheathers.



Solari looked at me woefully. “I'm not sure. But@vhl woke up this morning | was
lying on Cook's chopping block next to the tomatbes

“In nothing but her top,” Eponin added helpfully.
Solari elbowed her friend. “Hey!”

The weapons-master, however, was made of stewrfér‘§the was covered in honey
and decorated with peeled garlic cloves.”

| laughed gently. “After the trouble you causedwnth that drinking contest, you
definitely earned that.”

Solari blushed and Eponin chuckled.

The red-faced Amazon poked her friend. “Laugh itMpybe | should tell her
majesty wherggouwoke up? And how?”

Eponin snapped her mouth shut with a click, hegdins going automatically to her
face before she caught herself and lowered her.hand

“That bad, huh?” | asked, trying not to smile toilely.
“Let's just say she wasn't alone.” Solari grinriegonin glared at her.

Heading off the imminent violence radiating fromdam's bloodshot eyes, | leaned
over and interrupted. “Have you seen Artemis?”

Both women shrugged and shook their heads. “Sgory, majesty.”

Damn. “If you happen to see Xena will you tell ket I've gone looking for
Artemis?” At least that way Xena would know | watidwing through on her
strategy from last night. Between the effects efliklt and the even more pressing
run-down on time, | knew we were probably goingvind up cutting this one close.
Assuming we can solve it at and where would that leave us? How far did the
goddess' influence range? Would the Amazons bensletiess, caught in the trap of
the belt's influence? Or worse yet, the machinatmirsomeone with less than good
intentions”Crap . “Is anyone on patrol or do they all look like ytwn?” Bad enough
to have problems from within, but with slavershe tarea, the last thing we needed
was an outside incursion to deal with as well.

“l assigned a handful last night,” Eponin answeltrd,her dark brows drew together
in sudden thought and she looked far more alert.

“You're sure they're still sober?” | didn't wantgoestion her guards' discipline, but
thiswasthe biggest holiday of the Amazon culture. Who wiottl feel left out having
to stand duty on the edges of the village whilengwee else lived it up within your
hearing?

Eponin opened her mouth to answer and then tumbxbk at Solari who raised her
eyebrows in return. Eponin climbed to her feet wgiiinprising ease and held a hand
down to Solari while keeping her attention steadyre. “Are we expecting trouble?”

You have no ideaBut | didn't dare tell her; with all the signiéince of the upcoming



ceremony the loss of Artemis' belt, and further—p@wers, would be seen as the
worst omen possible. “Let's just say that with ¢keemony approaching I'd prefer we
cover all the bases.” | looked off towards thetisps, wondering what else Xena
might do. “I'd like a report in two candle-marks owmr preparedness. What was our
level of effectiveness last night? Do we need taarzhanges for tonight and
tomorrow? If you can't find me, | want you to briéna. She may have further orders
for you.”

“Understood.” Eponin inclined her head towards me tnen slapped the back of her
hand against Solari's shoulder. “Let's go.” | wattthem head off at the quickest
determined pace their individual hangovers wouloval As soon as they rounded the
corner, | heard the beginnings of a fading conteansa

“Did you seethe way she looked?”
“I know. Put your tongue back in your mouth andkpip the pace.”

| rubbed my nose and grinndaboks like the outfit was worth the effdut now it
was time to see if Artemis would think the samaghand if | could turn that to my
advantage. | squared my shoulders and headed tewatemis' hut, hoping she was
in.

+=+=+

There was no answer when | knocked, so | pokedeag Im wondering if she might
be sleepingDo the gods sleep? The antechamber appeared desadtétbaoverall

feel of the place was quiet and empty. If | wasigdb put my plan into play, it had to
start now. | took one deep breath to get me gomaiythen pushed the door wide open
and walked into the room as if it were still mine.

My eyes roamed over the room, but little had bastutbed since I'd last been here.
“Artemis,” | called. “If you can hear me, I'd like speak with you.” There—polite,
but firm. | stood expectantly in the middle of tte®m, adopting a dignified pose, my
hands clasped behind my back. | had a feelingpldyed my front to greater
advantage while still maintaining a regal profiBaven her recent behavior, | figured
Artemis might appreciate it.

Having experienced it once, | thought that | waeppred for her appearance, but the
wash of silky summer breeze over my skin was likevar's caress, stirring the fine
hairs across my body and making me shiver. A ghbstit of strawberries spilled
across my palate and | swallowed, feeling a subtleger in spite of my unsettled
stomach. The air in front of me lightened, asstiabeam had tumbled through the
ceiling, swirling inside with dancing motes and #teitter-quick flit of the suggestion
of butterfly wings that drew both light and shaddw.as mesmerized. Her
appearance was so gradual, | was almost uncerten she finally stood before me,
solid and still once again.

“Good morning,” | said, taking control immediatelgstead of fighting the effects of
her appearance, | went with it and was surprisdohtbthat | recovered my
composure all the faster for doing so. Mind youwyas still rather intoxicating. |
couldn't help but notice that she had changedthiez;deather boots over soft-
looking, doe-colored leggings with a belted, slées®tunic overtop. A small silver
torque rested in the hollow of her throat.



She remained exactly where she was, almost disdomglg close. “And to you,
Gabrielle. You called for me?”

| nodded. “I thought we could talk about your tsgitne more. Maybe go over the
ceremony.”

Her eyes flickered over my shoulder. “Xena's naghwou. Where's your so-called
hero?”

Boy, someoneavas in a snarky mood this morning. “She's followiqon some leads.

| thought this would be a good time for you andtmget together. And talk.” Unlike
our previous encounters, | didn't shy away or gtetm put distance between us.
Instead, | lifted my chin and simply looked at Herom the way she returned my gaze,
| wondered if there was such a thing as havingssiom beoo successful.

Artemis crossed her bare arms over her chestil‘id@ee what good it will do.”

Snarkyanddepressed. “Let's sit and work it through; you méwew what bit of
information might give us a new lead to work ongut my hand on her forearm and
gently pulled her towards me. The muscles benegthngers tensed briefly, but
almost at once | felt her give in. “C'mon,” | urgeedr with a smile. With considerable
docility she trailed along behind me, a somewhatused expression on her face.

| led her to the fur-covered divan and let hefisst before settling myself close

beside her, folding my legs beneath me and allowheghem of my skirts to rise ever
so slightly. She noticed. | watched her hard sgts follow the line of my legs, to my
bare mid-riff, stutter over my cleavage until tHieynd my face as | rested my arm
along the sloping back edge of the couch. Thereamaslginess to her, an uncertainty
and | smiled. | could feel the laziness of it, tuel of my lips. For the first time since
I'd met her face-to-face | felt in control, andy@&ve me an unfamiliar surge of
confidence and power as a result.

“We need to know more about the belt,” | beganthisre anything you've left out
that we should know about?”

“Why do you ask?” Artemis' brows drew together, toere wary.

“Someone out there has your belt and, accordiryguo will inherit your abilities by
tomorrow night if we don't get it back. We neektmw what we'll be dealing with if
that happens.”

Her face darkened at the mention of her loss aadwghed her face away towards the
window. “I can barely feel the forest anymore,” siaéd softly.

| put my hand over hers and was surprised to fiedld. It was an easy thing to tuck
my hand around hers and the contact brought hemtaih back to me. “We're going
to try really hard to get your belt back, but wa'tdo it without your help. So tell me;
how bad could things get?”

Artemis gathered herself, but her eyes droppedieravmy hand held hers. “Without
enforcing control, all creatures will be broughttbaser expression of their emotions.
Animals and people alike look to their own selfergsts in their pursuit of

survival...” Her brow wrinkled in thought. “I wouldxgect violence, possessiveness



over perceived territory, a feral wildness thaentifies whatever people might be
feeling at any given moment.”

Ah. “Like jealousy, for example?” | could still fetile residual churn in my belly at
the thought of Xena with another woman.

Artemis smirked darkly. “Even the Warrior Princegll not escape its influence.”

It was no doubt a jab at Xena over her behaviamight. | decided not to address it.
“Do we have any time before the thief figures oomvito control the belt?”

Her jaw tightened and she shrugged. “I can't gumss, suspect I'll lose my powers
tomorrow, at moonrise, when we dance. How longkes for them to figure out the
trick of controlling things...” Artemis shook her ttka

“And there's nothing else you can tell me? No o#islities that they'll be able to take
advantage of? Something?” | pressed.

“No! I don't know!” she barked and rose to her féatemis paced the room,
worrying the tip of her braid between her fingélse told you everything | can think
of; animals, the woods, the hunt... | help mothershitdbirth and embody chastity
and emotional restraint. These are my spheredlagimce! Apollo outshines me and
Aphrodite mocks me, while Athena and Ares each escend to me in their own
way; she decries my youth and he deems me undisagplAnd Zeus... Zeus is a
negligent father. He'll only mark my absence whestcurs to him that he wants
something of me.” She threw her hands in the &rtHere a worse fate than this? |
can think of no greater punishment than to bedaitbw as to be forced to bestride
the world in wretched humanity! It's unbearableltéinis snatched up the decanter
from a side table and hurled it with shocking fol@explode in a dangerous spray of
pottery shards against the far wall.

| pressed back against the couch and gasped shberof rage.

She tried to depart, then; the sunlit column ditignveloped her swiftly and | felt the
wave of her power as it manifested itself, phasiegin and out of my sight before
dying away and leaving her standing there in fafmhe. She tried again. And again.
Each effort produced less and less a result unélly nothing happened at all.

Her power had, in spite of her best guess, faikxdalready.

“No...” The mask of desolation and pain was heartagheng and she turned
wounded eyes on me, pale with shock and disbéhieft yet. Please, not yet...”
Artemis looked to me and | was touched by her &al her anguish, by her stark
vulnerability. “It can't be gone, Gabrielle.” Heyes glistened and before | could stop
to think about it, | went to her and took her in eryns. She trembled as she clutched
at me. “I can't live like this! | can't... Pleasdydg of you... help me...”

All pride and arrogance had been stripped away mgfront of my eyes. “ will. It'll
be okay.” She leaned into me, her forehead fatlingny shoulder. | could feel the
hot-cold splash of tears against my skin and | eddger tighter. “We'll find it.” |
rubbed the back of her neck comfortingly, wishirigatl the first clue of what to do
for her. “The other gods won't help?”

Artemis gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, for certain; thidyelp by destroying the thief and



taking my powers for their own. | dare not draveation to myself.”

Power struggles. The push and pull of divine bonetlaken out on the hapless lives
of mortals. | couldn't see Aphrodite or Athena dpso, but Ares? | couldn't see him
passing up the chance for a few extra followersd Ammething tells me he wouldn't
mind adding the Amazons to his stable of warriésif we didn't have enough
reasons for getting her belt back already.

Unlike before, in the tree, her weeping now wa®tiand deep—the grieving of a
very lost soul. | felt so badly for her. “Hey,” Ihispered, drawing back to see her
eyes. Her cheek was hectic and warm beneath my Wéod can't give up hope. We
have almost two days still. Something's bound ve gyou'll see.” My optimistic
nature couldn't help but look for the possibilities

She nodded hesitantly, wanting to hope, but eviénlstould see the doubt
shadowing her eyes. “l want you to know...” She pduseallowing, and considered
her words. “I want you to know how much your sup@ord your efforts have meant
to me, Gabrielle. It is no small task you've takerand... and | won't ever forget this,
though | doubt my ability to repay the debt. Ofestain, just this would never be
enough...” Smoothly, the tears still trickling dowertiace, she leaned forward and
pressed her lips to mine. Goddess or no, powens,drwas still shocked into thrall,
unable to stop her and even less able to pull a@haygods...

Her mouth was warm and soft and |, even inexpeeérs | was, could sense her
own innocence and uncertainty. The contact wasoheey. | wanted to control her,
consume her, to own her mouth, and the power t¢fidinging—that on top of
everything else—only heightened my desire. The bungs a needful thing,
demanding more as her lips found my jaw and thenhmoat.Yes. | slid my hands
along her skin feeling the strong muscles flex mmade as her hands found me. Gods,
it felt good! | exhaled hard, my hands gripping iens as my head fell back. |
wanted her to kiss me again. | couldn't believe Was happening.Einally... Her
mouth found mine again, more confidently this timed | murmured her name
against her lips...

Everything stopped.

Confused, | opened my eyes and was aghast to semidrstaring at me with a blank,
unreadable expression. Without a word she droppetidnds from me and left; her
silent, accusing footsteps echoing the hollow paumadf my heart in the still and
empty room.

It was not Artemis' name | had whispered.

* * %
XXV. Sometimes You Feel Like a Nut... (or Squirteliapted)
| like to keep things simple.

Maybe that's why | found becoming a warrior so redta process. It all comes down
to skill versus skill, blow versus blow, tactic aggt scheme until, in the end, the
better warrior is victorious. Someone wins, somdoses. Simple.

Sneaking around, getting to the bottom of thinigat's not really a warrior's job. It's



unnecessarily complicated, vague work—not simpbesiraight forward at all. Oh
sure, being a solitary warrior, you find yourselfded to do this sort of thing a lot of
the time. Let's face it; a warlord's camp doesist yp and scout itself. But | can't say
it's what makes me get out of bed and do this elsty

Whether | enjoyed it or not, | didn't have muchutste finding Mia. She was one of
the only Amazons that seemed to be moving withsamyof purpose that morning. |
spotted her heading in a straight line out of tilage through the trees, straight
toward the river. | followed at an even pace at@mhtindred yards away.

There are three rules to trailing someone. | kngaid | didn't like doing this sort of
thing, that doesn't mean | don't do it well. | havany skills. Anyway, the rules: first,
no matter how far away you are, you want to stayoimr quarry's blind spot—it just
makes good sense and unless they get lucky, they sgot you.

Second, be mindful of the noises around you. Aegetbuzzing bugs, chirping birds?
Wind? Leaves blowing? A river? Take stock of thdhaad don't disturb their natural
rhythms. Move steadily and with fluid movements nDaipset the undertone of your
surroundings, become a part of it. Sounds wishyhwasut it works.

Finally—this rule sounds easy, but it's the oneguge always seems to break—don't
get too close, don't get too far. The problem whik one is there's no one particular
distance that is correct, it varies with any giggnation and terrain. In a city, a
crowded one like Rome or Athens , you can follomeone so close you could touch
them—sometimes that's the best way.

Out there in the forest, a hundred yards was &ible¢t. Especially allowing for the
heightened sense and familiarity of the woods Mia@laubt possessed. | also kept to
the shadows as much as | could. The morning light them like dark spears through
the trees, which served me well. | know a lot adgde think I got it made just for the
looks, but this armor and leather number is surggig invisible under the right
conditions.

Mia continued on toward the river. Her pace remaisteady, although she
occasionally slowed before picking things up ag8ime seemed to be tracking
someone, too. Pretty funny, | guess. Ironic, tpteeise, or, Gabrielle-like.

With a sigh, | wondered if Gabrielle was even gdimdpother with her task for the
morning. Then | thought better. It involved hangmg with Artemis, so probably.

As with the Amazons, | just couldn't see the atioacthe goddess held for the bard. |
mean, she seemed so un-Gabrielle. Artemis wasitgamenigmatic loner more
interested in hunting and war craft than literatr@hilosophy. A goddess who chose
action rather than talk when it came to her feaiogproblems. | couldn't see how
Gabrielle would be interested in someone like that.

Suddenly, Mia crouched, so | did the same. Maylejharry had stopped or caught
sight of her. The Amazon crawled slowly through tinelerbrush. | decided to hit the
high ground so | could get a closer look. One gihing about this part of Greece ;
the trees were great for climbing. | was soon ughécanopy and moving toward
Mia.

As | leaped from one large oak to another, my e@r® filled with a loud, very



annoying chattering. | looked up to where the sowad coming from in time to
notice a handful of hazelnuts headed straight fpfane.

For some reason | was possessed to say: “By the-GbHefore | could catch myself,
as the nuts ricocheted off my cheeks. | backedhdpsaw my attackers: a family of
flying squirrels who appeared far more vicious tbae would think possible. | waved
my hand at them menacingly. “Beat it!” | whispered.

More chattering erupted from the things, a posskkssk in their tiny eyes. | never
understood why people thought they were cute; wee just rats with bushy tails to
me. They pelted me with acorns this time. | grovdethem, resisting the impulse to
take the chakram to their little nest. Instea@apled to another branch, landing
quietly. The slight jolt shook a hazelnut free fromy hair and into my breastplate. |
cursed under my breath, as it wedged uncomforialilyere against my skin.

| looked down to find my quarry. My eyes widenedsurprise. Mia was standing over
Shawna and another woman, who seemed to be clgtehith other, in fear perhaps. |
quieted my breathing (which was aggravated byritating nut chaffing around in
my armor) so | could hear what was being said.

Mia moved closer to the prone figures. “—why | netrasted you.”

The other woman—Shawna's accomplice perhaps?—nbberdtead. Shawna
sneered up at Mia. “You never trusted her becaogewpuld have done the exact
same thing if you had the chance.”

“Shut up, thief!” Mia raged, pacing oddly. This llgaseemed to be getting to her.
Shawna was the thief, then?

“I only took what you could never appreciate,” SinawetortedSo, Mia took the belt
then Shawna took it from her?

Shawna began to get to her feet. Mia fell uponaimer the two began to roll about on
the forest floor. If one of them had the powershef belt, they weren't using it. The
two Amazons were clawing and biting and punchirrgafbthey were worth. It was a
pretty vicious business, due in part, | suspedtethe influence of the belt.

“The weapons-master was no match for me, what makeshink you'll be?” Mia
taunted.

Shawna flipped Mia over and punched her in the ‘@igonin was drunk and half-
unconscious already when you blind-sided her.”

The other woman got to her feet and, after bitinigest hands for a bit, screamed,
“Stop fighting over me!”

| blinked in disbelief and then scrubbed a handssmy face in disgust. “l don't
believe this...” | whispered through gritted teétou've gotta be kidding me...”

The battling Amazons didn't seem to hear the wosnares, but | did. My blood
began to churn as | started to get the pictures, Bhat nut was driving me crazy. |
dropped down out of the trees.

“Okay, break it up, ladies.” | grabbed Shawna b/ plonytail and Mia by the top of



her head and lifted them to their feet. Then | k&htheir skulls together and let them
fall to the ground in a daze. “Now, listen to meaM-" she blinked glassy-eyed at
me, “—you're going to back off. Your little frierfths moved on and you should
respect that, right? And you—" | turned to ShawtYau're going to stop acting so
cocky; if Mia snuck up on me like that in my owrnckeof the woods, | wouldn't be so
smug.” | nodded toward the other woman. “I didatct your name.”

She turned, slightly embarrassed. “Eserra.”

“Well, Eserra...Smarten up? | bellowed. “Maybe if you actually respected yself
you wouldn't jump on everything with two legs andeartbeat. It causes everyone
headaches they don't need, especially the weapastemwho's got more important
things to worry about.” They were all blinking aepmouths agape. | crossed my
arms. “Now, you can pack things up here and go batke village yourselves, or |
can do it for you.” | gave them ‘the Eyebrow.' “Wkat gonna be?”

Mia got to her feet and dusted off her leathers, s a big sulk on her face but
seemed like she would comply. The other two preeaeth other lovingly, not paying
attention to the outside world. Soon, they gottrtfeet as well.

| scratched at my breastplate, that nut was stilhere causing a major itch. | couldn't
take it anymore and began attacking myself, my arstaking it and pulling at it and
jumping, until finally, by the Gods, that cursedzbbnut dropped to the ground. |
punted it into the air in the direction of the ggels. “Ha,” | laughed, fiercely, though
quietly in triumph.

Looking up, | noticed the three women casting dubilmoks my way. | cleared my
throat. “Right,” | said by way of an explanationdastormed off toward the village. |
could swear | heard chattering from up in the trees

To say | was frustrated would be like saying Oesdlibad ‘family problems'—I was
livid. As I've said before, | like things simpledathe situation was becoming more
complicated by the second. We started with two ectspand now had none. In fact,
we had no evidence at all, except that an Amazule #te belt. | was still sure of that,
at least.

| stopped in my tracks.

If the likely culprit was still an Amazon hiding plain sight, what was | doing in the
forest and not in the Amazon village?

| broke into a sprint, headed directly for the Quiséut.

* % %

XXVI. Of Amazon Bondage

| couldn't tell how long I'd been standing thereafArtemis left me. On wooden legs
| drifted back to the divan and slowly sat down, fimgers going to my lips. My

warm and traitorous lips. “I can't believe | diét/i | whispered. How could | have let
that happen?

There had been no warning, no sense of crossingt&om right to wrong this
time, no internal signal to mark the moment whead somehow..acceptecher



attentions, and worse... desired them. What unnenethe most, however, was the
sudden and disorienting warp in my perceptions ledtvhad been going on—and
what's more... who | was with. “I can't...” | covered fiace with my hands and then
ran them through my hair. “...can't believe this.”

Gone were Artemis' powers, and with it@tlvioussigns of the belt's influence as
well. How could | know what I really was or wasi@eling from moment to moment?

The ramifications of that were obvious. “Xena's g@freak.”

Great. “So now | have a defrocked goddess wandarognd all pissed off, with
other gods likely looking to put her permanently ofithe picture. This just gets
better and better.” I'd have to go find Artemis god her under wraps until Xena
managed to find the belt before something bad haape-as if what had already
happened wasn't bad enough. “Damn it.”

| headed for the door, thinking furiously about weh&rtemis was likely headed.
Artemis, by nature, was too much of a loner to viarwander around the village,
which meant that as soon as | could pick up my &t my hut, I'd be heading out
into the woods.

+=+=+

| tucked my staff in the curve of my arm as | t@#érink from my waterskin and
listened to the quiet call and twitters of the bind the trees overhead. An hour on the
trail and I'd already managed to lose her. Thekgdld picked up at Artemis' doorway
that had led me into the woods had disappeared éouminutes ago, but I'd kept
wandering back and forth across my last sighting, drustrated, I'd decided to stop
for a break. The trees were empty but for the barts the occasional squirrel, and
nothing else around me moved.

“Just where did you go?” The goddess of huntingasoaably, she could be
anywhere given her ability to trail game and hite/d. It was beginning to look as
though coming out here without someone more expeer in tracking was a
mistake. | decided to give it one last try befoeadling back to the village. “Artemis!”
| called. “Can you hear me?” Nothing but bird sotRats.”

A fallen trunk at knee-level beckoned to me sabksed over and took a seat. Had |
missed somethingWaybe there's a clue back along the trail, espégciélshe
doubled back on me...

“Now, who would've thought this'd be so easy?” & land husky voice behind me
asked and | immediately shot forward and spun atoony staff at the ready.

A man and woman stood before me. He was one oé tloog-haired giants who
manage to avoid even an accidental acquaintancesth@ bath, and she .My gods
. She had a stunning figure; full-breasted, rourtdpd, both of which were barely
covered by some impractical looking chain-mail arnkter fall of auburn hair failed
to cover a curiously spectacular looking goose-@gg bruise swelling from her
forehead. With the exception of that, she lookkd §omething straight out of those
pin-up paintings I've seen in blacksmiths' repaops.

Now, usually it's the guys, but | felt her gazesl& greasy smear on my skin. Her



companion stepped forward, balancing the headsoflbb in the palm of his left
hand.

“C'mere, sweetness,” she crooned through pouty‘fifye won't hurt you, a lot.”

“I don't think so.” | took another step back andka firmer grip on my staff. Her
accent was unfamiliar to me, but her companionagpee made me suspect he was a
slaver. Being so far away from the village—and gnawn—I knew | was in trouble.

| couldn't hear anything behind me so | took anositep back.

“I don't think she likes us, Iskra,” the man sasdh& started swinging his club lazily at
his side.

“Goodness, Nao, | think you're right. Pity that sioeé matter at all,” she replied.
“C'mon, girl. There's a nice Amazon.”

| eyed the distance between us and noted how s$dbwaldy started moving to my
right to flank me. “You don't want to do this. Rigal'm not even an Amazon. I'm
from a sheep village.”

“Ha, ha!” Nao guffawed. “Hear that, Iskra? Shedgtlkes. She'll be great fun at
camp.”

The other woman leered gently and ran her finglersgeher chain mail bikini“I'd
think she'd be fun no matter what.”

I'd heard enough. Smiling as they sidled clossuddenly turned to escape, thinking
to use my knowledge of the woods to get away. ¢fhthave worked too, if | hadn't
run into someone's fist first.

+=+=+

| drifted in the confusing memory of my mother'sany soup. Thick and savory, |
could almost taste it on my tongue, but the coppeang was wrong, the ache didn't
belong. There should have been more seasoning. $tird thought. | licked my lips
and twitched myself to awareness as my tonguegotra spot, and was startled to
find myself in muffled darkness, my head and che®knding. Heavy cloth covered
my face and when | reached up to get it off, | dv&red that my hands had been tied
behind my back. | was a prisoner. Again.

I'm so over thisEach mission wasn't complete unless I'd been caghttied-up or

held at knifepoint at least once. With this leviepractice and experience, I'd come to
the point where | could tell what was fashionaldedrage material in the warlord
community. Most seemed patrtial to a strip of leathrerope, perhaps the occasional
rusty manacle and chain combination (usually fdoor use or dungeons), or maybe
even someone's dirty shirt (hated that one, | acouggbt the smell off for two days).
My skin's tough; | don't mind most of those, bugrthseemed to be a new rope on the
market they like; this dry, prickly stuff that itek like a fiend and is harder to work
free. Of course, it would figure that these peopdeild pick it, right? I'd even started
collecting knots, but disappointingly enough thpseple were only using a diagonal
lashing with a couple of simple knots at the endt dut of reach of my fingers,
unfortunately.

At least they had only used woven sackcloth foriibed, thankfully letting me



breathe even if iwvasstifling and dark. Between the heat, the discomdod the
knowledge that not only was | completely alone, fmbne else knew where | was,
my anxiety was increasing and | started breathoodgast. Inside my hood, a sweat
broke across my upper lip and forehead and | kinemvit | didn't calm down, | was
going to pass right out. My eyes blindly searchiedldarkness as | tried to visualize
calming things—me on my bedroll next to the cangfthe reassuring sounds of
Xena sharpening her blade before bed; the seafritgr near me. | indulged in a
moment's uncharacteristically vicious, yet gle@fugining of what she'd do to these
guys if she knew what they'd done to me.

There. | let out a breath and then, feeling mooei$ed and clear-headed, | strained
my ears to listen to my captors.

“—cannot ex-cape! She is trussed like a pig.”
“Are you sure we can't have her for a while first?”

“Quiet.” A woman's voice. Soft and clear. | wantechear it again. “Get her up, Iskra.
Nao, you're going to deliver the message.”

“Me?” Nao grunted in surprise. “You will ne@deto carry her back. You might be an
Amazon, but you're way too small. Look at that—seralittle muscles. Leave Iskra
to deliver your message.”

| didn't hear the answer, but | jumped at the femhum of my staff whipped quickly
through the air and the very moist and unpleasamo as it struck its target. A
second later it was followed by a woman's screathaaneavy thud. A low, agonized
moan began somewhere near my feet.

“W-why did you do that?!” Iskra demanded, her voreeging on hysteria. “Get out of
my way!”

“No.” That same voice again, that tickled my mihdwracked my brain, but couldn't
place it.

“He's still alive!”

“I know. I'm surprised. Thicker skull than | thoudhA rustle of sound nearby made
me tense. “Now, pick her up.” | felt hands grabané lever me to my feet. My head
throbbed at the change of position and | staggeredy captor's grip.

“I thought you were going to give him a messaggive them,” Iskra said, all her
earlier bravado gone. Her quick breathing echoedwy.

“Slut, his corpseés the message. And so is this.” Something else gigtbund and |
wasn't sure, but | thought it might be my staff.

“Get the cloth.”

There was a rustle of movement from Iskra andtlHef lean away from me. “This is
the one you meant?”

“Put it there—no, there, to your left.”

| was left to stand on my own as Iskra followed twters. Suddenly | felt someone



close to me, in my personal space. Someone whdiffdtent than Iskra did. | tried to
remain calm, hoping to get a clue as to who this.wa

“We're going for a walk now, your majesty,” the rfgrsous woman said to me. “I'd
suggest cooperating; I'd hate to have you slipiajode yourself.” | felt the prick of a
blade against my bare belly and didn't have to imeghat kind of accident they had
planned if | tried to get away. From everythinglseen, gut wounds are the worst.
Stiffly, I nodded. “Let's go. When we get back o, | want a word with Queen
Gabrielle, here. | have some absolutely divine eosation planned for us.”

A hand in the middle of my back shoved me into matiand | stumbled a few times
until my arm was grabbed and | was able to steaghethon the path.

| wasn't sure which part scared me more: thatehéthief we'd been searching for
had just found me, or that | was about to be aleitie her. Though blind and injured,
| began surreptitiously trying to reach the knatkling me; depending on what she
was after, | wasn't sure | was going to get aniebehance than this.

* % %

XXVII. From Bad to Worse and Back Again (Or CSlchkhyae)
Since I'm not easily winded, | could run and stilknage to curse under my breath.

Hercules hadn't mentioned anywhere that part oivdredering hero gig involved
sorting out Amazon love triangles on top of a ragalay's work of fighting slavers
and hunting down divine artifacts. This state ¢&ia$ was really making me think |
should re-evaluate this whole reformed warlord Kidkbeen on for the last couple of
years. | mean, before all of this | had bedatl Xend for way longer—Ilike, ten
winters at least. What made me think | wiais Xena and nothatone? What was the
point of all of this?

| knew what the answer was—whoit was, anyway.

When things were good, there was a lot to remindhatyes, | am a good person
who likes good things, whoop-dee-doo! You don'thvbe Socrates to see that it's
easy to maintain positive focus when things aredtives The sound of Argo's footfalls
on a dry road; the smell of really good stew bgilover a fire; fishing in a fresh
stream—all of it could put a smile on your face amake you feel that no matter what
could happen, the universe was a good and wonghlaas.

On a bad day (and this one was currently writirgglibok on bad days), if | didn't
have something—or someone—that stood out as ay&itce in my life, well, let's
just say a lot of people, in a lot of places cagad hurt.

Who am | kidding? There's only one person who wdaadvorse off and | knew it.

As | raced through the forest, | started to get bizal feeling that had been
accompanying this whole mess since the beginnirydi't go away really, it just
ebbed and flowed in different stages of discomdod worry. | increased my pace
hoping that my bad feeling stayed in its curregaimmation as a knot in my stomach,
rather than anything more tangible.

On the edges of the village | noticed two figurasimg through the woods. It was



Ephiny with a rattled looking Eponin in tow. Angljriowards them, | nodded as |
came to a stop in front of them. The worry linesoth their foreheads didn't inspire
confidence.

“Fancy running into you two out here,” | quipped.

Ephiny looked to where | had been running from viign signature blend of sarcasm
and suspicion. “Where were you?”

“Finding out that everything we know is completelsong.” | smirked.

The two Amazons exchanged a confused glance theniteptepped forward. “Queen
Gabrielle wanted you to know that she orderedrd@ostement of the guard.”

“Good.” The weapons-master seemed sheepish abaitshk had said. | tilted my
head. “And?”

“And...well... It was a rough night for everyone... Thibe is looking a little green
under the gills.” She straightened. “But I'm domyg best to get everything in order.”

“Let's hope it works out better for you than yoowe life,” | said, indicating the faint
shiner | assumed was a result of her encounterMigifrom the night before.

Ephiny put her hand in front of her face and coulgh® the weapons-master blushed a
very lovely shade of crimson. Eponin blinked. “Uhntll...1... right.” And she
scampered off toward the village.

| turned to the Regent. “Where's Gabrielle?”

Ephiny shrugged. “l was hoping you knew.” She liaified toward the village. “She
had intended to find Artemis earlier this mornibgt | haven't seen her since then.”

| didn't wait for her to finish the thought befdrstarted up for the goddess' hut. We
raced past several zombie-like Amazons before aehed it and stormed inside.

Empty.
Ephiny shrugged. “The Queen's hut?”
We ran across the village. | sprang up the statcsthe darkness.

The place was deserted. Nonchalantly | glanceldeabéd-sheets. It appeared that
only one person had slept in them. | beamed to ySehiny poked around as
respectfully as possible.

Then I noticed it. Gabrielle's staff was go@®od girl... | caught myself. Where was
she going that she thought she would need to bed#m

“She's probably not in the village if she neededdtaff,” Ephiny conjectured
answering my unspoken question.

| nodded then moved outside. The ground aroundréime of the hut had been
relatively undisturbed so far that morning. The saiould be said about much of the
village. With any luck, | could pick up the bartfail and at least have a general idea
where she might have gone. | knelt close to thibvpay.



In the dust | managed to find Gabrielle's prirttanks to the small imperfection on
the right sole of her boots, put there by a nidiiet Isad decided to stand late watch
with me and managed to not only fall asleep orjabebut lean her foot into the
campfire. It was a good thing I've got an extrensalgsitive nose or she would have
melted more than just some shoe leather.

| started to leave. Ephiny followed. Turning towéuet, | raised my eyebrow. “Where
do you think you're going?” | asked.

“With you, to find Gabrielle,” she said, crossingrtarms with a stubborn scowl.

At that, | crossed my arms. “No you're not.” | wgetting angry, which is probably
why | said: “You'll just hold me back.”

The Regent's face reddened. She paused, takirgptnlirefore answering. “You don't
know the woods around here as well as | do.”

“Look, I'll be able to find my friend just fine.”

“She's your friend, but shaisy Queen. So I'm coming with you.” Ephiny looked at
me with a strong, piercing gaze, her body postfmednything.

We were wasting time doing this. | smiled, shalkimghead. “Wow, you really take
that Regent stuff seriously, don't you?” She smibetking off slightly and relaxing. |
shrugged. “Let's go.”

=4=4=

Ephiny followed as | traced Gabrielle's route tlglothe village and out into the
eastern woods. Here, the tracking became eastpped and indicated the signs.
“She wasn't trying to hide or sneak around at all.”

Ephiny nodded. “These are the Goddess' favoritedaodaybe Gabrielle came here
to find Artemis?”

| walked over to a log. “Well, she stopped hereéhatrgirl never met a place she
couldn't turn into a seat. My heart jumped as kémbbeyond the fallen tree into a
small, enclosed clearing. “Ephiny...”

The clearing was the scene of a recent strugglevellsas Gabrielle, at least three
other people had been involved. There were someshrtwigs and blades of grass. |
crouched, appraising as much as | could. “Gabnedtle surprised by two people.” |
furrowed my brows. “Looks like slavers, judging by footprints.”

Ephiny stepped carefully around the clearing. “8tlepted a defensive stance here.”
The Amazon looked curiously at the ground. “Sherskto be backing off. Trying to
escape maybe?”

| nodded.Good girl...

| stood looking at the scene again. Flies buzzegilgraround my headdamn belt...

| swatted at them and moved to the other sideetlbaring. “It looks like she made a
break for it here and—" My heart sank. A third sefootprints appeared, and a large
void in the grass indicated that a body, unconscanotherwise, had fallen into the



underbrush. There were tiny droplets of blood endghass. | rubbed at my eyes. | had
to force the visions of the three shades of deathsl going to rain down on these
people for hurting Gabrielle, and focus on the aradt hand.

“She was...she was knocked down here.” Ephiny statréae ground for a moment
before looking at me. Very gravely her hand light@dmy shoulder. “An Amazon
Queen is worth more alive than dead.” | ignoredf#ioe that Ephiny sounded as
though she were convincing herself of that stateraemuch as me.

| knelt, looking at the new prints. There was sdnme about them. Suddenly it hit
me. “Gods.” | looked up at Ephiny. “These are tams footprints we found where
Autolycus was attacked.”

Ephiny's face blanched. “But that means...”

| nodded. “The thief has the balbhd Gabrielle.” More flies buzzed around my head,
into my hair, my face. They didn't seem to be bitigeEphiny, who had followed
some more of the tracks further into the woodsoWded and swatted at the stupid
things. Fish. Crows. Cats. Squirrels. Flies. Wheatt®

Ephiny had stopped up ahead, her body unnatutdlly’Xena...”
Parting the cloud of flies | hurried to the Regestte.

At first | noticed that there were more flies hd#ran where | had been before. This
was frustrating. Then | noticed why Ephiny hadedline. Based on the signs, this
was where Gabrielle had been dragged by the slavarsllowed hard as evidence of
another struggle was visible.

Most unsettling was the source of all the fly atgivthe body. The slaver ‘King' lay
face down in the grass, the side of his head cawveéghsed on the wound, he had
been hit once (there's never much blood, if anytherfirst hit) with a blunt object. |
had an idea what that might be.

Looking around, the events became confused. Thkgm@isturbed and cluttered.
“Maybe she...maybe she woke up....started strugglingen@scaped...” | said,
unsure.

Then | saw it, Gabrielle's staff lying on the grduhpicked it up to examine it and
immediately my heart sank again; there were haidsaabit of scalp and blood from
the blow—the killing blow.

Oh, Gabrielle...
“Xena,” Ephiny called.
| sighed. “What is it?”

“A piece of clothing...” She held up a piece of gréeather. “Look familiar?” she
asked sarcastically.

“Autolycus? But that's—"

“Impossible? What? The King of Thieves escapingifiajail he's already escaped



from?” Her face darkened. “Completely impossible.”

| couldn't let this get carried away right now. ‘4lg we need to get after whoever has
Gabrielle and we need to do it now.” | gave thede@ stern, but even stare.
“They're still under an hour away.”

Ephiny nodded. As we prepared to leave, we heaothiB[s voice calling out to us.
She was racing through the underbrush like a doysaf Hades. Ephiny stepped
forward. “Eponin, what is it?”

“The village.” The weapons-master had a bleak loolker face. “It's under attack.”

* % %

PART 5
XXVIII. Through the Mirror Darkly

“Unh!” My breath vanished in a huff as | hit theognd, knocked off my feet by my
captors. | panted in the confines of my hood, singas much from fear as from the
heat. Sweat stung my eyes and | shook my headgttgibrush a lock of tangled hair
out of my mouth.

“Stay still.”

No problem. Just getting my breath back would haesented me from moving too
far anyway.

“Should I go back now?” Iskra asked. All semblantéer earlier leering bravado
had disappeared, presumably with what | guessedheaseath of her companion.
Admittedly, I'm rather glad | hadn't had to watch.

“Oversee things there. I'll be joining you shottly.

There was no answer from Iskra; just the sounduafldy receding footsteps as she
ran through the underbrush. | couldn't guess wlanbfission was, but | had no
doubts it meant big trouble. Mindful of the facath was now alone with this person,
| eased further onto my side, my fingers—a littlemtp and thick—hunting hopefully
over the ground for a sharp chip of rock to usengrbonds. A boot caught me solidly
in the ribs. “Uugh!”

“Stop that.”

| had no choice; just having barely caught my brdadm the last time, | was forced
to curl around the hurt while my rigid fingers cleavthemselves into the soft,
vulnerable skin of my palms.

“Gaaaaab-ri-eeeellle...” Slow steps circled me wthie woman's voice sang my
name softly. “ Tim e to play, Gaaaab-ri-eeeeeelle...”

| let my head rest on the ground and panted faathremy eyes searching blindly in
the darkness for a glimpse of my captor. “Who ane?/ | asked thickly.

Laughter. “Don't you know me? Or was | just not negatle enough for you? | guess



when you hang out with gods and the Destroyer a@ioNa everyone else pales by
comparison,” she said scornfully.

“That's not true!” | argued, stung.

“Truth hurt?”

“I know you're an Amazon.” | knew that much for sur
“I'm not giving you any points for that one. It walsvious.”

If | made it out of this, | wasn't going to pasattbomment along to Xena. “Take the
bag off and we'll talk.”

“No. You have no say here, or hadn't you noticed?”

The knife pricked my belly again. | needed a sadigproach. “We only got to the
village yesterday and | haven't had a chance lty @k to many people. All of it was
kind of a whirl—"

“Don't give me that! | saw you with her! She had hands all over you!”
All over meUnaccountably | felt myself flush. What had shen§e@/hen?

“l sawyou,” she said. “I saw you with her. How could yb&h edge had entered her
voice and | felt myself tense, wondering what shghtndo next.

“I'm... I'm sorry?” | said, feeling twice as confusedavas conversationally adrift with
no port in sight and it wasn't hard to tell that Adeger was growing.

“You should be.” Boots scuffed the dirt near mydhe& ou should be.”

| wasn't even sure how to respond. The woman's\amanded angry, betrayed, hurt
and threatening all at once. The hair on the backyoneck stood straight on end in
growing dread. | swallowed to moisten my moutim“tiot... I'm...what was |
doing?”

“You know what you did!”

| was grabbed roughly and shoved forcefully agaansee trunk, the unexpectedness
of it knocking my breath from me in a coughing huitbarely had time to recover
when [ felt the prick of a knife tip against my lyel couldn't afford to panic; to
breathe harder would make me move and | could@jrésel the point pricking into
my skin with stinging results. My breath was a tigfhallow whistle between my
teeth.

Conscious of the cold sweat breaking out down nnyesat the tangible evidence of
menace, | did my best not to react, to keep calmievover and over again the broken
thought in the back of my mind kept repeating ftselyou're alone... and no one
knows..*Whatever you think I've done, I'm very sorry.”

“That's not good enough!”

A fist grabbed a handful of hair and sack and bdmgg head against the tree leaving
me seeing stars. | felt a wave of nauseating eetigme along with a sudden burning



frustrated anger. “Then what the Hades dowaatme to do?! She likes me, | can't
help it!”

HNO!H

It was the most irrational, stupid, asinine thiaglb, but | felt the overwhelming
desire to piss her off. “Tough chobos. Get ovelnitiact,” | added, trying to sound
smug, “she's probably already looking for me rigbiv.” Gods, | hoped that was true;
nothing would be a greater relief than to hear Xewar cry right about now.

“She doesn't ask about me? Doesn't she talk abe®t m

Aside from cursing Artemis' name and generallyikiis) the Amazons as a whole?
“She's never mentioned you in particular.” Crazag®s filled my head again, of
Xena with another woman. Touching another womanssikg her... | shook my
head roughly, blowing out a breath between my ¢leddeeth.

“Why doesn't she love me?”

Because she thinks all Amazons are ridiculd®® doesn't love any Amazon!”
“She loves you!”

She does™ow do you know this?”

“It's obvious!”

It is? My heart fluttered crazily in my chest. “What douymean?”

“It's there every time she looks at you, fool!”

Xena... I'd wondered about that myself, but | wasene@ompletely sure. Without her
saying so, how could | have been? Despite thetmtud felt my heart expand with
uncontainable hope even as doubt assailed me.dbn't know...”

My captor released an explosive noise and evenfolided | could tell she was
flinging her arms out. “She's tried to kiss you!”

Tried to... Xena never... At least not that I... That avesile ago and only
Autolycus..In bewilderment, | blurted, “Waitasecond. Are wikitag about Xena?”

“Xena?! What doeXenahave to do with this?!”
“Then...”

“Artemis!” she shouted. Her hands slapped down grshoulders and | jerked in
surprise and then grunted as her grip tightenee.sBbok me hard, making my head
smack against the tree. “She tried to kiss you!\@tldn't let me do that. No, never
that! She pushed me away! ‘Filth!" she said! ‘Slut!

“...stop...” | felt her blind rage barreling us outa@dntrol. The sackcloth did little to
protect me; the bark bit into my skin as she regmigtbanged me against it.

“She didn't want me. | wasn't pure enough. But yolusee how she looks at you...”
The woman sobbed and the shaking gradually stopptid felt a pressure against
my shoulder. She breathed against my skin, so thagdher warm breath made my



skin crawl. “Why doesn't she love me, Gabrielle’®rHand cupped the side of my
face with terrifying gentleness. “Why can't shedoue?”

Her presence, hot and sweaty against me, our @iching, | was overwhelmed. |
wanted to get away. | wanted to be anywhere elsadne. | was trapped with no way
to get away and she was touching me and this tlesemyself irrationally reacting

to it and | hated it, hated her, hated myself...dhd know,” | said, my breathing
hitching even as my eyes prickled with hot, darepyful tears. “Did... did she say
she doesn't love you?”

“She didn't want me.” Her hand stroked my hiddeeett over and over again, in a
fretful caress. “A nymph can't know the touch ofmghe didn't want me. No one
wants me..."”

A runnel of perspiration slid down my face.

“Don't you?” she murmured. “Couldn’t you want meduYovethem. Can't you love
me, too?” The edge of the knife trailed across eillyb

Oh GodsXena, where are you?-Is it still love if you command it with violenc®

The weight of her head disappeared as she roareahger and | felt myself wrenched
forward and tossed to the ground again, bruisinghoulder. This was it'm going

to die.In spite of the pain, | levered myself to my feetlammediately had them
knocked out from under me. The hood was ripped fnyrhead and for a moment |
was paralyzed with joy, oblivious to the immineander; the cooler air was a
godsend and | could only lie there feeling the nuedicious breeze dry the sweat and
tears from my face. It was brutally short livedfigt buried in my hair and used my
pain as leverage to force me upright until my head bent back to meet a fierce pair
of familiar eyes.

“Dimitral”

The Amazon whom I'd thought sweet and kind (appbréneeded more work on
discerning the nature of evil) sneered at me. iles glared into mine and | gasped
when they altered, flattened, contract into unratsirts and an inner milky lid
blinked across them. She hissed at me and, ridgbtdmy eyes, the tip of her tongue
flicked out across her lips, narrow and forked.

“No!” | jerked back in reflex, tears springing toyrayes when her grip in my hair
tightened and prevented my escape.

The dark of her eyes silvered and glowed like migbi her skin paled even as it
took on a rippling hint of scale—snake-like anddcdliad | any doubts before now,
this would have ended them... Dimitra had the belt.

She bent me back further and | struggled to breatheggled with the fear that
threatened to overwhelm me.

“You will love me!”

My vision exploded in a shower of light.

* % %



XXIX. Sticks and Stones

Unless they're halfway up a tree, Amazons can'tvorth a damn. | was at least ten
strides ahead of Eponin through the underbrusH=gminhy was even further behind
her. Pulling back a little, | let them catch ughar what | had to say.

“How many of them are there?” | asked Eponin.
“At least a hundred.”

| mulled it over. Sounded like the bulk of theiogp. Why? “Where are the slavers
concentrating their attack; the southeast or nagh#ank of the village?”

“Southeast,” she huffed, leaping over a half-burisek.

“Good.” | thought for a moment as we sprinted aldfigike a group of your best
archers and close-fighters and move in on thethmagstern flank. My guess is we
can push them back and they'll have to regroupralthe river flats.”

Ephiny grinned. “Where they'll have to fight uphilith water at their backs.”
“Exactly.” | shook my head. “Doesn't make sensaigie—why attack in the day?”
Eponin grunted her agreement. “Slavers are uslesd$/direct.”

“And less stupid.”

Ephiny concurred, her breathing starting to rougheh the effort to keep up with my
longer stride.

| exhaled sharply in resignation. “But they're thand we've got to deal with them.” |
caught Eponin's eye. “Take the northern path afidatoour troops. We'll head
through the center of the village and rally the mdefenses there for a charge—wait
for our signal.”

She nodded and raised her spear as she headedtorth. “Good luck.”

Ephiny and | continued along, straight for the eeiff the village. | felt her eyes on
me, watching, appraising.

“What is it?” | demanded, not taking my eyes off frath ahead as we neared the
outskirts.

“What are you thinking, Xena?”
“What?”

“After what we found back there—the staff, the lwleeyou're just going to turn back
and help defend the village?”

The Regent was definitely good at her job. | sigié¢hoever took her, took her
alive—and they'll keep her that wayt least for now | thought, my insides going
cold. “With any luck we'll get our hands on someart®'ll know where she is, or
who has her.”



Or they'll just beat her, torture her and then

| tried to keep my mind free of the images but tkegt coming. Leaving the trail and
returning to the village was one of the hardestghil've ever had to do. Under
normal circumstances, Gabrielle would be able ke tare of herself—but what if |
was wrong?

“I hope you're right.” Ephiny exhaled. “After all.she's your friend... but she's
our—"

Before the Regent could finish, | dove at her. elgrs widened, mouth falling open in
surprise. “Xena, wait—" Then | had tackled herhe ground. A rush of air streaked
through where her head once had been and someathiagted hard with a nearby
tree. Lifting our heads, we saw a heavy stone sliromp the crater it had left in the
oak's trunk and thump to the ground.

“Well, well,” a man's voice said. “Looks like thaalry won't arrive after all.”

Seven ragged looking slavers stepped out fromikdenorush, brandishing various
weapons. One had a dangerous-looking sling loadedpinning at his side. They
quickly formed a circle around the two of us asgeéto our feet and stood back-to-
back.

Ephiny chuckled mirthlessly, unsheathing her swihoh really starting to hate the
holiday season...”

* % %

XXX. In the Name of Love

Shattered light rained down on us both like spari® my cries joined hers as she
struggled and bent and whipped about like a treestorm. Her fist in my hair
convulsed and | fought her enhanced strength, mgeloa thinking being, but a
terrified animal mindlessly seeking escape andguvedion.

“You'll love me! I'll makeyou love me!”

Light burned beneath her skin and | could see theggling with the power, almost as
much a victim to it as | was. Her eyes bulged mmnsly and her skin marbled as the
veins rose to distended prominence across her $iamejarkened skin.

“...Dimitra...” Whatever held her in its thrall, | calrh't get through to her.

Her other hand wrapped itself around my throat.U¥dove me andother. She
doesn'deserveao be loved.” Her grip tightened further. “I'll kjou first!”

“Kill me...” | gasped for air. “...you... can't force... my heart...” Spots were
prickling my vision. My thoughts reached for Xenaer as my efforts to break free
began to weaken.

The pressure ceased abruptly and | found mysetiiypbelly, the throb of my blood
howling in my ears. Gagging and wheezing, | laiek#h tasting the dust and grass,
unsure of what had happened.



Before | could orientate myself, Dimitra pushed onemy side; the fearsome signs of
metamorphosis now vanished. Somehow Dimitra haaimed control, but at the
same time her stillness, the sudden calm, was e frightening than before. “I
won't kill you.” She leaned down over me and braksher fingers along my face.

“No. But if you don't convince the Amazons to denoel Artemis and worship me as
their goddess instead, I'll kithem. I'll destroy them all. They're all here and ireon
move I'll crush the entire Nation as if it neversvdhe Amazons, Artemis, even
Xena. I'll make you watch all of it. I'd rather dsad than worshippingen”

Hundreds of women, hundreds of years of historyteamtition, all proud and fierce
and stubborn as stone... “l can't.” They acceptedetuetantly as it was. To attempt
to force them to turn away from their beliefs... “Tlieneve—"

“You will. Mia was right; Artemis is a self-centetgsanctimonious, two-faced
windbag. She doesn't deserve the Amazons. We redtt than hed. can be better
than her. You make them love me or they die.”

She's insane. What am | going to déy thoughts raced fruitlessly, panic setting in.
“What's it going to be, Gabrielle?”
What would Xena do? What would she come up witishe were here...

The rules of survival. Xena's voice whispered in my mindumber two: if you can't
run—surrender, and then run.

In the face of such hard-earned and well-considadstte, | couldn't help but listen,
especially considering the alternatives | was fgcn the one hand, she'd kill Xena
along with the Amazons and their rightful goddesspn the other, likely my own
gruesome death. The knife was sharp. Assuming\aelethered with it. |
suspected she could make my death horribly pawithiout it. If that were the end of
it, | could face dying, but there were no guarasteanitra wouldn't still try to wipe
them out afterwards.

Which meant | had to get away to warn them. | maldat was only partially a show
of slumping in defeat. “I'll try.”

She stared at me angrily, suspiciously, as sheguwolh her lower lip. “You'll do it.”
The blood-stained tip of her knife stabbed at tfegrass. “You'll sacrifice Artemis
during the ceremony. To prove you mean it.”

| opened my mouth to protest, but she added, quitRemember; | can kill you all. |
can.”

“I can't do it from here,” | reminded her, trying kkeep my voice soft and calm,
despite the barely discernable tremble in it. “Yowéed to let me go.”

“Maybe | should carve the message in your skinleade you at the edge of the
village.”

The curve of her eyes sharpened, silvered, aritld f@ave of nausea come over me
like it did before. | swallowed and wiggled, tryitm break her focus before the surge
of raw power wreaked its havoc again. “Let me go @tk to them, Dimitra. You said



you wanted me to convince them.”

“Tell you what,” she countered. “How about | givewya head start?” Then Dimitra
gave me a chilling smile devoid of the sunlight m#r glittering off her knife blade.

* % %

XXXI. Fight Club

Of all the many different variations on the themiewthroat ambush I've encountered
through the years, you can really just boil therwlanto two types—well-timed and
“not now.”

Sometimes a well-timed ambush by a bunch of tréshgs is just what you need to
get the juices flowing. Gods bless Gabrielle, bahdering around with the same
person has its dry spots; things get stale ane @ertimes when you feel like you're
just waiting for something to begin. A brawl usyahakes things up nicely—and
nine times out of ten it leads to some other kihttauble.Funny how that always
seems to happen

The first thing | thought when | knew that rock weeaded straight for Ephiny's head
was:Not now... “Not now” ambushes happen when you're busy wothething more
urgent and important and you don't have the timeaste on a bunch of toothless,
hairy types. Granted, this bunch was probably agfahe overall slaver attack, but
Ephiny and | were still on the way to more pressimggs and didn't have time for
this.

“We don't have time for this,” the Regent muttered.

The fighting in these things didn't take all thatd—especially if | had a little help—
but the preamble ate up valuable time. These Bketd a lot of buildup and they
would want to trash-talk a little. Admittedly, dag a well-timed ambush, | enjoyed it
too—especially if you squared off against someohe was really good at it, like (as
much as | hate to admit it) Ares for example. Masn't a well-timed ambush, and
these guys were certainly nothing like Ares, sd\vassaid, things would have to be
cut short.

The leader stepped up, passing to the left oflthg-swirler, ready to talk. “Well,
well, well looks like we've got ourselves a couptdeisty ones.” He made his face
“dangerous”-looking. “I wouldn't try anything, thgh, not with Fedris here.” He
indicated the sling-wielder. “He's a master of stene-thrower.”

On cue, Fedris stepped forward, twirling and spigrthe sling over his shoulder and
under his legs. | have to hand it to him, he wastypgood.

The leader thought so too. “Behold the skill, tihegsion, the mastery of—"

Before he could finish, | hurled the chakram airi§y.” The blade struck the leather
of the sling, neatly cutting it as it was arcingk&ward its user. The stone came free
and slammed into the guy's face. He fell back ¢émedforest floor, out cold.

| saw Ephiny charge into battle as I flipped irtte midst of the slack-jawed batch of
slavers. These guys really needed to work on thaction time. | suppose several
blows to the head wouldn't help with that, but urttie circumstances it couldn't be



avoided. That's what these guys get for startifrgppanow” ambush.

Soon we had them all nice and incapacitated aiel, igfng them up (more wasted
time we couldn't afford) we made our way into thillage. Some smoke was visible
from beyond the line of huts. The sounds of batbleld be heard to the southeast and
we sprinted for them. Thankfully, Ephiny remaineded;.

We arrived at the rear of the battle, just as ara2on charge led by Solari had begun.
Arrows hailed upon the blurry line of slavers, éolled by a thrust from the spear-
maidens who quickly gained ground. By the look¢haigs, the slavers weren't doing
so well.

Ephiny made herself known to some of the war leadad soon a scout had run over
to us. She nodded to us both. “Eponin’'s group mosition and waiting for your
command,” she said.

Ephiny shrugged. “By the looks of things we may me¢d to out-flank them.” She
pointed to several lines of Amazon warriors stidliting to engage the enemy. “It
looks like it's going to be a rout.”

None of this made sense. It was a distraction wfeskind, but from what?

“Ephiny!” Solari came running in from the front &s. “They've called for a lull in the
fighting.”

The Regent looked to me with a quizzical expresdishrugged. “A what?” she
asked.

“They say it's not a truce, or surrender.” SoladKed skeptical. “They have terms.”
| smirked. “I've got to hear this.”

We moved to the front of the battle lines, passimgugh the war-ready Amazons,
most looking none the worse for wear. Standingsscfoom us as we parted the
warriors was the slaver contingent—three raggednandbruised looking men. All
around, the slavers were moving their dead andeadjoff the field. Whoever was
behind all of this had this bunch paid enough te faff against the Amazons
outnumbered at least seven-to-one—that, or scheed €nough to do so.

Ephiny stood at the point of a wedge that had $alat me at her flanks. She crossed
her arms. “We're here to listen to these termsafg,” she said—very nicely, | might
add; with the perfect mix of haughtiness and cocelesion.

The slaver spat then shouted. “We ask that yoasel& us our leader then we will
leave you in peace.”

“Your leader?” Ephiny tilted her head. “Who in Zename is your leader?”
But | knew who he meant...
“Autolycus,” he yelled to the cheers of the reshisf men.

* % %

XXXII. There's Always A Catch...



| panted as | continued my headlong sprint thraibghblinding sunbeams and over
the uneven terrain. | rubbed the angry, red abngsom my wrists, now free of the
rope. “More sporting this way,' she says,” | muge under my breath as | duck under
a branch.

“Keep going, Gabrielle! | can still hear you!”

| cursed to myself, saving my breath for a hardeshpforward. My muscles burned
with the effort and my mouth was as dry as the dusboots kicked up in my wake.
A bush exploded in flame next to me and | flinclasdle from its heat, the young
leaves and green wood giving off a thick, bittelokm

“You're making this too easy!”

A tree to my left exploded in a shower of bark aptinters, and | threw my arms up
over my face praying | wouldn't be impaled on thetsSomehow it shouldn't surprise
me that | was barely touched by the flying debsi$ @n past; it would ruin the chase,
after all.

| veered in another direction, slightly away frorhere | knew the village to be,
hoping to tack back and forth to avoid getting sth@py her instant bonfires or
speared by flying trees.

A rock tripped me up—one | could swear wasn't tleeneoment before—and |
sprawled to my hands and knees, my skin stingioigp fthe impact. There was no time
to feel it; | scrambled to my feet and tried to tone. Branches reached for me and |
could feel them raking over my bare back as | dddkes beneath thenif she keeps
this up, there's going to be nothing left of meHwsytime | reach the village.

I'd gladly sacrifice myself if it meant that Xenarehthe others—would be safe, but |
knew that's not an option | could considét.don't warn them, we'll never have a
chanceBut | needed a plan. Unfortunately, the only oneuld think of right now
was to survive Dimitra’'s little game of cat-and-reewntil | could get back to Xena.
If we played along for just a little while—

The gully full of last season's dead leaves rosarapnd me just as | made to leap
over it. A growling wind churned into a whirling desh, the edges of the leaves and
the kicked up grit biting at my skin, choking meried out before | could stop
myself.

“This will be such a fun game. Better not let m&hayou; you won't like it if | do...”

Laughter echoed through the forest and over theastiof the wind. My eyes, wind-
stung and tearing, were useless and | stumbledne¢s and over jutting roots,
desperate to keep going, to get as much distarteeée us as | could before—

“Time's up, Gabrielle,” her voice carried to melere | come...”

| fell into a muddy, water-starved creek and sptalsimy way across, harried by the
winds and the prick and sting of dirt and twigsr Merds sliced to the core of my
fear, and my heart throbbed with renewed terror.

“...Here | come,” she sang again. “Ready or not.”



* % %

XXXIIIl. Couldn't Stand the Weather

The slavers continued clanking sword against shggdar against spear, all the while
shouting for Autolycus; their “leader.” The Amazatsod firm in their formations,
but a tension was building; | could see their knegskighten around their weapons.
Clouds gathered in the sky, a storm building quickier the village.

Impatiently, Ephiny pulled Solari and me into a 8ied | shook my head, indicating
the slavers. “Autolycus isn't their leader.”

“I know.” The Regent nodded. “Maybe he took thetbelit this doesn't seem like his
style.”

| scowled at Ephiny, my anger peaking quickly. ‘tHdn't take the belt, either.” |
crossed my arms and stepped forward. “I wish youldvget it through that thick,
bushy, Amazon head of yours.”

Ephiny didn't back down. She pointed a finger infage. “Maybe you'd like to try
and make me?”

There have been times, in the past especially,evieave been so angry that |
actually saw red. | know you hear every secondrtate@igh-guy from here to
Damascus say that they “just see red” and thehaathrus breaks loose—but I'm
telling the truth. | can't explain why, but it'sgpened, although not in a very long
time. That's why it was odd that it was happenivent and because of what Ephiny
had said. | was about ready to snap the Regent'sike a twig—and for what? It
must have been that damn belt again; its influevepeed and waned, each time
growing in intensity. It was becoming hard to resis

Solari stepped in, looking to soothe the situatitlhm, so, what about the slavers?”

| stepped back and exhaled, and Ephiny did the s&heelooked to me with a
grimace. “What do you think?”

“Eponin is still in position.” | shrugged. “Finidhis.”
Ephiny nodded, sneering at me. “Looks like we dbtuearee on something.”

Storm clouds swirled overhead, blocking out surtlidine Regent moved back to the
front of the lines. “We reject your offer, prepdoe battle,” she yelled at the slavers
and moved back into position.

Thunder crashed above, the storm coming upon Usanstrange intensity. The
slavers reluctantly dragged their sorry behinds pusition and tried to look ready, all
the while passing unsure glances from the solid Zondines to the darkening skies. |
drew my sword and fell into place alongside Solari.

It would be a huge waste of time to describe th#deoa great detail. I'm not a big fan
of that sort of thing anyway. | mean, war is soatltaand one has to remain so
focused that it's hard to remember and catalogydite thing that goes on. Too
many times there are things you'd rather forgewayy



What there was of this battle was straightforward aot of note. We pushed the
slavers back with charge after charge, scattehamtto the river flats with Eponin's
attack. Archers let loose from the banks, fellingnywho spilled into the mud or the
shallows. From the flats the slavers retreatedtimonater and across to the other
side, which was probably for the best as they watilthve lasted too long had they
stood their ground.

The Amazons celebrated and tended to what wounu#dead they had. Ephiny and
Eponin moved off to supervise the clean-up, clagpiends and hugging with many
of their sisters. | didn't share the enthusiashad only one thing on my mind—
finding Gabrielle.

We had wasted a lot of time with this attack atried not to worry about what that
might have meant. Keeping the hundreds of poshitreors that might have
happened to her was impossible, so | let them tgséind fade, one after another
until I could focus on the task at hand. More themahd lightning clashed above, and
the air became ripe with the smell of rain. | neetteget back to the woods and
resume the search for her, time was wasting.

Ephiny approached, looking as intense as alw&gdt had about earlier, so | started
to work myself up for an apology. “Ephiny I—"

“Shawna is leading a large mob back to the villa§be seemed ambivalent about it.
“I'm sorry to hear that.” | shook my head. “But whdhat got to do with me?”
“They're going after Autolycus.”

“What?”

She crossed her arms. “And they're pretty workedhaqut it, too.”

“I hate that damn belt!” | growled. “Come on.”

| sprinted past the stunned-looking Amazon warrard headed straight for the
village. Ephiny fell in beside me. “Don't do anytbistupid,” she huffed.

| tried to stay focused. “Only if they don't.” | moned ahead to the large crowd
gathering outside the jail. They had spears raasebwere shouting at the two guards
who were doing their best to keep everyone at bay.

| pushed my way to the front of the crowd, haviogét rough with a few people.
With any luck, that would be the extent of evemgthiEphiny shoved her way into
place beside me. | put my hands up for silenceraldtantly, they complied.

“What's the meaning of this?” | demanded, lookitrgight at Shawna.

She raised her chin in that defiant manner all Aonazseem to have perfected. “You
heard the slavers; the thief is their leader.” tineed to address the mob. “He needs
to be punished for his crimes against Artemis! therAmazon deaths—the deaths of
our friends, our sisters—the deaths his men hawsecH”

Cheers roared and the crowd surged forward. | glbhek, managing to stagger a
group of Amazons away from the front of the jailith\a lunge, | brought myself



face-to-face with Shawna. “You'll have to go thrbuge to do it.” | turned to the
crowd. “All of you.”

Thunder slammed and clattered in the heavens. Egh#épped up beside me. “You'l
need to go through both of us.”

Shawna narrowed her eyes and tensed. | shook nay tigan't even think about it.”

Her breath stopped abruptly and before she cotddlgtl had grabbed her arm and
spun it behind her back. With a quick pivot andighy | slammed her head into the
side of the prison. | let her go and she slumpdtiéground in a daze.

| tensed my fists, cracking my knuckles loudly, &maked out at the mob. “Who's
next?” Ephiny remained where she was, ready fothamy. With some grumbling and
without apology, the soon crowd parted, spreadunglorough the village.

| turned to Ephiny. “Thanks.”

“The Queen wished Autolycus unharmed, | was meatelyg her bidding.” The
Regent was stone-faced and formal.

| scowled. “You still think he has the belt, doyou?”
“He is the King of Thieves .”

“Look, | don't have time to waste.” | motioned teetjail. “Why don't we go in there
and ask him?”

We entered the jail as the skies continued to bdded. the way through the neat,
though somewhat cramped corridor. Before we gtiteacell | knew something was
amiss.

Ephiny sighed as she looked into Autolycus' pris@une.” She nodded as if it
wasn't much of a surprise.

“I'm gonna kill him.” I couldn't believe it. “Of &the times to break out, he picks
now?”

Ephiny shook her head. “We can't bother chasing Kiabrielle is—”

“My problem,” | finished. “You need to stay heredamake sure things are under
control.” | looked to her. “The slavers could cobaek and that belt is only going to
make things worse.”

“Fine.”
“Look, Ephiny, I'm—"
She silenced me. “Just find Gabrielle.”

| smiled and nodded once. The thunder rattleddbéaverhead and | rolled my eyes.
“What elsecould possibly go wrong?”

Suddenly, there was the sound of something hitiegoof. Then another something.
Then another. Soon, there was the steady soun@my of these somethings crashing
against the roof and ground outside. It soundezfilling rain, only heavier. We



raced to the door of the jail to look outside. @ouths fell open.

Falling from the skies in an endless and imposginient, were thousands of large
toads. | shook my head in disbelief. “Remind medwer ask that question again...”

* % %

XXXIV. Mind Games

| was staggering, falling from the support of oreettrunk to the momentary brace of
another....so tired.. My hair, wind-whipped and soaking, fell in my ey |
scraped it back as | paused, trembling, to get eayibgs.

| could barely tell where | was, having run blindo@en forced off course by Dimitra's
elemental pranks. Except for the sound of my hémegthing, the woods were
deathly silent. A poor choice of words, if everidked them.

“Do you know fear has a smell?” Dimitra's voice veagrywhere, carried on some
divine breeze filling the spaces between the tréesn smell your fear, Gabrielle...”

| shivered.
“...it's delicious.”

My eyes desperately searched the horizon, butmgpgeemed familiar and with the
heavy green canopy overhead, | couldn't even getadng on the angle of the sun.
She'd catch me for certain if | tried to climb eetifor a look.

“I'm going to love watching you betray your frien@eeing Artemis' surprise and
shock when her precious ‘chosen one' hands heri®geing to be almost as
satisfying as when | start pulling her guts oubhef belly.”

My jaw clenched. | didn't particularly appreciatr leffort at prophecy.

“Her wonderful Gabrielle, whom she loves so ded@lgn you imagine?” Dimitra
chortled. “I can'wait to see her face.”

There was no way to tell how close she was to nsegietly as | could, | hunkered
down and began moving with greater stealth frora toetree, boulder to bush,
concentrating on trying to control my emotioRscus,| reminded myselfYou can't
think if you're panickingNot an easy thing to do under the circumstances.

“She loves you so much.” Dimitra's voice becama&ldar‘Gods know why, cuz | sure
as Hades don't get the attraction.”

Me neither Artemis' interest, while flattering, was utteriwiklering. But | wasn't
about to say that out loud. | pressed my back agaibroad trunk and peered
cautiously around its edge. The trees were thinautghere, which was surely a bad
sign; none of this looked familiarcan't believe I'm lost. What do | do now?ad to
stay calm. If she thought she could smell me befoteniffed. Gods, | could
practically smell myselfyuck. C'monl admonished myself. This was no time to lose
concentration.

The ground beneath me began to quake and thegiressed at the roots; a low,
cracking noise that made the hair on my stand ujgiad attention. | lunged to my feet



just as the tree behind me shuddered, its rootgtirgy tentacle-like, from the ground
to latch onto my arms and legs.

“NO!” I struggled wildly, barely managing to fre@me hand when more roots grabbed
me and yanked me to the ground. Laughter filledaiheechoing hollowly through the
woods.

“Stop fighting me, Gabrielle.”

“Go to Tartarus! Ughff!” The roots tightened acrasg chest and suddenly | found it
difficult to breathe.

“Tsk, tsk.” She was there, above me, smiling dovitha kind of malicious intensity
that made my skin crawl. “Where're your manners?”

“...wasted... on you...”

Dimitra's eyes narrowed. | didn't miss the obsessiay her thumb scraped over the
blade of her knife. In an instant she was hoveowegr me, intimately close, her hazel
eyes lightening to a colorless hue and glintindhvaih almost metallic sheen. “l was
willing to give you a chance.”

| wrenched at my bonds, frustrated, fearful andyariggwas running,” | reminded
her.

“No, you weren't!” She straddled me on her handklarees, her body and mine
separated only by the thick interlacing of rootsezong my body. “You went to
ground like some terrified rabbit. What kind of gnare you?” Her face twisted with
contempt, the expression made all the more unngiwrthe unnatural glow of her
eyes.

“Evasion isn't going to ground,” | spat throughrdbed teeth. The harder | fought, the
tighter the roots squeezed me. | had no choicéoneiax. “Mindlessly running away
isn't always more effective.”

“I still caught you!” she charged.
“By cheating!” | shot back.
“Shut up!”

“What kind of Amazon argou?” | taunted her. “Can't even track a peasant girl
without using your powers?”

She growled deep in her throat and for a momedmught she would abandon her
plans altogether for the chance to bury her kmfey throat. Dimitra regained
control of herself, just barely—I could see theesigf that metamorphosis
threatening again and somewhere, off in the digtantiought | could hear a rumble,
like thunder. “I caught you,” she said softly, igimy my comment. “That means | get
to say. | think we need to up the stakes here.”

Oh na Why couldn't | keep my mouth shut?

“Yeah,” she continued. “I caught you, so now | thime should make this a bit harder.



Let's make you earn your featharsy queen’
My breath caught. “What do you mean?” | demandeaoluph numbed lips.

“I mean | think we should make things a bit moraltdnging. Yeah.” She nodded,
thinking. “You have to denounce Artemis and getdtieers to accept meithout
telling them why. If you tell them, I'll kill evepne before your eyes. Slowly. And I'll
let them know it's all your fault.”

An icy chill swamped me even as my heart lurcheehynchest. It would have been a
struggle before, but now it would be impossibleirfidra...” | barely knew how to
begin to protest this newest restriction. The lgtttund us began to fade, swallowed
by encroaching shadow.

Her smile made me feel distinctly unsafe. “Wouldirtte better to love me? | could
be so good to you if you loved me.”

| couldn't pull away from her hand no matter howdhietried, and | was forced to
endure the sickening tickle of her fingertips gliglialong my exposed skin. “Don't,” |
told her, my breath faltering. “Please, Dimitragst

She yanked her hand back and glared at me, hérliaetd. “Stop. No. Don't.” She
pressed a hand to her temple and rocked to ongasidein pain. “It's always no!
Why? Why not?! Whyot me?!?” Her voice rose with each exclamation, har pad
rage etched across sharpening features.

“Dimitra..."”

She screamed and it felt as though something imsidewn head were being ripped
apart, forcing my voice to join hers. Violent lighierced her skin, blinding us, and
the thunder rumbled again. | could hear the whap-sustle of the leaves and
branches overhead as things heavy and wet smaekeagainst the unyielding earth.
The sound of the sky ripping itself apart abovdilled my ears, the lightning flashing
like an extension of her fury.

Dimitra fell on me and crawled forward until sheutbpress her forehead to mine.
“You're mine,” she gasped. “You'll always be miheve me, Gabrielle... | want you
to love me... Only me...”

My body arced even in the confines of the rootsagged power surged through me,
thick and viscous, like sludge.

--love me..it sighed through my veins, poisonous and cold.

| moaned and struggled, trying to avoid the blazapgs that burned into mine even
behind my clenched lids.

--worship me...

Her tears scalded my skin as she wept, her haadsrgy my face. “Give yourself to
me, Gabrielle,” she begged, her words hitchinghagpbwer washed through us both.
“Love me... please, | want you to...”

It stabbed through me and | shrieked again.



“...yes...” she mumbled, her eyes falling shut. “...altnod can feel it... your
love...”

It moved through me, into me until even my souiioded as her power threatened to
steal my soul, consume my sense of self and robfrmmey will. | battled to hang on,
to find some shred of self, some moment or menmagling to.

“Your love,” she panted, “it's so beautiful... | carake you... love me...”
--give yourself to it...
The power flashed again, burning, searing.

| writhed inside, clinging to what she wanted, Lifutially the pain was so great it was
simply easier to surrender myself to it, to giveselyto what she wanted...

...and then everything was fine. Very fine, | realizas the invasive battering faded
as she felt my acquiescence.

After a time, my eyes blinked open and | watchedfthea moment, her face pale and
tear-stained. The weather raged around us, buteve l\eft untouched. It didn't seem
important to me right then.

“...love me...” Dimitra pleaded through her quiet sobs.

| rubbed my cheek against her palm and watchedtheted eyes flutter open.
Carefully I examined her face, seeing the fine gpifdreckles across her skin, the
deep auburn tint of her lashes and the flecksagdagreen and brown nearly hidden
behind the silvered discs of her eyes. Such terbehuty.

“Love you,” | answered and witnessed the dawningoher gaze.

* % %

PART 6
XXXV. Toad-al Disaster

Of all the things that could happen to me in an Aomavillage, I'd have to say, this
particular scenario never would have crossed mylnBeating off bad guys? No
problem. Rescuing Gabrielle? No sweat (and defnitet surprising). Dealing with
self-absorbed gods? No worries (also, not surgjsiRunning through the village
with a shield over my head to protect me from fattywtoads falling from the sky
while trying to avoid slipping on the exploded rensaof the ones not lucky enough
to live?

No way.

It was enough to make me consider another lineaskwSomething quiet, peaceful,
like blacksmith or gladiatrix.

If it was anyone but Gabrielle Aw, who was | kidding? It wouldn't matter who it
was, but since MvasGabrielle, nothing—not a storm of toads, not evetoam of



hydras—would hold me back from rescuing her, wherehe was. | had to hurry.

On top of everything else, there was rain. Itieavy and hard, quickly making the
ground slick and muddy and difficult to negotiddé.course, the toads loved it. They
fell to the ground with a plop or splat and rolEdund for a bit before leaping off.

Every once in a while there would be the odd mia splat and a clank as a toad
would slam into the shield. Sometimes they would bff a moment later, other times
| guess they just stuck to the top in gooey clumps.

The Amazons, smartly, had taken shelter in thelis bupressed tightly against the
trunks of the trees to avoid the tempest, theis@gand and their expressions
disbelieving and disgusted as | ran by. A few cbéene on as | passed, whether for
whatever they guessed my mission might be or jysbrazen pizzazz in running
through a storm of toads, | couldn't tell.

As | neared the edge of the village, | ducked asiorage shed; a brief respite from
the storm and a chance to clean off my shieldn@ced distastefully at the glob of
remains glistening on its surface and | used afishoflhay to wipe the worst of it
onto the floor. Outside, the sound of rain and soads all | could hear; almost as
soon as they landed—assuming they lived—the toadarbto sing out to each other,
so there was this resounding chorus in the backgrofieverything.

To this odd musical accompaniment, | lifted theekhagain and ran back into the
storm, clearing the edge of the village in momemd entering the forest proper. In
the woods the trees provided some shelter fronatipghibian downpour, though
some would still find their way through to the fsréoor, or fell from the trees they
had landed in. The rain still found a way to p&ssugh, falling in a soft mist now.
With less toads impacting with the earth, the spaoend me had become oddly
quiet. | jogged through, being careful not to nasy possible tracks or clues to
Gabirielle's whereabouts.

Soon, | had returned to where Ephiny and | fountdr®#e's staff. | bit my lip as |
scanned the signs of struggle, the places wherbathé&llen or had been dragged.
Assessing the area and the quickly disappearicggra followed the trail for a short
distance until something made me stop.

The sound of another's breathing tickled my hearing

My gaze unfocused as | tuned out the rain, thekesaéat of the toads, their croaking
song, trying to pinpoint the sound | wanted. Mydh&ted left, toward a large vein of
stone, covered in moss and other small plants,hwiaise like a shattered bone from
the earth. | placed the shield on the ground sylemtd flipped over the side of the
rock, my sword drawn and ready. What | saw wasfiaitke eye-opener.

There, sitting wet and covered in various bitslofd, was Artemis. She bit at a nail,
unconcerned with me or my blade, shivering in tig.rl shoved my sword back in its
scabbard. “Just what in Tartarus are you dbiage?” Artemis continued to work her
hangnail. | knelt closer and yelled{EY!”

She glanced over at me. “Oh, Xena, it's you.” Skatwack to biting. “Of course.”

“You wanna tell me what in Hades is going on?” Tlies my opening to a “sensitive



chat"—probably why | leave them to Gabrielle. Muw#tter for everyone, don't you
think? “What are you doing out here?”

The fallen goddess looked up at me, a miseraldent&ul expression on her smudged
face. “What doyoucare about my problems?”

“It's raining toads in case you hadn't noticed$ald, exasperated. “Your problems are
everyone's problems now.”

“Go away.”

“Gabrielle's been kidnapped.” Ah. | noted a flickéresponse from deep in her eyes
before they blinked and veiled themselves agait. ybu care about that?”

“Who | do or do not care for is none of your comgenortal”

| blinked at the ferocity of her reply, the way meouth twisted on that last word.
“What kind of goddess are you? Your Amazons justagiacked by a bunch of
slavers trying to take the village and you were nexg in sight. They've worshipped
you for generations and this is the return thef’glethade a disgusted noise in the
back of my throat. “They don't deserve that from.y@/hat kind of goddess abandons
her people?” | shook my head and threw my handsarair. “Why did | expect
anything different? You Olympians are all the séme.

She stared at me, her hatred of me plain. Thatig; dididn't like her either. I don't
have time to waste with you; one of your Amazons yaur belt as well as Gabrielle.
If I have to choose between saving her life, satimgAmazons or stopping the thief
before you lose your powers, you don't have to gwdsch option's going drop to the
bottom of my list,” | said, pointing a finger atmhéSo if you're not going to help me,
just sit here and stay out of the way. | don't ngmdmaking more problems for me
right now, not when her life is at stake.” | flexety fist as | adjusted my bracer and
turned to go.

“What makes you worthier?”

| stopped abruptly, my back still to her. The thrafrmy temper beat at me in time to
my agitated heart. “What?” The question came old aad flat, colored by my anger,
but also my confusion.

“You're a killer.A warlord. How many have you murdered, innocent or othervinse,
your quest for glory and greatness?” She shookéad even as she examined me
with her squinty little eyes. “What does she segon?”

My brow puckered in confusion, trying to ignore gtab at my conscience. “What in
Hades are you talking about?”

“She is your most stolid advocate,” the goddess. S&iour strongest defender. Yet,
look at you. Look at what you've done. Even whkis$ed her, it was still you she
yearned for.”

Kissed... You kissed her? Why, you hatchet-faced—

She continued. “l was a goddess. All-powerful. Weegld and its people are mine.
Yet she is... impervious. She still resisted.”



| lunged across the space between us and hautadlad Artemis to her feet. “What
did you do to her?” Emotion flooded my senses; livigrimages of Artemis and
Gabrielle—together—like so much flotsam throughmmpd. Artemis, forcing her;
controlling her. “If you hurt her...” My hand fit sgly around the slender column of
her throat, my fingers wrapping themselves combdytaeasily, just beneath her jaw
and feeling a pulse beating beneath the surfédde so easy to—

“Xena!” She struggled and choked, one hand pubihgny wrist and the other rose to
fend of my other hand where it twisted in her $forit. In the reflection in her
graying eyes | could see my wild expression, mg8aeeth. How dare she lajand
on Gabrielle, much more her lips? | didn't even warthink the word. It was almost
enough to make me physically sick. Hdareshe?

The rage, the jealousy gave strength to my gri@u‘¥ never lay another stinkin’
finger on her...” I'd crush her, goddess or not.

“...Xe—Xena...” Artemis sucked in a weak breath. “SweabDidn't... hurt her...
It's... you she...she loves...” Her eyes pleaded witheren as her hands batted
feebly at my wrist.

The surprise of it, of hearing it come from someelse, froze me. How could she
know that? For certain? Did Gabrielle say so? Wiaat she said?

In the midst of my shock, | was only partially agaf Artemis pulling herself free of
my numbed fingers. She fell to her knees and rabdaker back on the ground,
rubbing her bruised throat as she gasped for siaréd at her as if I'd never see her
before. “She said that?”

“NO_”

The knot in my chest dropped through my stomaadaiejrig out a breath of
unanticipated disappointment. “Then how woyddiknow?”

Slowly, she levered herself back into a sittingifi@s and leaned against the rock. An
air of haughtiness re-entered Artemis' face andaised her chin. “She offered me
comfort in my quarters, giving me hope for the netaf my belt and... and my
powers.” The goddess looked away for a moment| almost lost the significance of
her comment in my impatience to hear the rest o&twey.

“Wait. They're gone?” | squinted at her in suspicitCompletely?”

“Yes,” she whispered. She shook herself and loal@un at her tangled hands. “I
was overcome with fear, despair, loss...and gratituidemis glanced up suddenly
and gave me a beseeching look. “As | am, | haveranpto repay her. In that moment
| offered her what | could and I leaned forwardiss her...”

It felt as though lightning had just struck my heacould barely breathe.

Artemis' eyes stared unseeing at the ground, nbtdemembering the moment. “I...
have never kissed a woman so,” she said softlyydiee touched with awe. The
hardness in her face softened perceptibly andridauyself hating her even more. “I
have never known such passion, such heat...” Heewoadled away and a small
smile turned up the corners of her lips.



My hands clenched into fists. “Get on with it.”

She smirked nastily at me, enjoying my discomforvrihat she'd bothered to notice
it. “She was a living flame in my arms, burning mih her touch. 1 would willingly
have fed myself to her fire.”

The muscles of my jaw were hurting and | forcibhed my teeth apart.

Artemis looked at me then, a long and bitter exgiogsin her slate-grey eyes. “I

would have taken her for my own, but that she thbispered your name.” She gave a
rough, humorless laugh. “And then looked entireispsised upon seeingewhen

she opened her eyes again.”

Oh, Gabriellel hardly knew what to think.
Her fist tightened on her damp thigh. “I could betr the hurt, so | left.”

| didn't want to know. | didn't want to hear abduPart of me was savagely glad
Gabrielle had turned her down and, by doing sdified my faith in her. But it still
cut me to hear it. “Why are you telling me this2dpite the heavy moisture
saturating everything, my voice was a gravelly lyusdund between us.

“You say she is missing. Was she taken from tHaget?”
| shook my head. “About an hour's travel into theoas.”

Her expression became thoughtful and then concet8éé was searching for me,
wasn't she?”

My nod was sharp. This was getting us nowherelahger | delayed the greater
Gabrielle's danger. | still didn't know the ideyif the thief and while | might be able
to deduce something of the woman's nature, | wasrconfident as Ephiny that
Gabrielle was more valuable as a hostage; forkadelv she might already be...

| stopped and mentally shook myself; | couldn'oadfto think like that. “If she
thought you were upset or hurting, Gabrielle idrét sort of person to leave that
alone, not when she thinks she can help.” The ealight drizzle now, had
thoroughly seeped through my clothing, making datHer chafe. “I'm going after her.
Stay out of trouble.”

“Wait.”
| paused in mid-turn. “Now what?” | was never gotogyet out of here.
“I want to help.”

That was théastthing | needed. “You?” | snorted in derision. “Yeaid you'd lost

your powers already.” Though | didn't say it, tlegion that she was useless to me was
still conveyed with obvious clarity because sheermsher feet and moved straight

into my space.

“You forget yourself, mortal; there is no bettenker or tracker than me.”

| hadforgotten. As much as | wanted to dump her scrabutyhere, | couldn't afford
to throw away such a skill. Confident though | ammy own tracking abilities, the



ground conditions with all the rain would requimerseone with that extra bit of
something. Still, I didn't have to like it—w hichas good because really, | didn't.

“Fine,” | conceded gracelessly in the face of hemiphant smirk. “But you do ds
say, got it?” All that happiness evaporated inrestant and Artemis opened her
mouth to argue, but | swiped my hand through theaweetween us. “You listen or
you wait here and I'll manage without your help.”

The warrior in her didn't like that. | could seerfr the shift and flex of muscle
beneath her shoulders that she was struggling atilaswher objections. She could
see that | knew and even though | knew it wasntiggto help our working
relationship, something prompted me to grin atdwer so slightly.

“As you say,” Artemis replied at last. She gaveartwittle smile in return.

| gestured toward the other side of the rock foromat‘Let's start over here; we'll
comb the ground for traces. At this point | dowlchout much hope for an actual
print.”

She nodded and slipped past me, her eyes alreagiyngaback and forth across the
damp ground. Her fingers hovered above the gragsvaeds, over the muddy terrain.
| was impressed with how silently she moved, witkwHew marks she left in her own
passing even as she searched for those of otliradhdps,” Artemis began, her voice
sounding distracted, “we might consider a tructhiattime?” Her eyes flicked over to
me before returning to her task. “Harboring thisrassity does either of us little
good. Let us put it aside.”

| wanted to point out that she had started it,tbat didn't seem quite in the spirit of
her gesture. | shrugged instead. “It'd make Gdbrieppier.” See? | can do tact.

“True.” Artemis nodded, smiling a little at the ntiem of her name. “I am aware of
how much her happiness means to you.”

| shot her a look, not certain how to take the caninl grunted a reply and bent to
begin my own search of the clearing.

“l also know how much your happiness means to rstre’ continued, her body
crouched over a sad looking fern as she investigegdronds. “If | am meant to
remain... mortal... | can only hope that | might fineth cause to feel that way for
someone, and they for me. Someone like Gabriedidgps.”

| rolled my eyesGods. And | thought Gabrielle talked a I@fas she trying to drive
me nuts on purpose? “Find anything yet?”

“Uh uh.” She was blessedly quiet for a few minutese. | thought | might have

found something—a depression of sorts—when Artestaiged up again. “When you
kiss someone does it usually make you feel as thgagr soul has been caressed by a
warm summer breeze?”

| stared at her in disbelief. A thief had her bslte was powerless, the village had
been attacked, Gabrielle was missing and this et whe wanted to yak about?
“You're kidding me, right?”

“Not in the least.” She stared back at me, equaiynused. “I've never kissed anyone



before. Is my reaction common or is this a singalgrerience only to be found with
her?”

You can't kill her. You can't kill her. You canlt ker... It didn't help. | took a deep
breath. Another. Nope. That wasn't helping eithetidn't help that | wasn't entirely
sure what the answer was; Dreamscape kisses theoogtle intermediary didn't
make for a wildly breezy experience, regardledsonv literally soulful it might have
been. Artemis had kissed her. | hadn't. | wasmgttranky.

“We have a mission to finish,” | reminded her té&ys&he bent to her work again and
| followed a few broken stems for a couple of faetl then had to pause to consider
the signs again. Focus kicked in and | could feelihtensity of my attention building.
There—the hint of a fresh divot. Smiling grimlywbrked my way forward,
concentrating deeply...

“Do all kisses taste of apples?”

| closed my eyes and dropped my head into my hakfter. spending a few moments
praying without luck for a toad to fall from theawens and smash my brains from my
skull—or at the very least deafen me somehow—Iugesdtto the earth. “Think |

found something...”

* % %

XXXVI. Mother Toad Me There Would Be Days Like.This

| threw myself into the small space between thésraad scrunched beneath the
heavy overhang of leaves and branches, hopingfoesespite from the freakish
downpour of rain and toads. The trembling worseanadi | tucked my hands under my
armpits, seeking some kind of warmth and comfantnfthe nauseating residue of
Dimitra's touch left on me both inside and outlt ¥iolated. | longed for soaproot
and some searing hot water to erase her touch.

Even with her work done, Dimitra had continueddodh my face and stroke my hair,
reluctant to let me go. She had stared at me g\helyexpression an unnerving blend
of power-soaked triumph and wondrous awe.

She stepped closer and lifted her hands to cupang; her thumbs stroking
my skin. “I don't have to remind you what I'll doyou tell them.”

| nodded mutely, still shaken to the depths of emggoby her overwhelming
power.

“You don't want me to do that. Not to you. Notherh.”
Silently | shook my head.

“Go back now, Gabrielle,” she murmured beneath dmotcrack of thunder.
“Convince them. Make them see how Artemis hasdféiiem.” She leaned
forward and pressed her lips against my brow, agddped; they were an icy
brand against my skin. “Make them love me.”

“They'll feel as strongly for you as | do,” | sagfavely.



Dimitra gestured with her chin. “Go on.”
| ran as quickly as my shaking limbs could carry me

At the memory of her kiss, my stomach suddenlyltedexnd | turned sharply,
heaving its meager contents onto the muddy grouwrwlighed and then, weakly, |
slumped back against the tree and winced as thkesbeaped the scratches Dimitra
had given me earlier. | scrubbed my hand acroskpmyand tilted my head back,
catching errant drops of musty tasting rain in mguth. It helped a little, but it wasn't
really enough. Not enough to dispel the raw feeiimgide. The sense of feeling
drained to exhaustion.

Part of it was relief. | couldn't believe | wadisigy here right this second, the scrapes
and bruises and aches a stinging yet welcome reanthdt | was truly alive. | was too
tired to congratulate myself beyond thinking bazkdxer's little run-in with
Aphrodite. He'd been so depressed after she haovesivher spell and turned him
back into—in her words—“the idiot full-time, again.”But Xena, | remember, had
disagreed, telling him that Aphrodite hadn't givem anything that wasn't already
there. | don't know what had made me think of ttM@imitra. Maybe her efforts to
make me love her had brought it to mind, but I'cdered if the reverse were true as
well; she couldn't take from me what wasn't in méegin with. It'd had been a
gamble. “But did it pay off?” | whispered to myseal | looked up through the canopy
of leaves and the gradually gentling storm.

| don't think | love her. | don't feel like | dd/hen she had demanded that | give
myself to it, that | surrender myself, | had givegself to the loves | knew, the ones |
cherished most; my family, my friendsXena. Her most of all. Just thinking about
her now made me smile, in spite of my cut lip. Tiemories of her were the ones |
had held to the strongest, most especially that embnvhen she had come back from
the other side, when her eyes had opened and ske sy hame. She had come
back—for me. I didn't want to do any less than ti@at for her. | had to get back.

Looking out from my shelter | could see that fewsads were falling now. The ones
that weren't exploding horridly on impact were wigggrotesquely or attempting to
hop off to shelter of their own. Seeing Dimitraifiuence, feeling it so intimately, |
wondered and worried if | really had managed talevaer spell. Was it more
insidious than | realized. Would I do her will redi@ss?

| snorted. “You're still going to do it anyway, ptd.” It was that or she would Kkill
everyone. Not much of a choice either way, butddtbthat I'd be going into it clear-
eyed at leasSpeaking of eyesl.pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes,
feeling the beginnings of a headache coming oso tired.. After a moment, |
dropped my hands into my lap and stared at themdemng how hands like these—
strong, but small—were going to make this worlaudghed again, this time wryly.
What, do you think you're going to beat them inbeshipping Dimitra? Get real'd
have to find another way.

Better get startedlaking a deep breath, | looked around with moreceatrated
interest. It was hard to get a read on the timagagfwith the heavy clouds overhead,
but I guessed it might be close to mid-afternobdidn't help that | was completely
turned around. Thinking back to the maps I'd séeheparea, | had to be south of the
village in the forested area that sprawled for lesguntil it tapered off to foothills



and mountains and inevitably the sea. As far agWkl hadn't crossed the river; there
were no signs of centaurs or the other human sedtiés | knew had sprung up on the
edges of Amazon territory. So I'd start by headiagh. | eased out of my protective
crevasse and looked around. “Now, which way dosuqppose is north?”

+=+=+

I'd been so sure that the storm was letting up. IHadwn the rain was going to come
down so much harder | would have stayed put fohgewWwonger. As it was, | was
soaked to the skin and cold, the air—smelling gea®hlush—hung in thick clouds of
mist. The toads started falling again, their téeriflaneral song echoing in the air,
punctuated by their abrupt and messy deaths asthsked into the ground.

“Ow!” One smacked into my shoulder and | began mignhoping to find some kind
of decent cover. The sky rumbled again and thefediiimarder. Barely able to see, |
slipped and slid along; panting as | ran in thedion | thought the village might lie.
Sliding down an embankment, | used a branch togwaiound a tree trunk and
smacked into something that appeared at the lashde

“Oof!”
“Ungh!”
SPLASH!

| fell butt first into a puddle of mud. Whatevehit didn't fair any better, falling
backwards into a bush.

“Begging your pardon!” said a voice, aged and dragk

| wiped dirty water from my face and pushed my taddair away from my eyes.
“What?”

A hunched figure levered itself out of the busle, plerson covered in a heavy cloak,
hooded against the weather. “I'm sorry, young [&bn't mind me.” My surprise and
confusion melted, leaving me staring narrow-eyeith@thunched crone. “I'll just be
on my way. It's such a horrible storm...”

| grabbed at the cloak as it tried to scoot by ‘tNet so fast—" Uncovered to the
elements, | could now see leather pants, a gresgrawel dark sleeves, topped by a
floppy gray bundle of yarn, which didn't quite g@giwthe neatly trimmed beard
sported below. “—Autolycus.”

He stood there in a frozen hunch, until one eyleddback to look at me. “Why, hello
Gabrielle. Heh, heh. Fancy meeting you out here.”

For a moment | couldn't even speak, | was so oveeceith relief at seeing a safe,
familiar face. | took us both off guard when | wpa my arms around him.

He stiffened in surprise. “Weee-heh-heeell. As mash can understand your
infatuation—and believe me, it's one | encountetegoften—it just won't work out;
your goddess wants to use me for a new rug, anddake crazy, but I'm partial to
my insides being where they are. You know how.itBsit he gave me a quick hug
before firmly setting me away from him.



“What are you doing out here8peaking of out herel.grabbed his arm and guided
us quickly beneath a tree where the two of us segdiainder the knotted branches
while the toads continued to fall.

“Looking for you, of course,” he said magnanimousgfore glancing not-so-casually
over his shoulder. “The village really needs yoav&rs, mobs, toads...the party's
really taken a turn for the surreal—they can't seeimandle anything without you. If
you head in that direction, you should be theranrnour or two.” Autolycus pointed
back over his shoulder. “You go on ahead andritigoup the rear guard in a bit.”

“And Xena—?"

He waved a hand in dismissal. “Bashing headsrigftf and center. Don't worry.” His
eyes looked me over. “You, on the other hand, ldaksomething Zeus scraped off
the bottom of his sandal.”

“It's been a rough day,” | admitted, my fingersdiimg the thin cut across my belly.

“You should get back to the village,” he said asdoked over his shoulder again.
“Get that looked at.”

“Don't you mean ‘we'? Don't think | haven't notidéet you're out here all by your
lonesome.”

Autolycus pressed a hand against his heart, hiseegion properly mournful. “You
wound me. Here | am, braving a fierce, unnatui@nst endangering myself in enemy
lands, all to come find you, and this is the thaingst?”

“Meaning, you let yourself out of jail and decidiedget away while you had the
chance until you had the bad luck to run me ovenh | reinterpreted for myself.

“Exactly.” He threw his arms in the air. “Your csggAmazons were going to string
me up, you know? They were coming for me.”

“What?!”

“The slavers attacked the village saying they waitieir leader released.” He poked
himself repeatedly in the chest. “Mde . As if | would work with such amateurs.”
He made a conciliatory gesture with one hand. “Mjad, their profit goals are in the
right place, and—"

“Autolycus.”

“—that Iskra is someone | could definitely see nifys®@rking with again;
although—"

“Autolycus.”
“—perhaps in a less stressful capacity of course—"
“AUTOLYCUS!” | smacked his arm. “The village, whhappened to the village?”

“Anyway, they attacked, Amazons died, and now tre@fNation blames me. If Xena
hadn't lodged herself in the doorway to hold théhwben she did, I'd probably be



hanging like a pretty Brauronia pifiata right now.”
“If you took off, how do you know this?”

He looked a little embarrassed. “Rooftop.”

“You stuck around?”

“Only until I knew Xena had things well in hand atién | made my break for it.”
Autolycus looked defensive as he shrugged. “Heg k&pt them from killing me
outright. The least | could do was watch her backafcouple of minutes.”

| could easily forgive him for trying to escape isgeas he had made the effort to look
out for Xena first. Not that she would have askadtf but | approved nonetheless. “I
really appreciate that. I'll make sure to clear gbany connection to the slavers when
we get back to the village.” | reached out for $leeve to tug him along with me and
was almost hauled off my feet when he didn't coloega

“Wait a second.” He planted himself and raisedhaisds. “What's this ‘we' stuff?”
“We need to go back.”

“You're the queen; of course you do. Me, I've hailegenough of Amazon
hospitability, thank you.”

“Autolycus!” | grabbed him by the arm, preventinignihfrom walking off.
“Look, Gabrielle—"

“The thief is Dimitra and she has the belt. Up luaitiout half a candle-mark ago, she
had me too. Why do you think I look like this?”

His expression sobered immediately. “I thought waue clumsy.”

| smacked his shoulder again. Harder this time.

“Ow!”

“You're coming back with me. If she finds you oetd, she'll probably kill you.”

He glanced up at the sky. “If the frogs don't ksl first. What are you going to do
when we get back?”

| shook my head, frowning. “Found a new religiorm@n.”

He stared after me, blinked, and then followedat@utly in my wake. “Okay, but as
good-looking as | am, don't even think of usingamsea virgin sacrifice; white is not
my color...”

* % %

XXXVII. Fatal A-Track-Shun

Even though tracking, like scouting, doesn't ragf lon my list of favorite warrior-
ing activities, | would never argue that therensaat and science to it. Not just any
Telemachus, Daedalus or Herodotus can do it. #takkeen eye, an appreciation for



detail and an understanding of how your surroursllvghave. It takes patience. And,
if you're lucky enough to find that one pesky dtfirint, that almost invisible clue, it
requires speed and awareness to know how to taakqguarry, how to blend in even
as you pick up the trail. Put simply: an understagénd grasp of the value of
personal silence.

So when | turned on Artemis and bellowed, “Forldst time, | don't want to talk
about how soft her skin is!” you can probably guess well things had been going.

She chucked a pinecone at me in retaliation, beicEmped her mouth shut and got
back to work.

“I hate that belt,” | muttered under my breath. Tam, which had tapered off for a
while, was now falling harder than ever, albeitheiit the toads. It was a minor relief
to deal with a regular annoyance for a changeaalsté a supernatural one. Three
times I'd managed to find a hint of a trail ancethtimes I'd eventually lost it again
because of the rain. We had stubbornly kept atriafcandle-mark since the trail went
cold and Artemis seemed more than prepared to toyit-do me for thélost Skilled
Trackerprize. | couldn't care less—even if the score wastb-one in my favor. I'm
bigger than that.

Stumped for the moment | stopped and stood. “Thgetting us nowhere.” | wanted
to tear my hair out with frustration.

“What?” Artemis sat back on her haunches and gava took. “Don't tell me you're
giving up already?”

Her mocking smile irritated me. “Of course not.”éF was no way | was giving up; |
wouldn't give her the satisfaction, not with Galbeis life in danger. But with the rain
washing away all visible traces, we were losinglast hope of finding her captors'
trail. | walked away from the clearing, shaking dnpping hair away from my eyes
as | crossed my arms and leaned against a trdeettes to work through what we
already knew.

One, an Amazon had the belt. Two, that Amazon ladgbGabrielle. The threat was
dire enough that Gabrielle had killed someone tdqut herself, someone else or the
village. | squeezed my eyes shut for a momentywaoiting to imagine how she must
be feeling after having done that. | was crushedé&ws, saddened and guilty for
having led her into a life where she had been tbtoeget blood on her hands in order
to stay alive. | could only hope | could help hemough it, but the situation only
reinforced how nowhere was safe, not really—notiliage, not Potaedia, nowhere.

This isn't helping | reminded myself. | stared off into the drippifajjage as |

gathered my thoughts again. Three, the slaveraittacked the village and demanded
Autolycus back, claiming him as their leader. Irdiduy that no matter what Ephiny
thought, but his disappearing didn't exactly helgters. Having been inside his head,
it's hard not to believe that | have a pretty gbedd on who the self-proclaimed King
of Thieves really is, outward appearances not watiing.

The slavers and the thief had to be connectedasttive only explanation for the
convenient timing of Gabrielle's disappearancetaedttack; which could only lead
me to believe that the Amazon—whoever she was—baddmated everything with
the slavers. But why work with them? Money wasrtiast obvious reason, but even



that didn't quite fit.

“I will not do this all by myself, Xena,” Artemisatled from behind me. “I can see
that Gabrielle's penchant for cooperation and teakve not a skill she learned from
you,” she added snidely.

Harpy. | grimaced at the interruption. “The tracks aoag Give it up; we'll need to
find another way.”

She clenched her fists at her sides, staring dtanghtily. “Abandon your search if
you choose. | shouldn't be surprised that you wgutd up when things become
difficult.”

| whipped around and glared at her. “Take your ipasaggressive attitude and shove
it up your feathered—"

“How dareyou?”

“Me?” | hooked a thumb at myself. “Is this your ohetion of a truce?” Artemis turned
away, her back a wall to silently rebuff me. Thatsvine by me; at least her anger
would keep her quiet for a while. Hopefully longoeigh for me to find a different
solution.

Where was 1? The money trail. Nah. That just didvdke sense. A wannabe goddess
wouldn't have any use for money even if that wheshtait used to get the slavers
involved. There had to be some other motivatiom €ito look at it from a different
perspective. If | was going to attack the Amazams iawasn't for money, why would

| do it? The timing of the attack was the answ@rdiversion,” | murmured. A
diversion for her and—what?—a reward of a few cegstifor the slave-trade for
them? Could be... Amazons were worth a lot on thendyppeck, even more on the
black marketClever, very clever.

It felt right. So what would the next move be? Slysit the belt, she's got Gabrielle...
“She's feeling ambitious and grumpy.” If I'd matéhat far, | might even be feeling a
bit cocky. | might want someone to know that. Ingled back over my shoulder to
where Artemis was still diligently, if sourly, créing around in the bushes looking for
some soggy clue. If it were me, | might want toetakit the competition.

That, too, felt right. “She'll come back here,ebsoned. To kill Artemis? And would
this Amazon keep Gabrielle alive? Would 1?

Definitely.

Even if the Amazon didn't bring her back to thdéagk, she'd keep her tied up
somewhere safe, which meant that I'd be forceddit umtil she made her move. Tied
up again, you'd think that girl actually enjoyedHmm...

| scrubbed my hair out of my face while | contentgthpossible receptions | could
plan for the Amazon's arrival. Gabrielle would he key...

| was focusing so intensely on the bard that | ¢imu imagined her walking towards
me from out of the sheeting rain, ghostly and solefie vision of her, soaked and

pale, still made me smile. Softly, but still it wéere. Maybe it was the influence of
the belt, maybe it was the misery of being studk\womeone as disagreeable as



Artemis, but | missed her. Our fight from last rtighll bothered me; | know | was
petty, | know | was unreasonable, but that dideéins to matter just then. And now...
she could be out there, wounded, scared, and peHaaing been forced to sacrifice
her blood innocence...

“Xena.”
My awareness snapped into focus. “Gabrielle?”

My vision coughed a laugh and then stopped andredvger mouth with her hands,
her eyes staring back at me in wavering tearfulrfésddenly | could see the cuts and
scratches on her, the bruising, the stark palethes$iad nothing to do with the
weather. This was no vision. “Gabrielle!” | lungeaward and caught her in my
arms, feeling her solid and real against me. IHfefttrembling like a frightened
animal, stiff and unresponsive. Instinctively, tlggred her to me, cupping the back of
her head with my hand, sheltering her from the.rain

“Gabrielle...” | rubbed my cheek against her heaging to offer whatever comfort |
could. Little by little she relaxed, settling betteeny touch like a skittish horse, but
still she barely touched me. Her reluctance inaadpg was surprisingly hurtful.
Was she injured worse than | could see? Was dhmatl at me? “Let me look at
you.”

Gabrielle drew back and | was treated to a tiree fane that was bruised and
scraped, but whose eyes were bright and lit withesGerce emotion | couldn't
interpret. It made me wary. “What happened to you?”

A throat cleared itself and | lifted my head to seeery wet, unhappy Autolycus
looking back at me from over Gabrielle's shoulder.

| smiled sardonically. “I had a feeling I'd see yagain.”
“Yeah?” He wrung out his shirtfront. “That makeseaof us.”

“I know who has the belt,” Gabrielle said quietharnering my full attention again. |
couldn't help but notice how her hands at her sickse knotted into fists. “I need to
talk to you.”

“Gabrielle!”
Damn.

Artemis, her hard face completely transformed Bynde, appeared by my side and
reached out to embrace Gabrielle. The muscles ifamglenched as she hugged my
friend, but I guiltily admit to being glad to seet@dmis get the same unresponsive
treatment | did; Gabrielle didn't fight the embraoet she stood limply, merely
accepting the contact. Artemis drew back, a fldstoafusion and hurt on her face
before she composed herself. “It lifts my headdée you back and safe, Gabrielle.”

“Thank you,” she replied, almost distractedly, dtlght, before she looked back
towards me. “We need to talk.”

| shrugged. “Go ahea—"



“Alone,” Gabrielle enunciated clearly and firmly.

“Excuse me?” Artemis demanded even as | coulddeelof my brows lifting in
guestion. “I protest this exclusion—"

“Please take Autolycus with you to your quartefSdbrielle interrupted her. “I want
you both to stay in your hut, out of the way uhthll for you. If anyone stops you or
tries to get at Autolycus, tell them that he'llfbeing justice at your hand tomorrow.”

“What?” Autolycus stepped forward and glowered abelle. “I knew letting you
talk me into this was a bad idea!”

Gabrielle put her hand on his arm and | felt anoflage of jealous hurt. She'd touch
him, but not me? My eyes narrowed at him suspi¢yodghat had happened out there
between them?

“Please.” Her voice was tired, but determined.ulddell he didn't like it any more
than Artemis, but he screwed up his face for a lmognent and then threw his hands
in the air.

“This is insane.” He stalked off towards the vikagtopped abruptly and then looked
to Artemis. “Coming, your goddess-ness?”

“Watch it, mortal,” she growled. Artemis lookedthsugh she wanted to say
something else to Gabrielle, but she apparentlyghbbetter of it, choosing instead
to glare at me and then follow Autolycus up theéhpatvaited for the sound of their
squabbling to fade away and then reached out,tkesitg and put my hand on
Gabrielle's shoulder.

“Now, what is it?”

She shook her head. “Not here.” She glanced oveshwulder and | followed her
gaze, but found nothing out of place in the migigces between the trees.

“Then where?” Given the oddity of the situatiomyds willing to let her call the shots.
“Our hut.”

“Good. We can get you cleaned up while you tellwiat's going on.”

She nodded, but with an air of distraction as sb&dd back one more time.

“Gabrielle.” She looked up at me. Now that | had d&tention, | wasn't really sure
what | wanted to say—just something that would reenthhe weight of worry from
her face, from the tense lines of her battered bttdybe okay.”

Gabrielle crossed her arms, hugging herself indlveand shook her head slowly,
sadly. “No. I don't think so.”

Taken aback by her uncharacteristic pessimismuldoonly stand there and stare
after her as she walked back towards the villagmirfg the chill of fear and worry
left she had left behind.

+=+=+



| caught up with her, watching her instead of ththpbut she kept her head down, her
eyes on the ground.

There were so many things we needed to go oveeMaut in a crisis, | have my
priorities. “You're going to let me get you cleangdwhen we get back.”

She nodded, but didn't argue. Nor did she lookeatHer silence, the preoccupied
frown on her face, was unsettling. This detachmexg so unlike her that | felt almost
off balance, ill at ease in her presence. “Galagll

“Mm?”

“Why did you let her kiss you?” | couldn't beliel/e just asked that. With all the
danger around us, everything we'd been through@tehis is what | came up with?
Mentally wincing, | rolled an eye towards her t@ $er reaction and | was surprised
to see her shoulders slump further. After her readast time, | had expected
fireworks, a shouted denial, protestations thaeis had taken advantage. But
this... this bunched shoulder, almost ashamed lockmaking me feel anxious,
hurt—Dbetrayed.

| reached out and stopped her. “Why?”
Finally she looked at me. “I don't know.”

| stared at her, watching her look back at me Wwéhsad, tired eyes. That was it?
“You don'tknow?”

“I—Xena, do we have to talk about this right novePie pleaded. “We need to get
back.”

Grumpily, | let her set the pace again, stewing tva answer.
“You can't tell me anything right now?”

She sighed in exasperation, but didn't answershiwased to expending this much
effort to get Gabrielle—a bard—to talk. Part of meented her reluctance to share.
“She said you thought it was me.” There!

Gabrielle's head whipped around and | could saehleacolor was high in her skin.
Any feeling of triumph [ felt in finally getting eeaction was lost when | saw how
upset she was, how scared. | felt horrible. Awkwardooked away, to our feet,
which had stopped on the path, and finally badketioface. “Gabrielle, I—"

“We need to get back,” she said again. “Xena, gleag'll talk later. But time is
running short and wkeaveto go.”

Chastened and self-conscious, | nodded. “You'td.figVe walked through the rain
and | swallowed hard, realizing that, once agaihgiven in to the belt's influence and
over something so stupid and silly and annoyingoWéred if Gabrielle let someone
kiss her?

But | couldn't help wanting, still, to know why shad thought it was me.

* % %



XXXVIII. Love and Truth by Halves

Though she warned me just before we came to tregeil | was still shocked to see
what had happened in my absence; bodies of meAm@wadons had been set in two
piles and | could easily see the evidence of darfrage weapons and fire, and
further, the dents and breakage from the falliogdr Decorations lay scattered and
banners and ribbons hung limp and heavy with @timers were ripped and ground
into the mud. | wondered how this would affect tyesir's Brauronia.

With so much to do to recover from the battle, Bytappeared to have everyone
mobilized and working that could still do so. Thedgeo didn't have tasks requiring
them to be in the rain had disappeared indoorsevih@ras warm and dry. A pall
hung over the village and in spite of my own consdrcould still sense the grief and
anger that threaded through the community.

Slipping into the quiet stillness of the queenfaperary quarters was a relief; the
sensation of constantly having an unseen pair & @atching me lessened
considerably, but didn't disappear altogetherulawt fool myself into thinking | was
safe. None of us were; Dimitra's control was grainhis thought followed me
across the room like a pack of snarling houndgingpat me where | had stopped by
the half-open window shutters overlooking the topncommon area. Behind me, |
was vaguely aware of the sound of the door closeftly and the faint, waterlogged
steps of Xena's boots as she moved about the room.

In moments, | heard the thin, sharp click of stasraacking together and then saw
shifting light blossom in the room as Xena staddie. It didn't matter; | doubted any
fire could warm the chill | was harboring inside .mdsently, | rubbed my hands
along my arms, hugging myself for warmth and comfibmwas a futile gesture.

| didn't want to break the silence, but | knew diim choice; between Dimitra's
demands and Xena's unvoiced questions, my timeumadut.

“Gabrielle.” Xena said my name quietly, perhapskimg to avoid startling me. She
came up behind me and | heard an indrawn breattshdylders shifted, wondering if
the cuts looked worse than they felt. My body teinfee the onslaught of her
guestions—Xena's never been known for her patiéengenothing came.

The touch of something against a scrape on my deoubtade me flinch away and |
turned around in surprise. “What—?"

Xena held up a clean cloth in one hand and | ndtecemall liquid-filled bowl in the
other. “Your back looks like you've been draggeotigh a briar patch. You can tell
me what's going on while we get you fixed up.”

Reflexively | put a hand across my midriff, coveyithe bloody pinpricks left by
Dimitra's dagger. “Never mind. I'm fin—"

“Gab-ri-elle.”

It sounded like her day had been at least as badresif her limited patience was
gone already. “All right, all right.” | let her ldame to the edge of the bed. Sitting
down on something soft was bliss and my sigh ciglee was drawn out long enough
that Xena's lips quirked in reluctant amusement.



After setting the bowl down, she retrieved sevpealkets of herbs from the
saddlebags and then knelt beside me. “Tell me,"aXs&d simply, her head down as
she set her attention to cleaning and binding thestwof the aftermath of my
encounter with Dimitra.

Selfishly, | rather wished she could take carenefrest of the situation, but there was
no way to sidestep this one. The game of decepthonevasion was about to start and
| already knew there was little hope of lying ta.Hevould have to take refuge in slim
truths and gamble on Xena's trust. The task wastohguMake it good, Gabriellel.

took a deep breath. “I went into the woods lookmgArtemis after she disappeared
this morning. Without her powers, it was prettyaclehe'd be vulnerable.” | waited for
her nod, but thankfully she didn't have any quaestiget.

“I didn't think there was time to go looking forwydo tell you what I'd planned and...
| know | should have told someone.” Again Xena remticbut declined to criticize me
for what had proven to be seriously poor judgmérgot jumped.” | could feel

myself flushing. After all this time, | really shiobuhave known better.

“Happens to the best of us,” Xena murmured andcé@d position to start cleaning
my back.

| snorted softly, knowing for fact that the numibétimes someone else had gotten
the jump on Xena could probably be counted on @melhbut | appreciated the
gesture of solidarity anyway. My fingers pickedadbose thread in the blanket.
“Dimitra has the belt.”

Xena paused behind me and then sighed, contin@ngdrk. “We wereghat close.”

“Yeah.” Trying to spot our target in a village teiegn with suspects had been hard
enough but to actually talk to her and then disrhessto consider her companion
instead... How different things would be now if onlyf.only...

With Xena unable to see my expression, | bit myahga braced myself, hoping she
couldn't feel my heart pounding where her free hasted against my shoulder blade.
“She and | talked for a while and, Xena, | thinknedetter off with Dimitra.”

All movement behind me stopped. “What?” She waseidiglous. “You've got to be
kidding me!”

“Artemis doesn't deserve to be a goddess.”

Xena came off the bed to face me and | could seel'ddaken her by surprise, her
eyes glued to mine with an intensity that almostienae blow everything. How could
| possibly lie toher? “Did you get hit on the head by a frog or some&gai’ she
demanded and reached out to check.

| held her gaze as | intercepted her hand, geeflgding it away. | couldn't let her
touch me any more than necessary. “Artemis cartius¢éed. You were right. She's
just like all the other gods; conceited and seff4isg).” Xena shook her head and |
leaned forward. “Of all people, Xena, yenowwhat they're like. Didn't you tell me
that?”

“This is crazy. I'm all for deciding one's own fakeit this? You'd have the Amazons



throw aside hundreds of years of history and ti@at Just like that? That's not like
you.”

It was an argument | might have made and | dedidettdestep it with one of my

own. “She's irresponsible and careless, Xena. &tdkr belt, remember? If that's the
source of her powers and the crux of our faith,g/ehink she'd take better care of it.
If she treats something like that so shabbily, vatedut us?” | was so glad | was still
wet from the rain; | could feel myself wanting twesat beneath her burning scrutiny.
“If she can't guard something as important as ti@at can we possibly trust her to
look after the needs of the Nation? The fate od¢h@omen is as much my
responsibility as it is their own.”

Xena looked at me for a long moment, silent. | w@snting on her dislike of the gods
and Artemis in particular to help sway her. My argunt heldsomewater, but would
it be enough? She rose to her feet and went tottenfire.

“Dimitra stole the belt,” Xena reminded me as stk rihore wood to the flames. “She
arranged for an attack on the village as a divargibile she kidnapped you so she
could use you as leverage against us.” She tunnadkesily and returned to my side,
standing over me. “I think she's using you now.”

“You can think that if you want to,” | said evenlyging careful not to agree or
disagree and hoping Xena would notice. “But thimygdecision to make.”

“Then you need to remake it! In case you missetthére's a pyre being built out there
right now for all the Amazonser slavers killed today!” Xena flung her hand out
towards the window and the grim scene beyondhds the kind of goddess you want
instead?”

“There's no other choice if | want to see the Nasarvive.” Was she getting my
message? “Continuing to support Artemis will onét gll of us killed in the end. We
need a solution, even if it's short-term.”

Xena stood there, her lips pressed into a thin finean't believe I'm hearing this
from you.”

“I amcapable of common sense, you know!”

She shook her head at me, looking both angry arstr&ted. “I never thought you'd
betray anyone like this. I'm not going to let yauig Gabrielle. We'll find another
way and that's the end of it. | may have an idea—"

“No!” | pushed myself to my feet, trying not to vaéi@ as my stiff muscles protested.
“Listen to me; it's for the best this way. Arteraen't help us and Dimitra will be far
more powerful, more deadly than Artemis ever wa='IBwipe out anyone who
stands in the way of what she wants for the Natdnch is something | don't think
Artemis would ever do. We have to think about tieife.” C'mon, Xena. | can't blurt
it out. “Please. | need you to believe me—this is the righrg to do.”

The muscles in her jaws worked as she consideredonys and, more importantly,
me. | knew the mind behind those brilliant eyes wasking as fast if not faster than
my own. “What's going on, Gabrielle? Really?”

“The Nation is at a crossroads,” | told her. “ik&int my people to survive and



prosper, we have to consider a change, now, dtdight of Brauronia. The ceremony
will be theNation'sbest chance to reclaim the future we want.”

She was silent a long time. “What if you're wrong#é asked, finally.

| couldn't answer, but from the exasperated sighgstve, she had read the answer in
the expression on my face.

“Throwing one god over for another? That's a hugalge you're asking thdation
to take.” She had said it the same way | had... lual mean she understood?

| could tell she was wavering, but | still hadrdheinced her. “Xena... | need you to
trust me. To trust that my decision is for tireater good. | put delicate emphasis on
those last two words, praying that she'd get the By the way she blinked and tilted
her head | held my breath, daring to hope thatyt haae finally gotten through to her.
Xena crossed her arms and walked a couple of jefere looking at the floor and
then at me, sidelong.

“The other Amazons are pretty conservative,” Xemd slowly, with great reluctance.

The relief was overwhelming and | sank down orhtoédge of the bed, almost
lightheaded with it. She didn't understand competrut she understood me, and
that—for the moment—seemed to be enough for hewsok me a moment to get my
mind back to the conversation and the veiled warmrher mild comment; it was
one that had occurred to me already. “I'm countingt. Dimitra's values will

probably appeal to a number of them.” If our exgece with Velasca was anything to

judge by, anyway...

Xena nodded and came back to settle on the bedmext. | could tell by the
focused frown on her face that she was thinkinggiover carefully. “How will you
convince the others?”

“I'm their queen. I'll order them.”

She snorted and shook her head. “You know as \wséltla how far that'll go. You'll
have to do better than that.”

It was truer than | wanted to admit; Amazons tentdedards the aggressive, rugged
individualist temperament—being told whom to wopsprobably wouldn't be
popular, but I had to use every option or nonesofvauld live to see the end of
tomorrow. “I need your help. To establish the nawhi” | added quickly, hoping it
still sounded natural to whoever might be listeniWpoever... As if | didn't already
know.

“It figures she'd do this right before the part{gna drawled, sounding far more
natural than I. “Dimitra seems to like being thatee of attention just as much as
Artemis.”

“Yeah,” | said, drawing out the word, not quite suvhere Xena was going with that.
“D'you suppose she's gonna want to dance with psiead?”

| wasn't prepared for the reaction | had. The tihdwd Dimitra being close to me
again, touching me...



“Hey...” Xena's hand touched my forearm and | pubedk, staggering to my feet
and away. | had to deny my feelings. | couldn'tvélamything—to anyone. | came to a
stop against the tub and | leaned against its ddigelly staring at a black feather
floating on its dark, still surface while | waitéol my heart to stop pounding in my
ears. The bedclothes rustled behind Bfee's coming ovelclosed my eyes; | didn't
want her near me. Not now.

“Tell me what's wrong.” The concern in her voide tenderness, made me grip the
edge of the tub until my knuckles whitened. Witfodfl forced myself to relax.

“Performance anxiety, | guess,” | chuckled weakilyt | still couldn't bear turning
around.

“You're a natural.” The smile was in her voice amany mind's eye, | could see it,
that gentle turn of her lips revealing the rareubgthat time and healing was slowly
coaxing out into the open. | didn't want to seédbuldn't risk it.

“Gabrielle? Gabrielle, look at me.”

| resisted her, but her will, her strength is nagily denied. She turned me, gently, but
firmly, until | faced her. | looked away.

“Gabrielle.” Her voice was a low, soft burr in mgreand | set myself against it. | felt
her touch beneath my chin and | pulled away, slotdy | met Xena's eyes as | did so
to watch the flow of emotions across her face. 8sepconfusion... hurt again... Her
brows twitched and furrowed and then her entire fdarkened, like the shadows
thrown by rapidly gathering storm clouds. “Hisr, isn't it?!” she spat.

The ferocity took me off guard. “Dimitra?”
“Artemis!”

Was this part of the script? Suddenly | was floumde “What are you talking
about?”

“You wanted her to kiss you, didn't you?” Xena dpath my shoulders and | gasped,
feeling her fingers pressing into my cuts and l@sisYou did,didn't yo?”

She flung herself away then, the contrast of fifgliand shadow making her
expression a twisted caricature of her normallyb&d face. An odd light touched
her eyes and the shadows warped her smile. | fowselIf pressing back against the
tub as she stalked back towards me. “I-l don't tstdad.”

“She was just toying with me, wasn't she?” Xenadéshover me and | felt small and
uncertain, afraid to move. “She said you thougktas me. That it's me you love, but
she was only saying that, wasn't she? It's hemyant,” she accused me in a soft,
dangerous whisper.

“Xena, no...”

Her hands clamped down over my arms, pinning m& bgainst the tub until the
wood bit into my lower back. “Don't lie to me!”

“I'm not!”



Xena tossed her head at my denial, her teeth bdrbahk you're lying, Gabrielle. |
think you love her.”

| struggled, but she only tightened her grip. “Xerfa

“She tried to kiss you! Touch you! You won't evehine dahat You keep pushing
me away!”

“Xena, stop!” It was like Dimitra all over againcbuldn't go through that a second
time, not with Xena. Not with her. “Let me go!”

“I see how she looks at you...” She lowered her leadst against mine and | felt the
damp strands of her ink-black hair mingling with own, casting both our faces in
shadow, away from the light of the fire. Her hafe¥er-hot, cupped my face. “Why
don't you love me, Gabrielle?”

“It's the belt.” | could feel myself trembling. Hepody was radiating heat, but all |
could feel was the chill of my fear and the pebdplaf my still wet skin. “Xena, don't
let it do this to you...”

It was as if she didn't hear me, as if she didgdr lanything but whatever dark
whisper had drowned out all but the rotting wordsrey away at her reason. “Just say
it. Just once! Say that you love me.”

Was it the belt, or only my heart? | struggled toogive in. “Please fight it. Oh Gods,
Xena, | need you to fight this.please.” She had to because | wasn't sure how much
longer | could keep silent. For a second | thouglatw a flicker in the depths of her
eyes, something there that heard me. Dimitra'sithimeng bleakly in my mind; the
death of all and | could love only her. | couldyite Xena what she wanted without
destroying us all.

Xena shuddered and then shook ngay it!”

“I can't!”” Through tearful burning eyes, | saw lexpression break as if I'd delivered a
sword blow to her chest. A soft sound of agonyp&ib past her lips and, as if our
souls were yoked by all the weight of our despegatetions, we crumbled to our
knees, still connected, still gripping one anotherl can't...” | whispered between
sobs.

Her whole body trembled and the curtain of her halrher pain from my eyes as she
bowed her head, but | felt it nonetheless; | fei iher fingers where they coiled
around my arms, in the very air that splinteredveen us with each hitching breath
she took.

“Xena...” How could | have done this to her?

She released me so suddenly that | was forced¢b oay balance as she flung herself
backward and against the foot of the bed. Her etbcame to rest on her upright
knees, her face hidden in her hands. Even fromevhsait halfway across the room |
could see the silent quaver of her shoulders. edimy tears away with my forearm
and swallowed. “I'm so sorry...”

She seemed to struggle with herself, lifting hexsetp the ceiling where the darker
shades of rose and gold and umber shifted acressnbke-darkened timbers in



unpredictable patterns. A calmness had returndd,dnuldn't guess what she was
thinking. “I know,” Xena answered, so quietly | ¢dbarely hear her. “I know.”

“Will—will you still help me?”

Xena gave a soft, bitter laugh and ran a hand girdwer hair, tumbling it in tangled
waves away from her face. In one smooth motiongshéo her feet and | blinked at
her, a feeling of uncertain fear growing in my a¢hes

“Xena?”

In silence she went to the door, opened it andgzhasthe threshold to glance back at
me, her blue eyes hollow and sad. One corner difeelifted in a self-deprecating
smile and then she was gone and the door pulledogind her, leaving me alone in
the queen's quarters that was a shelter no lobhgaving me alone with my fate and
the fate of the Nation.

* % %

PART 7
XXXIX. Getting Some Tail

One of the things you learn as Regent of the Ama&ation is that it's not that much
different from babysitting. Age is irrelevant; ghlat matters is making sure everyone
is fed, clothed, kept out of serious trouble anergthing's cleaned up before the real
authority comes home.

So it's no surprise that | was in the center oftiess. “No, Magdela, over there. We'll
have a second detail take their carcasses intwabes. They don't deserve a pyre,
but we'll have to give them one; it's too hot tave them to bake in the sun. Take
them as far as the white rock, just beyond thé $eatry point.”

“The wolves can have ‘em for all | care,” Magdelattared, but she signaled to her
group, leading them towards the stiffening piléodies to sledge them to the edge of
the village.

| nodded and watched her go, conscious of the tiredp of her shoulders—the way
they all looked harried and dowrhis is so wrongWe were on the cusp of Brauronia
and everyone should have been celebrating—eatmgng, visiting with our guests
and making plans for the whole of the Nation fa tiext four years, not hauling
bodies around and praying some of their sisterddmiudie of infection and disease. |
regarded the torn strips of cloth lying on the grutheir vibrant colors dark with rain
and mud, and sighed, miserable at the thoughteofeputation we were going to earn
among our sisters fahis catastrophe.

“Hera's tits,” | sighed again.
“Not worth the handful.”

My head whipped around to find Eponin standing beélme, and a bevy of queens
behind her. “So I've heard.” | raised my eyebrotha weapons-master, silently
asking for some lead in what the other tribes'desevere doing here en masse.



“They're planning on forming up their warriors amahting down the rest of the
vermin. They've courteously extended an invitatmmsome of our warriors to join
them.”

Courteously, my feather€ourtesy had nothing to do with it; well, avoidingleness
might be part of it, but mostly it was a questidionor. Given who our queen is and,
more to the point, who the queen's champion issiine they wanted to avoid
anything that might legitimately smack of an insBlécause everything eventually
comes down to Gabrielle and it's not hard to ndtime close an eye Xena keeps on
her. | couldn't see Xena putting up with insultsite queen for long before doing
some smacking of her own if she thought it warrdnte

“| appreciate the offer, but | don't think it's aagl idea to send our warriors out and
leave the village undefended. Besides,” | was gtockdd, “our scouts reported that
the other slavers have retreated even further #vaaytheir camp. | don't think they'll
be back. After the losses we took today, it mightlbetter idea to stay close to the
village.”

| hated how that sounded. We're warriors, not cdsiar
“What?!” One of them gaped.

“That's ridiculous! Are we a bunch of old women®béher asked, derisively. “They
killed our sisters! We demand justice!”

The queen from the eastern tribe sniffed and gavea ook suggesting she could hear
my thoughts, impossible as that was. “Is this howrytribe does things?”

“This is how we do things when we've had a surpaisgck and we've got ten times
the number of children, mothers and elders in thage. If we all run off searching
for glory, who'll defend them if they do, in fadiuble back for a second go at us?”

A couple of them had the good graces to look althahd the other comments
dropped off pretty quickly. Before | could take mpmentum and run with it, another
voice joined the discussion. “I wiliot sit here like a child and wait for my enemies to
come to me,” the northern queen said as she sliddrel along the side of her
engraved axe head.

“Then take two dozen out into the woods, but |eiéieerest,” | suggested in
compromise. “We might be better off if we check gligs, see to our injured and get
everyone fed for the night. Some of our girls walemning a dance and sword display
and I'd hate to disappoint them; they've been miagtfor weeks now and | thought it
would lift people's spirits. Have any of your pempken doing the same?” A few nods
here and there and soft comments of ‘music' andpeas demonstrations' met my
ears. “Then if you're all willing to loan me somfeyour remaining warriors we might
be able to fix things up here and get it cleanedhupne for nightfall and dinner

when your scouting party returns. We'll be lookiagvard to seeing your
demonstrations.” | mentally sighed in relief whéeyt latched onto the notion of tribal
pride and the need to make sure their outfits wesidy and the dancers warmed up
and the instruments unpacked—

| left them to it and watched the diverted queeasder off in their slow moving
clump, talking excitedly about songs. Eponin stoegt to me, looking dour, but



somehow less threatening with her black eye.
“How do you do it?”

“Do what?” | asked, brushing some curls out of mgef. The rain had finally stopped,
but the relief from the heat had been brief betbeshumidity set in again.

“I spent an hour trying to tell them running aftee slavers was a bad idea and here
you distract them with thoughts of bright, shinyapens and costumes.” She crossed
her arms. “How do you do it?”

“That why | get paid the big beads.”

Her serious expression broke for a moment as siektdd, the ripples of humor
settling quickly into her stern expression aga{Babrielle should promote you.”

| snorted softly. “She gets chased regularly bysgaad monsters, copes with ‘Dark
and Deadly' and has to hobnob with the queens—artk#h”

“Speaking of ‘Dark and Deadly".” Eponin nodded wligr chin towards Gabrielle's
guarters where | could see the door open and Xem& out, her lithe form pausing
on the threshold before shutting the door firmliaibd her.

“Oh good. Maybe now she can tell me what the Haglgsing on around here.
Nothing makes me grouchier than being kept in #r& dnd fed centaur droppings,” |
said, looking at Eponin. “Dolbok like a mushroom to you?”

She pursed her lips as she looked me over and hhwergface didn't change
expression, | could see her eyes twinkling. “No.”

“Good.”
“A head of blonde broccoli maybe.”

“Gee, thanks,” | said and turned my attention bacKena. Her going somewhere
without the queen wasn't odd, but seeing her slagaginst the wall right beside the
door for a moment was enough to make me startrprise. Like defeat, weakness or
pain, this emotion, whatever it meant, was notihd of thing she had ever revealed
before, and yet...

| watched as Xena raised one hand to her facevier ¢teer eyes, just a quick thing, but
done nonetheless. | shot a glance over to Epomirsaw her watching too, her eyes a
trifle wider than normal.

Turning my own gaze back to Xena, | did so in timsee the slow expansion of her
broad shoulders as she took a deep breath. ltavastof character, so unlike her,
that it actually scared mis Gabrielle okayZabrielle was the only thing | could
think of that would make Xena look that way. | knBam a messenger that Gabrielle
had made it back to the village a short time ago shrely Xena would have sent
word if the queen were injured? | took a step fodvéMaybe | should—"

Xena straightened up, looking abruptly as strory@oud as ever.

| stopped. “Or not?”



Beside me, Eponin shook her head. “Strange.”

No kidding.“Quick; step side-on to me,” | said in a low voiceEponin. She gave me
a perplexed look, but did so with studied indiffeze, as if simply shifting her
position to take in a view to my right. Taking aeaon the fly with such ease in a
sudden, clandestine manner was what made her tggonws-master, after all.

“What are we doing?” Eponin asked even as she mbtileomeone else passing by.

“Something's definitely not right. Do you know tivalhen | stopped by Artemis'
guarters a little while ago, she refused to operdibor?”

The weapons-master's brow furrowed.

“And...” | paused to stoop down to pick up some brokeard of pottery. “...do you
know that she has Autolycus inside? | could haverswheard his voice. Did you
even see him return with her?”

She gave a low tuneless whistle. “This just getsdee and weirder.”

“Considering she wants to skin him alive, you'ré kidding.” As we spoke, |

followed Xena's movements surreptitiously from toener of my eye, watching her
stroll away from the queen's hut, her body movinidy Whe same lethal grace she's
always had. Xena has always looked alert, but éaelver eyes roved over
everything... “When | point at the burned rooftop otreere, take a long look at Xena
and tell me what you see, but nod while you answnet | lifted my hand and
gestured to a spot where a fire set from withinhthieby a raider had blackened and
burned through the hut's planked roof.

Eponin followed my hand and crossed her arms.€lls®,” she nodded. “Solari and
her crew are working on the kitchen roof, by thegwaassed her on the way over
here.” After a moment, she shrugged and turned alnexyback to Xena as the
Warrior Princess continued her seemingly aimledk.wa

“Well?”

“I can't be sure, but | think she's hurt her arddlsomething recently; her swagger's a
little off,” Eponin began. “No other injuries thbtan detect. Xena never just takes a
walk like that. I think she's up to something.”

| ducked my head, considering how that was préttyecto my impression as well.
‘Hm.”

“She's casing the place.”
| twitched in surprise, blinking at Eponin. “What?”

“Xena knows the village and she's not too fondsyfao why wander around? The
only new thing here to see is all the people. Ifolycus still hasn't given up the belt,
but is in Artemis' custody, Xena's probably lookfogit. If she's still here, she must
think the belt is here.”

“Which means she thinks the thief is an Amazoriifiished, impressed with her
deduction. | looked over at Xena before | coulgstoyself. Now that Eponin had



said it, | could just barely catch the clues; tteyw(ena examined her surroundings,
the way she discreetly looked the Amazons overhadshe seemed to take note of
our depressed-looking, defensive condition. Aif feet were simply taking her in
that direction, | saw Xena change course and aofbleetween the buildings and
what | surmised was the edge of the village.

“Is she leaving or just checking out another péthe village?” | wondered aloud.

“If | were Xena I'd get a bead on who else is HdE@onin checked her weapons. “I'll
follow her.”

“No, I will.”
She looked at me as if | were crazy. “Ephi—"

“No,” | said again. “l want you to see if the quseare sending anyone out, make sure
we've got defensive coverage here and check onélalio see if she's all right. Stay
mum on anything else.”

“I can't believe you're gonna do this.”
“Why not?” | asked, slightly offended. “Regency hasnade me soft.”

“That has nothing to do with it! This is Xena wetadking about; she finds you tailing
her before she knows it's you and Gabrielle's gomeea a new Regent.”

“She won't know I'm there,” | replied airily, hogn was still as good as | thought |
was.

“She's gonna nail you to a tree, Eph. I'm seridbss is a bad idea. At least take a
couple of weapons, just in case.”

| fumed. “Your confidence in me is overwhelming.”
“Damn it, Ephiny!”
“I'm going! | need you to keep an eye on the otliers

Eponin rolled her eyes and sighed grumpily, unhdpgyave been drafted as my
assistant babysitter. “I'll find you in a bit andgyou a report. Just make sure I'm not
bringing it to you in the healer's hut, okay?”

“Thanks.” | put out a hand to forestall her. “Onmstlthing...”

She stopped, the muscles in her shoulders twitchitigimpatience to get moving.
“Gimme your sword... and wipe that smirk off your égt

+=+=+

Maybe itwascrazy, but if Xena suspected it was one if us, theras more important
than ever to figure out what was going on befoeerdst of the queens found out too
and the whole celebration got tagged as a disasteruined us completely. We'd be a
laughingstock and a pariah among our own sistels Would be able to hold their
head up under those circumstances?



Letthemtry to host something like this with Gabrielletireir village, | groused to
myself and then felt immediately contrite; Gabediladn't caused it, but it sure
seemed like she attracted more than her fair sifdreuble. As much as | cared for
her and considered her a good friend, | couldryi tree thorny prick of bitter
resentment I'd been feeling lately. | couldn't seerelp myself, but more and more
often | found myself annoyed and angry with Gakejghe way she just shows up,
causes trouble and then leaves it to me to cleaftapvards while she and Xena get
the love and attention. It's enough to really getar your skin. | tried to keep my
grumbling to myself as | stepped to the edge ohiliteand watched Xena disappear
into the stables.

It wasn't enough that Gabrielle had fallen intonlgegjlueen—almost literally, when she
dropped on top of Terreis to protect her—but stethss champion that, to the
frustration of the Nation, could out-Amazon any Azoa among us and wasn't even
an Amazon to begin with.

There she isXena stepped out of the stables, without Argo,@rdinued on her
way, this time at a slightly faster pa€zan she tell I'm back herdpretended to tidy
up a strewn pile of fire logs until she was ousigiht and then | meandered after her.

If the two of them were going to wrap the rest sfinto a tizzy again, | wanted to
finally get in early before the showdown. | wagdirof being left standing in the back
holding the queen's mask while she paraded aroufrdnt of us.Gods, what's wrong
with me?l shook my head and, with effort, forced the sri#emy face, trying to get
my mind back on what | was doing.

Xena wove her way through the moving current of warwithout hesitation and
every once in a while | could catch a glimpse aftesad turning a little further this
way or thatShe better not be working for the other side. ISteernot. As much as
that was a chilling thought, it also made me grimgven perversely—happy; we
could take her if we had to. | was certain of it.

She took a left followed by a loop around the oetige of the village and then Xena
slipped off into the woods. The seductive thrilltloé hunt, of trailing such a daunting
target, was getting to me. Like taking hold of & éamiliar set of weapons, | could
feel myself slipping back into form, dismissing exthaing but the task in front of me.
| hung back to give her time and then graduallydasto the forest behind her.

The heavy cloud cover made it impossible to tedltime of day, but | estimated it
was mid- to late afternoon. The woods were subdumeldquiet, though | could hear
bird calls off in the distance. | hunkered down, @ygs examining the ground. Even
with the wet, muddy conditions, Xena still kepight step; | could barely see where
she had passed here even though | had seen heawidlo iny own eyes. The barest
depression from her boots was visible. A little store had been wiped from a leaf as
she went by.

My eyes flickered back and forth across the graarfdont of me, occasionally
looking up to make sure | was still out of sightitBhe next time | looked down, all
the traces were gone. Like she had simply vanidbieah.| stopped in my tracks and
squatted down, Eponin's warning echoing prophéyitatough my head. Thiwas
crazy.



“Forward or back?” | whispered to myself. The farsled itself at the mere breath
of my voice and the hair on my arms stood straightmaking me wrestle with that
instinctive need to fight or flee. Neither of thevould do me any good right now.

As much as my fingers itched to draw Eponin's swtire rasp of metal on metal
would give me away for sur€rap. My heart was starting to pound.

—She's gonna nail you to a tree.

| couldn't see Xena anywhere. The forest was set dwondered if she could hear me
breatheThis is no good. glanced behind me where I'd done my best to mge
tracks.Go back™o, | didn't want to lose her. But | couldn't govi@ard without
knowing where she was. My eyes strayed to the atbesge and | felt an idea forming.
Okay, here's an optiosettling myself, | edged closer to an ancient, iidaanched
tree and quietly levered myself up, hoping | waslsing myself well enough if she
happened to look back this way.

It took only a moment before | was nestled in thasaof a couple of branches. |
peered around, wondering if I'd catch a glimps¥eria or if she had managed to
elude me completely. Nothing moved. Everything siéent. “Well... damn.” |
sighed, completely disappointed. | slumped agairestree trunk and silently banged
my fist on the branch beside me.

“What did | tell you the first time about staringrae?”

| almost fell out the tree. “Xemmph!” A hand slapped itself over my mouth and
angry blue eyes glared at me from a very shorédcg as another hand fisted itself in
the front of my outfit and pulled me down and fertlout of sight.

“What are you doing out here?” she demanded iraawhisper. “Why are you
following me?”

The vise across my mouth was lifted and | swipedaongarm across my lips to give
me a moment. “| wanna know what you're up to.”

“So | noticed. You and Eponin did a pretty good @flzovering yourselves.”
My jaw sagged. “Yowsawus?”

“Fer cryin' out loud, bawyou as soon as | came outside. | didn't think ybe'd
foolish enough to come after me until you two achabout it.” Xena shook her head
at me in exasperation. “You should have listeneueto’

“I-l want to know what you're doing, Xena.” | igremt her point in favor of trying to
get the conversation back on track. “If Gabrielkeist or if you're planning on doing
the Nation harm—"

It was her turn to look surprised. “What? No!”
“Is the thief an Amazon?”
She pressed her lips together, giving me a haikl Ies.”

Even having discussed it with Eponin, it still cahke a blow to have it confirmed.



“Theirs or ours?”
“Yours.” Again that pause, but this one gentlem“korry.”

“You're sorry?” | gave a humorless laugh. “One offotried to kill the queen.” That
brought me to my second biggest concern. “Is Ghbrad right?”

A shadow fell across Xena's face and she gestardeetground. “Come with me.”
With the ease of long practice, she pushed offantary flip and landed lightly on the
forest floor below.

| sighed and started down the long, old-fashionag. WShowoff.” | joined her on the
ground and followed her as we headed slowly baalatd the village. “I'm tired of
being left out. Given that | help run this placeuyvanna tell me what in Hades is
going on already?”

She gave me a long considering look. “Artemis leaapetely lost her powers.”
“What?”

“Shut up!” she hissed, grabbing my shoulder andisigame to silence. “The thief is
Dimitra and she's out here someplace. | came aaadaf | could find her.”

“DIMITRA?!?”
“Damn it!” Xena pulled me sharply behind a tree.

“Ohmigods.” | put my hands to my face, suddenhlifegsick and lightheaded. | was
starting to think that | was better off being kepthe dark. Ignorance was bliss. “We
took her in last year. She'd gotten herself imaltie with a married man in her
village and they turned her out. | thought we wezkpingthe kid. | thought she was
nice”

“Ephiny. Ephiny, calm down!”
“This is a disaster!” | was beside myself. “Brauads ruined!”
“Would you get a grip?”

“This isyour fault!” | stuck a finger in her face and she redbadk to avoid being
poked in the eye. “You two come in here and befdérgow what's happened, the
village is leveled! What is it with you two?!”

“Ephiny—"

“No!” | was too riled to take warning from the dasrgus glint in her eye. “I'm sick
and tired of being left holding the horse appledewou guys get cheered! What in
Hades are you doing to us? We've got a murderex éb)ampion and a sheepherder's
daughter for a queen! She doesn't even deserve it!”

Xena wrapped her fists in my leathers and slammethack against the tree. “Are
youdoné” she growled.

The threat in her voice was, finally, enough totshy mouth. Mutely, | glared back.

“It's the belt,” Xena said. “It's messing up evergol don't have time to make you feel



better about things, so listen up because I'mypsette the entire Nation is in danger.”
“What? From Dimitra?”
“Yes.” She said it slowly, as if | were a bit slow.

“Hey, maybe having gods try to kifouall the time is no big deal, but I'm still kinda
new at it. | haven't had any practice since Veldsca

The warrior snorted and nodded in spite of hetsefibre becoming serious again.
“Okay, | need you to follow my lead, but | thinkes& going to try to make a move—"
She stopped abruptly, her hand dropping and pullmger chakram quicker than my
eye could follow.

“Ephiny!”

| turned and saw Eponin hurrying towards Méat nowBehind me, Xena was
slowly lowering her weapon.

“Ephiny, you need to come back to the village.” She a stop and glanced in Xena's
direction. “She'll want you, too, I think.”

“She who?” | asked.

“Gabrielle.” Eponin turned me around and pulled $word out of the scabbard on my
back. “I went to see her like you asked—she loekslile.”

| shot Xena a look, but she didn't turn a hair.

“Gabrielle's called a gathering,” Eponin went ovéryone's to come to the dais we
set up for the ceremony tomorrow. And Eph, she toddto get her a sword.”

“Shewhat?” | blurted out. Xena and | exchanged looks; | wa#l acquainted with
Gabrielle's non-violent preferences and this justlenno sense at all. “What on earth
would she want a sword for?” | walked a coupleteps trying to figure it out. “Xena,
did she say anything about having to kill that sfawe found in the woods when we
went looking for her?”

Xena shook her head. “It... it didn't come up whéeaiked to her earlier.”

Eponin caught my eye and | could tell we were libthking the same thin@tranger
and strangerGiven the way those two are with each other, | alinisought that
would have been the first order of business ondwi€lée's head-to-toe well-being
had been confirmed. And given that Eponin saidjiiieen looked ‘terrible’ | wasn't
sure if Xena had done even that mudfnat in Hades is goingn around here?

“We need to hurry,” Eponin said, looking more cameel than I've seen in years.
“She was on her way to Artemis' quarters with refpen | came out here.”

| was perplexed, but Xena's expression defied yrgy of description at all. | couldn't
tell if she was worried or ready to kill to somelgod

“Xe—" | started, but she pushed past me and stdrée#t for the village.
“Waitasecond! You said Dimitra was going to try sihmng...”



“Just follow my lead,” she said, leaving us to tatp.

The weapons-master gave me a look full of sympdiyis is why they pay you the
big beads, right?”

“Aw, Zeus,” | groaned and slapped at a nearby lasshhustled to follow after the
quickly disappearing warrior.

* % %

XL. The Medium is the Message
CRASH!

| flinched as the chair splintered against the \&at fell in pieces to the already
heauvily littered floor. Refocusing, | tried to camtrate on the type of knots | wanted
to tie, ignoring the ongoing destruction.

“You know, of the two of you, my dinars would'vedmeon Xena to be into this sort of
thing,” Autolycus said, giving me a look, and themcing as more crockery shattered
into pieces against the wall. “I suppose | shoddykateful she's not throwing things
atme but I still wish she wouldn't do that.”

| knew what he meant; Artemis, furious at my oribestay in the hut (for her safety
and my peace of mind), had begun throwing thingsiraa the room like a four year
old having a temper tantrum.

“I gotta give her credit,” he continued. “Only fiveinutes and it looks like a week-
long Baccanalia happened in here.”

“She's a little angry right now,” | conceded asdtehed her launch some gaudily
painted sculpture through a window.

Autolycus shifted a little where he was sittingatable, muttering, “At least she's not
getting tied up.”

“I told you; | have a plan. Just trust me.”
He rolled his eyes. “Where have | he#ndt before?”
“Everything... now, everything will be okay,” | said{tempting to reassure him.

His eyes narrowed and he wiggled his hands andesiylthe knots I'd tied magically
came undone. “Nope! Uh uh. No way. If you don'ided that, then neither do I. Let
me outta here.” Autolycus jumped off the table ataited for a window.

“Oooh, no, you don't!” | grabbed him by the backyaf shirt and dragged him to a
halt just as he attempted to stick one booteddwet the sill. “Cooperate or I'll be
singing the song of ‘How Autolycus Got Caught' iresy village and town between
here and Gaul .” There was no guarantee | coulXge# to help me with anything at
this point and as much as | hated to do it, threateAutolycus' reputation as the
King of Thieves was the only card | had left toypla

“Aww, Zeus!” He slammed the shutter closed and thieoved his hands in front of
my face. “It's the leather, isn't it? You were soam more innocent and naive before



the leather.”
CRASH!

Another piece of furniture went flying, and we bgflared at Artemis who ignored us
in favor of wrecking as much havoc as possibleaged defiance. A second sculpture
bit the Grecian dust.

| shook my head and began retying his hands togéetbe/baby. I'm well aware you
could slip any knot I could tie in seconds, so gtug.”

“Four seconds, thank you very much. Two if youoeng to bethat sloppy. Gods,
Gabrielle, can't you do better... No! Around-aroumdesd-slip-knot-tie, not under-
cross-slip-knot-tie. Oh, never mind. Gimme thate kdlled his eyes as his long
fingers manipulated the length of rope right ben@ay eyes, tying himself up for me.
“Hera knows, the amateurs | have to put up withytdlycus muttered, his words
somewhat muffled by the end of rope in his teethearied to affix the final knot.

| took it from him and he winced when | pulledabttight by accident. Mostly by
accident. “Sorry,” | claimed over-sweetly with aigkn

Autolycus smirked back, added a sneer for good ureand then dropped into the
one remaining chair and glowered at the floor. “Bah

“I am leaving” The last word was a bellow as Artemis strodepmsefully past us and
towards the door.

“No, you're not!” Tired and hurt as | was, | sfilund the energy to scramble in front
of her, blocking her way out of the hut. “We talkadabut this; you're vulnerable and
in danger. You're staying here until | can get secod!”

She drew herself up, her body tensing in a waygbagall my instincts on edge. “Get
out of my way, Gabrielle. | will not countenancéstinterference any longer, even
from my Chosen. | am a goddess of Olympia and aievat will notbe treated like
some empty-headed Hestian in need of protecting!”

“Do you getthat there's someone out there with your poweltspittdoably wants you
dead? You don't want to go out there.” One thinguabeing a sidekick learning from
a hero, you do tend to pick things up along the,wéier through careful observance
or deliberate instruction. In this case, | sawwlag her eyes narrowed and the way
she half turned her body as if she were givinghgpargument, but | was ready for her
resistance. Artemis spun back and tried to straagimt me out of the way, using her
considerable strength and agility as a lever.

Funny how everyone always assumes because I'mesrhhdve no hope of coping.
They also seem to forget who my teacher is andhost strong and agilghehappens
to be. Plus, after everything, I'd had enough aidpeushed around.

The second her hand clamped down on my shoul@ached up with both hands to
grab her wrist. How did it goStep in. Turn hip. Grab her belt. Pull and—

Artemis squawked loudly as she sailed through tharal crashed through the
wreckage of rugs and furniture she had create¢eeditl managed to throw Xena like
that once or twice, but only as part of the lesmoa, really, only because she had let



me, and all of it because she was tired of congthating to rescue me from the men
in the taverns we frequented. Why can't the peafilethe information hang out in
high dives instead of low ones?

Autolycus whistled from where he still sat. “Se&® a&ll about the leather.”

| ignored him and hurried over to check on Artert¥ge you okay? I'm really sorry,
but | can't let you wander around out there. Téi®r the best.” It was one of those
oddly insightful moments, but once again | could 86 appreciate Xena's efforts to
keep me safe by having me guard something in agélivhile she ran off into danger.
It was frustrating, but | appreciated it.

Artemis pushed my hands away, quickly brushed Hevfeand hobbled to another
part of the room, all the while looking stunnedsglisted and clearly furious. I sighed
and looked longingly toward the door, hoping thpb&n wouldn't be much longer.
My nerves were a mess with the waiting, but atsdm@e time | didn't feel ready to go
out there. Convincing the Nation that we needelamge in faith was surely an
impossible mission, but with the alternative sgtanconstant weight across my
shoulders, what other option remained?

So tired.And achy. | absently touched a cut on my ribswwaridered back to
Autolycus' side.

“Nice moves,” he said softly out of the corner &f mouth. He gestured to where
Artemis was now sitting on the very rumpled chalss,arms wrapped around her
knees and a conspicuous bruise forming over heeyebrow. Hard gray eyes stared
fiercely at a far wall and regardless of whatewexcess I'd just had in tossing an ex-
goddess to the floor | wasn't foolish enough takHid manage it a second time. “She
looks like she's ready to start rearranging the@ragain. You better hope she doesn't
get her powers back.”

| chuckled hollowly. “I'm in trouble either way.”

Autolycus gave me a calculating look that suddémiged sly. “Something tells me
you'd much rather be the one tied up and throvthédorde of crazed Amazons.”

He surprised a genuine laugh out of me as | imaginand blushed. | reached out to
pat his arm, in both sympathy and gratitude. “Thaght be only slightly better.”

| heard a knock at the door and jumped, startlée. door swung open just far enough
to permit Eponin to flow into the room and shut tw®r behind her. “My queen,” she
said, coming towards me. “They're gathering, jik& you asked. Some of the other
gueens wanted to know what was going on, but Itteédn they would hear the news
from you.”

This is it, thenThe sudden rush of nauseating adrenaline neadierme gasp as it
surged through me and produced the painful thudaimgy overanxious heart in my
chest.

Eponin's gaze sharpened and she took a step claserou all right?”
“Yeah,” added Autolycus. “You're the color of ratigoat milk.”

“I'm fine, I'm fine.” | waved them off. “Did you det?”



| was surprised to see the look of disapprovahflasross her face, but still she held
up her hand and offered me the pommel of a sheathiedd. “Here. It's one of mine. |
can't believe you want one, but at least I'll kngu're getting a weapon you can
trust.”

Gingerly, | reached out and took hold of the Hiitt,leather wrapping darkened by age
and use. | pulled it free and the immediacy andyimenf the sword in my hand was
unnerving, frightening even. My memory of the laste I'd held one flickered in my
mind's eye and | remembered standing before Galligavering upon the fragile line
between conscience and revenge, wanting to kilahdrfinding out that | couldn't
bring myself to do it. Not even to her. | hefteé thlade and made myself examine its
blade, seeing the well-maintained edge; its nicidsscratches carefully honed away,
hiding the evidence of some earlier violence. Idwfp the gods | wouldn't need to
use it.

“My queen?” Eponin's soft call broke into my thotgH couldn't help but notice the
signs of tension in her; serious and stern as #vere was a new undercurrent of
vibrating energy in her, like | often felt in Xenght before a battle.

“I'm ready.” The leather grip in my hand felt slgry and | sheathed it again to hand it
back to her. She moved around behind me and willlegkingers began attaching it
to the rings and hooks already a part of my regdlalike you to walk us over to the
common area.”

Eponin looked Autolycus over, her broad featuresgi away nothing. “I'd like a few
other guards with us,” she said, coming arounéate ime after finishing with the
scabbard. “l won't be enough to hold them off & tithers decide they want to kill
him.”

“Don't hate me because I'm beautiful,” he muttered.

I'd forgotten about that. “Call whoever you neete¥ll need to guard the three of
us.”

The weapon-master's brow furrowed. “Three?”

| gestured to the chaise with its glowering occupé&rtemis, too. I'm hoping we
won't need all that many Ama—" | turned back arapped, taken aback by the sight
of a very flustered, very beet-faced Eponin. “What?

But she wasn't looking at me. Her dark eyes weedfion Artemis. Step by step,
Eponin floated over to where Artemis sat and seemtiedly fixated. “A-Artemis?”

Artemis, still fuming from being manhandled, lookdalvn her long nose at the
weapons-master. “What do you want?”

Eponin suddenly didn't know what to do with herdsiand she fidgeted, tongue-tied.
“I... I mean...I'vealwaysadmiredyou!” she burst out.

Beside me, Autolycus groaned softly. “Gods savenma groupies.”

Eponin, now on her knees and struck by some kiratlofing rapture, didn't hear him.
“When | was a child | wanted to grow up to be yawstrong Amazon, a great



warrior...”

Frustrated, but amused in spite of myself, | wadche Artemis began to preen
beneath the attention. She reached out and bdeflped Eponin's cheek in her hand.
“You were always devoted,” Artemis murmured in rlegaes. “Always. You are a
credit to your tribe, Eponin.”

Eponin flushed with pleasure and ducked her hdagafited to live up to you.”

Artemis sat up straighter, the half-light of themo casting the hard angles of her face
in nobler relief and | imagined | could see her taéiy gathering the tatters of her
shredded dignity around herself once more. “Yowetior a higher goal, a more
esteemed purpose. It is to be commended in oneswih dedication and devotion.”

Eponin was positively breathless in the face ohsmerwhelming praise.

“I have seen your progress,” Artemis continuedrestsushed her fingers lightly
across Eponin's forehead. “And | am well pleased.by

The only things missing were an Elysian sunbeamaarelestial Greek chorus to
frame the moment. | could be happy for Eponin; moany people come face to face
with their god? And further, be happy about it? Boould have groaned aloud,;
Artemis had scored another follower with or withbet powers at the worst possible
moment.

Xena wasn't the only one who ground her teeth.

“Let's get going,” | suggested and waited for tkteeos to file out before me.
+=+=+

Even beneath the constant lull of voices, | coddrithe lonely thud of my boots on
the stairs leading up to the dais; a grand affackdd with flowers, its supporting
beams draped with vines and branches to mimic theda: Artemis took each step by
my side, white lines pinching the sides of her rhaatbarely controlled anger. |
reached out and touched her wrist and saw herfieglesr resentfully toward me.

“I'm sorry, but please... you can trust me.”

She pulled her arm sharply away from me and toekdht of the steps two at a time
to walk the line of the stage before | could sagthar word. Autolycus fell in beside
me as the Amazons cheered their goddess. “If yoypal off this scam, you're a
better thief than me,” he said from the cornerisfrhouth. “Not as dashing, but
better...” Then he, too, brushed passed me up the atad to a spot as far away from
Artemis has his guards would allow him.

| sighed and stared after him. It was going absuvell as I figured it would.

“Gabrielle.” Eponin nudged me up the rest of traarst followed by nearly a dozen
other women armed to the teeth. They fanned ougaloe edges of the platform,
wary and alert; these strong, confident women, @ons of their position and
responsibility, stood at the ready. | was prouthem, but pride is a flimsy shield. |
glanced at Artemis, who stood in silent, magistdugy beneath a thorny weave of
summer roses, to Autolycus, whose heavy brow spakdlessly of regret and



worry... Both trusted me and | would have to do théhinkable to give them even a
hope of surviving.

| was conscious of the multitude of expectant eyeme, their faces turning like
flowers following the sun, finding me and watchimg progress across the stage until
| took a place at its edge. All of them assembbggther, so many women, it took my
breath away. Young and old, they stood before tileusbroken despite noticeable
injuries and apparent losses. How much could takg And more, how much would
they give? Even now I could tell that | had takeme of them by surprise. | could
hear the murmurs; hear my name softly spoken amavidrd “sword” uttered in
guestion again and again. Those that knew me hiackdaand wondered. | let the
mystery build a little longer as a light wind stig my hair and brushed at the
underbelly of the stormy clouds still threateninvgiihead.

| punched my fist into the air. “To a strong Amazé¢ation!”

Hundreds of voices echoed me, fists raised tokireasd despite my fears, my blood
thrilled to the power of their energy. Somewherém back, | could hear my name
being chanted and | raised my other hand in thénaping to still them, but it only
spurred them to raise their voices louder.

“Sisters!” | held out my hands, fingers spreadfas hold back the wave of sound.
“Listen!”

To my right, Eponin pounded the butt of her speath@ wood in a slow beat, the
other warriors quickly picking it up until the pading beat of wood on wood
overcame the Nation's fervor. At my signal, Epaama her guards stopped, and |
looked out over them and wondered, briefly, whaitiaw when they looked at me.
This is it.I felt my hands curl into fists at my sides anaihsciously tried to relax as |
breathed deep and began.

“A strong Amazon Nation,” | said again, pitching mgice to carry to them all. “My
sisters, when | look at you | see that strengthurigioby our traditions and our lore, we
have endured through the centuries, ebbing andrftpikke the moon-touched tide.”
A few, grasping my meaning, glanced to Artemis, mgkne smile.

“Every four years we come together to honor out,padebrate our present and plan
for our future. This past cycle since our last Bosia we have been fortunate. With
the ending of the conflict with the Centaurs, oorder across the river is finally safe,
but we still face the encroachment of others—othlkages, other settlements, other
cultures—not the least of which is Rome.” Somedusshile others cursed and |
paused a moment to let them vent. “Some would poaadbur lands, fish our rivers,
cut down our trees and count themselves satidfigdRome ... Rome would take that
and more, they'd takeall , and sell us for slaves, yoking us to the wheal ¢hinds

the world beneath Caesar's might. We would be ngthut another conquest, another
notch in Rome 's standard. Would you hear the mafrtdgionnaires' feet through our
woods? Will you bear the sight of our children ahdlers slaughtered and our sisters
chained and sold?”

A resounding roar answered me and weapons thriastha air formed a bristling
response. | let my eyes sweep over them, collettieg to me as | stepped closer to
the edge of the platform, lowering my voice a tosotthat they quieted and leaned in



to hear me.

“Now, while we are here, while we're strong andsperous, now is the time to think
of our future. What are we? What are we to becowlbat is our vision of ourselves
through the ages? Will we allow ourselves to hudoldgether in an ever-shrinking
clump, easily picked off until Rome can crush usdah her heel? Or will we go
forth into the world once more and reclaim the Rotlour foremothers?”

They cheered and | could feel the pain in my chedttook Artemis' words from our
walk in the woods and used them. | looked to hérsaw such a look of pride in her
face, such joy... | could have cried. She came towagdher anger forgotten, and
stood at my side making the Amazons cheer loudayudh her divinity was gone,
she still struck a powerful figure; noble and wiide an antlered stag in the deep,
untouched woods.

And like an animal, she was still wholly unawaretw trap I'd laid for her.

“We must be strong, skilled and self-sufficient. Wiast be united if we are to
overcome the odds set against us.” As | spokeildceee movement far beyond the
back edge of the crowd. From the row of the hutsuld see another figure
approaching and | nearly faltered as | realizet Ehanitra had come to watch. She
sauntered to the back of the throng unchallengedatms crossed and a hungry smile
on her lovely face. | felt a rush of goose bump®ss my skin that had nothing to do
with the moment. The moment I'd been dreading veas.h licked my lips and tried

to pick up the thread of my thoughts as the wont@mared for more.

“My sisters,” | continued, “even as we search feage and prosperity, we must brace
ourselves for war. To succeed we must be as amegsin our convictions, in our
beliefs—both in ourselves and in our faith.”

Next to me, Artemis looked over the assembled,ident and serene.

Gods, give me strength'To that end...” | paused at the sound of boot-stapthe
stairs. | glanced quickly and then did a doubletdphiny, followed by Xena, came
quietly up the steps and came to stand on the.dEuieny took my left and Xena
stopped at my back, but not before her eyes met.ritiime held its breath for a
space, capturing her in my eyes in an eternal markkam hair in a sudden breeze was
like a horse's mane in full gallop, the scrape @lihre plane of her left cheek from a
crow's claw stark against her unusually pale dBeneath her tousled bangs her eyes
were a stormy grey-blue that matched the bruisedds above us. Despite her lack of
expression, my heart still leapt to see her; sldechane after all. Now | could only
hope she wasn't here to stop me.

“To that end,” | continued with greater energyis8ue this call: who will join me?
Who amongst you will help throw off our fears and @ailings to make us great
again?” Every voice raised itself in answer, tleges alight with passion. “Our path
will be hard, our choices harder. But there areghiwe must do for the good of the
Nation, for all Amazons, everywhere!” | had thenwnad could feel it. They wanted
pride and glory and a sense of safety. They wanteat all people wanted: to live
their lives with a realistic hope for a better tanoav. Who didn't share that dream?
Surreptitiously, | wiped my right hand on my skirt.

“We will shed that which weighs us down and riseneet our destiny.” | reached for



the hilt of the sword on my back and ripped it frf&o one—no man, no god—wiill
hold us back!” They roared their approval as | $titiinto the air.

From the edge of my vision, | could see Ephinytstad | knew | didn't have much
time. “We will declare a new age and abandon thd&' dkshouted. “A new destiny! A
new vision! And a new goddess to lead us to it!”

With a flourish | stepped away from Artemis, raiseg sword and braced myself as
the entire crowd clamored in surprise and confusmthe downward swing | felt a
shadow fall over me, envelop me, as Xena's hapgesdi over mine and took over the
sword. There was no time to protest, no time te takack as her left hand moved me
aside to make room for her even as she complegestibke. It happened so fast, no
one had time to react to the hum of the sword as>&tashed Artemis across the arm.

Blood splattered across the platform and the crgagped in shock as Artemis cried
out and fell to one knee in pain.

“Artemis is no goddess!” Xena proclaimed and raigetibloodied blade for all to see.

She believed m&he relief went through me like a bolt and | swagddtle with the
surge of emotion it generated. She looked to megkgression urgent and | hurried.
Gazing out into the sea of people, | felt the weafguilt hammer into me; their
shock and confusion and fear were palpable. Evargdofor the best possible
reasons, | still felt dirty knowing | would prey ¢imem in their moment of
vulnerability and manipulate them.

“She's a fraud!” | shouted, trying to hide my trdmg hands in tight fists. “Like the
youth she appears to be, she is undisciplinedraespionsible! Like all Olympians,
she is selfish and ignorant about mortal concerarsng only for the struggle of
influence over us between herself and her ‘faniilgre we trust ourselves and our
future to someone who can't hold onto her powers® who, ultimately, will always
put her own needs, and the needs of the other Gdyrapbefore those of the
Nation?!”

From her position on the platform, the blood legkirom between her fingers,
Artemis stared up at me, her eyes wide and herhregdpe in shock. “Gabrielle...
Why?” | heard her ask in a whisper, her heart brepkefore my eyes.

She was not alone; there were murmurs and praasdtsalls of agreement. The
crowd was adrift and lost; | had to give them a rfiesus. | steeled myself and
grabbed the back of Artemis' top and wrencheddeet feet. Amazons, still
struggling to accept the truth of their goddesg'tality, gasped again at her rough and
profane handling.

“We should be grateful that a thief revealed tiihtto us. Artemis lost her belt and
her powers. She is undeserving of our worship, uthwaf our faith. We must look
to someone new!”

“No!” Like a cornered animal, Artemis turned on me, faee twisted by the pain of
my betrayal. She howled the agony of her loss hadgh my sorrowing heart cried
with her, | once again managed to knock her dowrbdlhnced as she was by the
unbelievable turn of events, it was far easier thaould have expected to subdue
her. Behind me, Xena stiffened but never stirrbi had been my decision and so it



was mine to do.

Artemis crumbled to her knees; the sound of hekdmsobs carrying on the tense
and fretful air. Breathing hard, | turned backhe trowd. They were upset and angry;
| had shifted the bedrock of their very lives andll hung in the balance. “Look to
one who has a true Amazon heart,” | said, my voareying easily in this unsettled
quiet. “Look to one who would put the Nation firahove all else. Follow the one
who will truly fulfill our destiny and give to us strong Amazon Natidh

| could feel the Amazon's uncertainty and despaould feel their anger—both at me
and at Artemis. They were an unformed maelstromnaypdapport with them was
slipping. The level of murmur rose to pandemoniurd braised my hands to get their
attention again, but they gave me no heed.

“What will we do?” one young woman cried.

“We must complete Brauronia,” an elderly woman gbdun a thin voice. “We will
be cursed else!”

| scanned back and forth across the crowd unalflg smyone's attention. “Listen to
mel”

“We won't abandon her!” someone else yelled.
“She's a fake!”

A fistfight broke out halfway back in the throngdathe women moved back like
ripples in a pond.

Ephiny stalked to my side and glared at me. $omethingf

Around me, Eponin and her guards had taken a neagied stance, the weapon-
master looking pale from the revelation. | didmblv how much she knew, but |

could see the conflict in her face. Xena was Bghind me, unmoving, watching me
with hard eyes. Starting to panic, | spun arounsketarch the outer edges of the crowd.
Where is she?

Dimitra's gaze met mine and even over the disthnoald see her impatience and
that constant, demanding hunger. She wagged hgarfat me and silently tsked.
Desperate now to reach the crowd, | raised my agasm. “Amazons! There is one
who'll lead you!”

“Who?” someone called back.

Dimitra answered for herself denying me the chaaaespond. Throwing her arms
wide, she lit herself like a star. Blazing lightipted from her eyes and her mouth; her
skin glowed white until it was nearly impossibleldok at her.

“I WILL LEAD YOU.” Her voice rumbled with menace. She stretchedheutarms
further, as if to take us all into her blinding enaxte.“ABANDON HER AND
FOLLOW ME...”

Eponin, unable to take any more, shoved me hardherdhauled back and launched
the spear she had carried over the heads of thelcfblever!” The spear hit the



ground before Dimitra's feet and quivered there I8hpt off the platform, drawing
her sword as she went and pushed through the peofdow after it.

“Eponin! No!” | reached out to stop her, but Xenmalgped me.
“Stay here!”
“Xena!”

“What have you done?” Ephiny grabbed and shookloa&jng back and forth
between Dimitra and Artemis. “Oh gods, what have gone?” Despair cracked her
voice. “Every time you come here! Every time!” Saeme go and sank to her
haunches next to her fallen goddess.

| looked to the confrontation again, finding othbesl taken up behind Eponin and
she stood in front of the would-be goddess, a dozer® Amazons lined up along
side of her. “Compared to Artemis, you're no Amaaball!” Eponin yelled,
brandishing her sword. “So take your ugly face gaedoutta here!”

That familiar twist of anger and pain curled Diraltr mouth into a snarl.IF YOU
WON'T FOLLOW ME, YOU WON'T FOLLOW ANYONEHe threw her hands
forward and a blaze of fire took out Eponin's fifhk. Screams erupted and the
crowd was a sudden boiling mass of movemebhOVE ME OR EVERYTHING

WILL DIE!

“Get out of here!”
“Get her! Get her!”
“Get who?!”

“This is herfault!”

| saw an arm lift and a finger pointed my way.tldet a ragged breath, knowing it for
truth. A battle broke out before my eyes. With Az killed and huts on fire, more
women joined Eponin's attack. Others ran for cavet still others, furious at the
deception, stormed the platform intent on taking Eonin's guards, confused and
torn but still at their posts on the edge of thefpkm, reluctantly engaged their
sisters, to protect me, their queen. My pride emhwas no shield at all.

If ever | had doubted the power of words, | neveuld again, nor would | think them
any less dangerous than a sword. My mere wordsgnédd a war.

| stared dumbly into the face of chaos, the burgepglow of fires reflecting in my
tear-filled eyes as Dimitra forced herself upon Nation.

Xena's hand on my arm startled me and | looke@@tumsure.

“We're going,” she said shortly. “Help Ephiny witlitemis while | get Autolycus.
We're getting out of here.”

“Xena, we can't—"

“We can't save any of them if we're dead! Come on!”



Leaving my guard to hold back the fury of my sistefena guarded our retreat as we
fled into the woods, and all the while | despisegsetf for my failure to keep them
safe.

* % %

XLI. I'm Soaking in It

When you have a penchant for what might be destialsea “bad temper” that often
leads to, for lack of a better term: “outburstexpression”, there's always this
moment where you experience this floating feelasyif outside your body.

Before you start thinking it's a pleasant, fluffypeaceful feeling, it's not—it's lame.
It's lame because it usually involves you lookihgaurself and wondering how in
Hades you managed to select the absolute stumaeds and ideas to come spilling
out of your head in an order that somehow makes gm@mind even worse. It's not
good. | guess for me, there's the added featuiteaifng outside my body and looking
down to see me doing something as dumb if not duithiae what | might have said.

With that in mind, | found myself in that very staif disembodiment as Dimitra
started up the fireworks and the Amazons startea onini civil war. To be fair, |
suppose it was Gabrielle that started that techinicghe's come a long way; usually
she just gets us caught in the middle of one, neissstarting civil wars all on her
own. My little girl's all grown up...

Anyway, we were fleeing the chaos, Autolycus, Arteand Gabrielle leaping off the
side of the stage in front of me, when | lookedKkdacget a focus on the situation and
work out an escape trajectory. That's when | saw-Emitra. She was floating just
above the waves of battling Amazons with this sitittlg look on her face, which
would have been infuriating enough, but beneatrekpression, | could see she was
seething. She was furious because the Amazonsfigbtimg. She was furious that
they hadn't just dropped to the grass and begashnping. She was furious and was
hurling lightning and fireballs into the fray, ncdring who was injured or killed. |
watched her, my eyes never leaving her floatingnfor

Then something happened. | won't call it a lossawitrol, although to the untrained
observer it might have seemed that way. If someatgally let me describe it, |
would say that my emotions took the reins and Intas a position to argue—or
something. Regardless, | managed to turn what doaveé been a devastating
situation into something that was basically jusiryan of the mill embarrassing
mishap.

There was nothing | wanted to do more than takBiamtra and tear her into little
Amazon tatters, but there was no way to do that mgw—no matter how much my
guts were telling me to try. When you deal with g@d much as | have, you learn that
the one thing you need when you do is leveragmufdon't have something up your
gauntlet, you might as well pop the coins into yeyes right there because you're
going to be the centerpiece at a good old-fashitvaeldecue.

In this situation, | definitely knew | was lackitgverage. Any attack against Dimitra
would be suicide and | needed to get myself andyene else to safety. Also, | had to
be sure not to attract attention to our escape—itanmas distracted and all drunk



with power, so she had forgotten about us for ithe being.

All around the stage, Amazons battled each otheicious combat. Ephiny and
Eponin did their best to keep things under conbot,it wasn't working. To make
matters worse, Dimitra began destroying huts invtli@ge, fire and smoke adding to
the confusion. My emotions were scattered, my blwad thundering past my ears. |
had to do something.

To my right was a large barrel of water. So, urtdercircumstances, | did the only
sensible thing | could. | submerged my head anelasoed into the leafy-tasting water.
Between the comfort of screaming (a very underapatred comfort) and the cool,
soothing liquid, I felt my senses return to normal.

But there was that floating feeling, as usual. Amele | was, looking back at myself,
my head sunk in a barrel of water, my butt in tlheaad all these bubbles churning
and spilling about.

What happened to dignity, Xenb&sked myselfWhat happened to clas&©he
minute you're the Destroyer of Nations and the geutre yelling into a barrel in
some village out in the sticke/hat happened, indeed?

| shook water from me as | removed my head frombtmeel. Gabrielle stood at the
end of the stage not looking like she understooaas interested in understanding,
what | had just been though. “Well, what are yatingifor,” | yelled. “Run!”

Explosions grew in number as we ran from the stemgequickly moved into the
forest. After some time, the sounds of battle ghesther away and we could slow our
pace. It had been my idea to keep running untihivéhe river. There had been caves
near there that might prove useful as shelter.

As we moved through the forest, Artemis approached”l know where we can
hide.”

“But—”

She glared at me, which normally would put me rgffitbut beneath the usual
arrogance and anger was something else. There gesuae pain beneath it all, a
hurt that the goddess was unable to disguise. lgaeen her abilities in the woods
earlier, | let her lead the way.

Artemis led, in her sulky way, and took us in adahd meandering route to the
northwest. It still looked like she hadn't forgiv&abrielle for what happened. It was
actually quite remarkable how, no matter wherebidel stood, the goddess somehow
kept her back to her.

| wanted to do something to help Gabrielle, buteéhergy between the two of us
continued to be uncomfortable. She appeared withdend pale, staring sightlessly
at the path beneath her feet. | would have talkdtet, but she had somehow
mastered the same ability to put her back betweeself and me that Artemis had. As
concerned as | was, | didn't have time to let mp®ons get the better of me on that
one.

Even Autolycus seemed weary beyond his physicay.dadoved back to see if he
might actually quip or banter, but it was no goblde two of us strolled in silence,



avoiding large roots in the underbrush. As we @ater small clearing, he blinked up
at the trees. “Hey... this all looks familiar...” hacga

“It should.” From the lead, Artemis spoke withoutrting. “My secret grove was
never meant for mortal eyes, King of Thieves, lisplendor is not easily forgotten.
We shall hide here...”

* % %

XLII. Truth Hurts

The quiet burble of the idyllic river was comfogse From my perch over it, my
forearms resting on my knees, | fidgeted and fdablgeafter pebble into the dark,
swirling surface and wondered how | dared sit ldnde Amazons died.

Behind me, under the sheltering grove of treesax@amArtemis had made a small fire
before Xena had disappeared back into the woodagthnot before giving us all an
irritable look followed smartly by dire orders tstay put'. The last I'd looked,
Autolycus had settled himself morosely before the tontent to stare—if not at the
flames—then somewhere beyond them in silence. Astdmwever...

| could barely bring myself to look at her.

Artemis paced for what seemed like hours, untilliiet had failed and the meager
firelight had spilled past me to tinge the surfatéhe water white and gold with its
light.

Xena still hadn't returned.

| can't take this any morélevered myself up and walked quietly over to fine, then
settled myself hesitantly down next to Autolycusovgrunted to acknowledge my
presence. For a long moment neither one of us sploéesounds of the fire and the
night enveloped us in an uncomfortable companignshi

| cleared my throat. “How are you?”

“Oh, not bad, not bad.” He waved a hand lightlyha air and leaned back. “I suppose
| should thank you.”

| looked at him sharply, unable to tell if he wasrg facetious or not. “For what?”

“Thanks to you I'm no longer ‘enemy number one'.af¢lkier's left of the Amazons is
undoubtedly arguing over who they'll wanna stripgmore: you or Dimitra. They've
completely forgotten about me.” His expression dadd momentarily. “I know |
shouldn't be hurt by that, but I'm positive I'lk g&er it the second | get out of here.”

“You're so welcome,” | snipped, raising my headtare sadly at the lone figuring
continuing her pacing at the far end of the clearfAt least there's someone who
doesn't hate me.”

Autolycus followed my gaze to where Artemis stoaxns crossed and staring angrily
out into the forest. “Something tells me you're Inet most favorite person either
these days.”

“I know.” | brushed my hair from my face, wonderihgw | would ever manage to



face her given what I'd done. If we were all tovete, I'd have to; if the tribe were to
survive this, we'd have to stick together. “Wish lonek.”

“May no one steal the coins from your eyes untihanr after you've left Charon's
boat.”

| gawked.

“Hey.” He held out his hands and shrugged. “Dooki@ rabbit's foot to you? A thief's
mixed blessing is better than no blessing at iglht?”

On that suspect note, | left him by the fire. Thetahce between Artemis and me
wasn't nearly far enough; | barely had time toemilthe shape of my thoughts when |
came to stand behind her. By the way her shouktefted in the firelight, | knew she
could sense me there. “Artemis?”

The slap across my face rocked me sideways, thg atiit first sleeting cold, then
prickling hot as | pressed my hand against my chiegtiared at her in shocked
surprise and, behind me, Autolycus jumped to hes. fe

“How could you?” Artemis' voice was low, controlldaut her eyes... Gods, her eyes
were hollow and sunken, flat with suppressed emotiter hand, the one she'd struck
me with, curled into a fist at her side. “Ha&reyou? To betray my trust like that...”

Her expression was at once both furious and besegand | held out a hand to her,
wanting to explain. “Artemis, I'm sorry—"

| saw it coming this time, but not soon enoughtepder as she laid the palm of her
hand like a lightning bolt across the side of ngefarhe sharp report of contact was
loud in the grove and | stumbled to my knees, bamaged to throw out a hand to
ward off Autolycus who had taken several steps tdws.

| knuckled the corner of my mouth and distantlyeabthat we all of us breathed as if
we were running for our livedlo blood. A small mercy, that. “I'm sorry,” | said
again into the tension that sang between us.

“As you should be!” Artemis replied, her body quivey. “Consider yourself
fortunate, Gabrielle, that | no longer have my pmwv8elieve me when | say the flat
of my hand is the kindest, gentlest caress comparedhat you truly deserve!”

“I know.” Who had said, long ago, that the road @otarus is paved with good
intentions? Knowing that I'd done this to her, stilwerately, was crushing me. “I led
her right to us and used you all to give her eyagtiat she wanted.”

“You betrayed me, Gabrielle. Me!” She reached out grabbed my shoulders,
hauling me to my feet before shaking me. “How cordd? How could you do that to
me?” Even in her anger, | could see the firelighitev reflecting in the welling tears
in her eyes. “Why? | trusted you!” Her eyes ovenatin moisture and still she shook
me. “I trusted you, how could do this?”

| struggled with her, tired beyond words, but étrito reach her—grabbing her arms,
her wrists—not sure if | was trying to push her gwapull her closer. “Artemis—"

“I believedn you.” She shoved me back in emphasis, yet nengde contact.You |



was willing to believe in your ideals, your diploayasand non-violence—to see your
vision, and you betrayed me! Why?! Why...” She sobbepleat heaving breath as if
her heart were being torn straight from her cHesiuldn't stand the rawness of her
pain. “Why? | loved you, Gabrielle...” Artemis dasheelr tears away roughly, their
presence making her angry.

Ah, Gods...

She shook her head and bared her teeth in a griaiasmile. “Part of me wants to
kill you for what you have done. Olympus help met, bdo.” The forced smile
faltered and faded, leaving Artemis looking fraidadefeated. “I loved you,
Gabrielle...” she whispered brokenly. “I've neveiyroved anyone before. I've...
I've never known anything so beautiful...or so tderibefore. How could you have
destroyed that? And my Amazons! You've destroyed\ation... and for what?”

| flinched at her words, barely able to bring m{/$ellook at her. “To save us all,” |
answered, knowing it to be woefully inadequate.

She laughed bitterly and finally let me go. “Andatla great success you have
wrought.”

| opened my mouth to explain further when | heaaielgound of voices at the far side
of the clearing. Shadows emerged from the woodsijrgalikeness and form as the
firelight touched them. Amazons by the handfuls—#laeriors and elders, the
mothers and children, the injured and the dazedeasted into the grove, led there by
Xena.

Autolycus made a beeline for her. “About time yat lgack,” | heard him mutter.

Xena gave him a look and then dismissed him, tgrher attention to the tired, wary
women following close behind her. “Set up hereg shlled to them as they joined us
by the fire. “Look after the wounded first and wgt a sentry—"

“You!” A figure broke away from the rest and fluitgelf at me. Ephiny, curls in wild
disarray, shoved me hard and Xena reached ouailohgr by the shoulders, holding
her back with obvious effort.

“Stop it!” Xena growled.

“Godsdamnyou!” Ephiny shouted, pointing her finger at me eas she grappled
with Xena. “Are you cursed? Every time you comeshgiu're a disaster!”

| held out a hand to her. “Ephiny, there's morg-tg’

“Where were you?” she demanded. “When Dimitra waws/img us to Tartarus, you
cut and run!”

Xena pushed Ephiny back, interposing herself betviee two of us. “Stop it!” she
ordered again. ‘fold her to stay here.”

Ephiny brandished the sword already in her handtetAvhat she did, she should've
been there.” She glared at me and took a steprclosefingers squeezing the leather
of her sword hilt until it creaked. “I want the nkasack.”



| gasped, her words as strong a blow as the oreisthad delivered eatrlier.

“Ephiny,” Xena looked quickly back and forth betweags. “Wait; you don't know
what you're saying...”

She sneered at Xena and then looked back at me's“8Hraitor to the Nation and
either she gives up her right of caste or I'll vade her for it; she's either outcast or
dead. Amazon law demands it.” Beyond her, | coelelthe nods of agreement from
the other Amazons, even from some of the visitingéhs. “You betrayed us,
Gabrielle.”

| could feel how quiet everyone had become, watgtiie drama unfolding before
them. The cost was so high... how much more coulthilge? With their lives?
Mine, | knew, was already forfeit, but | had hopgedhang on just a little longer...
“Yes.” Having even seen it for themselves, the woragssembled still started at my
ready confession. “But | did it to save your lives.

Ephiny gave a rasping laugh. “Guess that didn'kveat so well, huh?” She pointed
her sword tip at the ragged gathering of women drog/the clearing. “They're all
that we could get out that were still loyal! Fdrnaé know, the rest have gone to
Dimitra if they weren't lucky enough to escape itiite forest!”

“Dimitra would have killed us all!” | shouted baclShe wanted to join Artemis'
nymphs and when Artemis rejected her, Dimitra dettith make her pay. The belt
was her chance and now she wants to take awaytevenArtemis had, anything that
she had as a goddess and make it her own—Arteetishier powers, the Amazons,
me—she wants it all! The belt's made her crazy;dtee caught me out in the
woods, she made a game of the whole thing; tryrfgrice me to love her and saying
that if 1 didn't find a way to make you all worshipr instead of Artemis, she'd kill
everyone! On top of it, | couldn't evéell anyone why | was abandoning Artemis, or
she'd do the same thing.”

“And you went along with it.” Ephiny nodded, a lookcontempt on her face.

“A real Amazon Queen would rather have died thae ga to such tactics,” one of
the other Queens said from behind Ephiny.

“I was ready to,” | insisted and saw Xena glancargly at me from the corner of my
eye. “Dimitra wouldn't even give me that; my deatbant yours, my failure to
convert you meant the same. Don't you see? Myauiipn to buy us time was to do
what | did. Please, Ephiny, you have to believe'ingtepped around Xena to stand
before my Regent. “l swear it's the truth.”

She was angry, upset, and given the circumstaneasi't sure | could count on our
friendship—whatever shape it might be in—to makeliiséen.

Ephiny gaped at me, incredulous. “You expect maeleeve that you betrayed the
Nation in order to save it? How do | know you'r¢ moleague with her?”

“You have to believe me... I'm not. After everythiygu've seen, | know it sounds
crazy, but it's the truth.” I lifted one shouldeot knowing how else to frame the
situation. “I need one more day. One more day had you can challenge me for the
mask if you still want to./Assuming I'm still alive for you to bother.



Xena, alarmed, put her hand on my shoulder. “Ghérigou can't—"

“No.” There was no possible way | could let heradke easy way out for me. “If |
fail, she can challenge me—I won't hide behind imgmnepion.” For the Greater Good
of the Nation, | couldn't evade my responsibilitiegen if the best thing for them was
not the best thing for me. They needed their leddprintact. They needed to believe
the laws of their society worked. | needed therbdleve | wasn't a coward—for
myself alone, if no one else. “Until then, | neediyo listen me just a little while
longer.”

Solari pushed through the ranks with Eponin atsie. “Listen to you? You've got to
be kidding me!” Mutters of agreement followed, soofi¢hem outright shouts of
derision.

Their anger and disgust flayed at me. After evanghoday, | could feel the last of
my strength dissolving in the face of their rejentiSwallowing hard, | wiped the
palms of my hands on my torn and filthy skirt. “&de, | want to help—"

“Haven't you done enough?” someone said sarcdsgtical
“We don't want your help!” another voice added friarther back.

“Okay...” As hard as | tried to hide, even | couldahéhe tremble in my voice. |

looked to Xena who started back at me, her armsserbover her chest and a leaden
expression in her eyes. Autolycus looked at thegup completely avoiding my gaze.
“Okay.” My chest felt tight and each breath wagsraggle. “Then... good luck... I'll
just...” | gestured towards the woods, taking one si&ck, then another, and when no
one tried to stop me, | turned and walked awayr gience beating at my back.

| headed away from the warmth of the fire; awayrfrihe group of women | had
considered my extended family and friends for ntbea a year now. It hurt so much
more than | expected, and after everything I'd ibsyugh to try to help them...

My feet found the shore of the river and | walkémhg it, its surface silvery in the
near-full moon rising in the sky. Deceived by tlepth of shadow and moonlight, |
tripped and stumbled against a thick root halfduaiin the shallows and scraped my
leg.

“‘Ow! Gods damn it!” It was my last straw. Tired logyl reason, hurting inside and
out and virtually banished by those | held deagtlheavily on the ground and pressed
my forehead against my upraised knees.

The darkness and the quiet murmur of the rivemiydears.

* % %

XLIII. The Sensitive Chat

Things were coming along at the Amazon refugee caMiple battered and upset,
there weren't many of them sporting serious inguriehough, looking at their faces,
you wouldn't know it. The cause of it all was pyeibvious in the end. Even when |
walked past them, they mumbled in distrust and deralg contempt. This was
definitely going to be a long night.



| looked over to the stretch of woods Gabrielle hwashdered off into. The scents of
the forest told me she had probably met with tierrand was sitting somewhere
along its edge. Poor girl. So much of me wantegitto her now, but there were still
tasks to do.

At the far end of the camp, Ephiny was doing wimat always did when it got to this
point in our visits—bury herself in her work. Thise she appeared completely
submerged, as her face had a manic intensityhile she dressed wounds or helped
construct a makeshift pallet. | walked over to vehgine was working.

“Ephiny, we need to talk.”

“Unless it's about caring for my people, we dor8tiie kept her eyes on what she was
doing.

This was going pretty much how | imagined it woudM/hat a coincidence, that's
exactly what this is about.”

Sighing, she stopped what she was doing and looget me. She scowled. “No it's
not, it's about Gabrielle.”

| nodded. “And when did she stop being one of ‘yoeople'?”
“When she sold us out to that...that freak.”

Amazons were beginning to clue in to the convessatVhispers traveled around us
in the half dark. | crossed my arms. “Did you estp to think that maybe it really
wasthe only way to save you all?”

Ephiny snorted. “Well, she did a great job of tluatin't she?”

As a military leader, there were certain battlegreht was obvious the outcome was
to end in a stalemate at best. In these situatl@iaays found it best to discover a
way to plant some sort of seed that guaranteeddwiatory. Leaving a diseased
carcass in a city's drainage ditch and retreabng fiveek or so, for example. In this
case, | knew Ephiny wasn't going to forgive Galielght now, but I thought | could
plant a seed—a far more appealing one than a ifegteorpse, of course, but I've
come a long way since those warmongering days ref y¥ou're upset and angry not
only because your people are hurt, or your lanolerst but also because you feel
betrayed by Gabrielle—someone who was not only gugen, but your friend.” |
made sure my voice was loud enough for others 4o, ehile remaining at a
conversational level. “So what you have to ask gelfiis: Do you think Gabrielle
would ever consciously betray you, or anyone?”

The Regent softened a little, | could tell. “I hogmi're right.” She even nodded
warily, but then met my gaze before | walked awBwt there's a first time for
everything.”

| walked away, giving the impression that | haddooibt she was wrong. In my heart,
| wasn't so sure. | trusted my instincts and thegted Gabrielle, but both had been
confusing since we got ourselves wrapped up invthigle thing. In the end, | had to
go with my heart—what else could | do?

Autolycus slunk in front of me. To say he was neivoking would be an



understatement. | didn't have time for it. As hesabout to speak, | put my hand up.
“You're nervous being around all these Amazonsvemald rather take your chances
out in the woods on the way out of here. No, | wiat'you go. Yes, | think they!'ll
leave you alone. | don't know what we're goingdaadxt. Yes, I'll tell you when | do.
And no—" here | grabbed his arm and walked him doexhere Artemis sat moping
on a rock “—I don't think you and Artemis keepingeye on each other until | return
is a bad idea.” | plunked the King of Thieves oe thck beside the goddess. They
both mirrored a look of surprise, then outragenttistrust, then finally, grave
indifference as they slouched beside one anotleefe®.

A tenuous kind of truce restored, | headed off thiswoods. | wasn't too concerned
about Dimitra coming after us tonight, not aftez #how of power she gave ripping
the village apart. The sentries I'd ordered wereenfar their peace of mind than for
any pragmatic reason; not unlike Velaska, Dimitad iveakened after having gone
off like a Greek firecracker. It made me happyhtiok she might be lying under a
bush somewhere too tired to move.

The moonlight was strong enough for me to seelglear! followed the steady signs
of Gabirielle's trail in the soft dirt and disturbgiund along the river's edge. | could
hear her before | could see her, and her quiengigd me right to where she sat with
her back against a rock and her arms wrapped atoemkhees. She hadn't seen me
yet. | stopped a little way apart, and watched her.

As far as sensitive chats go, this one promisdxbta doozy. What was | supposed to
say?Sorry, Gabrielle, the Amazons took a vote and goolrt? Tough break, they're
going to feed you to the rampaging bitch you urtledson them? You kissed Artemis,
that granite-faced, arrogant know-it-all and it neskme feel like... like...

Damn it | scrubbed my face with one hand. | needed taryself under control, but |
could feel it slipping again and with it my ability keep a lid on my temper. | tried to
ignore the anger and jealousy and frustration,ihgld in by the skin of my grinding
teeth. Unclenching my fists, | took another stepvird, pitching my voice to carry.
“Gabrielle?”

She started, lifting her head sharply. | wasn'e $iow | felt that she seemed so
surprised and wary at seeing me.

“Gabrielle?”
“Xena...” She was looking back at me, hesitantly. ‘hre you doing here?”

There weren't any recriminations in her voice, itefness... just uncertainty and a
lot of sadness. “I came to talk to you. Did youllsethink | was gonna let them run
you off and not follow you?” The belt's influencamted to turn my attempt at a
gentle nudge—she's still my best friend—into a &tlhck. | mean, how little does she
think of me that I'd just buddy up with the Amazamsl drink ale and-Argh. Focus.
Grind teeth.

“Oh.” She pondered this and then smiled weakly @t lout still not looking too
comfortable. Gabrielle shifted and then droppeddyes. “I guess | screwed up pretty
badly, huh?”

| wandered toward the shoreline, pausing to puhands on my waist as |



contemplated the ripple of moonlight on the slowimg water. Whatever your
opinion of it, the whole event had been pretty spadar. | turned and hunched down
beside her, waiting a moment and then saying,ys0Aktually, | don't know if I've
ever been prouder of you.”

Gabrielle's jaw sagged ever so slightly. “What? H@an you say that?”

| picked up a few pebbles and rolled them in mypagphand, taking a moment to
think. “It took a lot of guts to do what you didd@y. You took a big gamble; hoping
I'd understand, giving your speech to the Natiba,fact that no matter what you did
not everyone might live to see tomorrow.” | noddédher solemn expression. “That
was leadership, Gabrielle. You did what needecetddne, regardless of the risk, for
the greater good.”

“I know.” She didn't look happy about it. A narrdwe grew between her brows and |
found myself wanting to brush it away. Seeing Galleithis way was churning my
already confused emotions in different directidrshifted, stilling the urge to reach
out and touch her. | sighed and dropped the pelntdésad.

The situation must have really done a number onlhvesisn't used to this brand of
quiet from her. “You handled yourself really wedireer. With me, | mean.” | watched
her shoulders tighten and felt an uncomfortabledlof shame. Awkwardly, and in
spite of my efforts not to, | put my hand on henafeeling the tension in her
muscles. “I know | didn't make it easy for you, lpati never wavered. Never gave
anything away that you shouldn't have. You keptryoaus and | got the message you
wanted me to hear.”

She gave a short, tired laugh, seeming suddendr tihén I'd ever seen her. “And it'll
all be for nothing when Dimitra comes back tomorfal humor evaporated and
she turned to look at me, her expression seriod$aimed. “I'm sorry... for earlier.
l... I couldn't—"

“I know,” | said quickly, wanting to stop her frosaying too much. As much as | tried
to ignore it, there was still a pang in my cheskt @snembered her determined
struggle not to admit any feelings for me. Did Bage them? Had it not been an act
after all? “I know you couldn't and...” Gods. How dédli explain myself? “The belt,
it...”

Gabrielle nodded, her lips a thin line. “It madengay and do things you normally
wouldn't. | know you don't... feel that way...”

Don't I? The anger, the jealousy, the hurt and desire...falem had stung so deep,
how could it not have come from me? But | wasi'esanymore. Even now | could
feel the surge of my emotions threatening to ovaeme. “I couldn't control myself.
Whenever the belt's influence hits me, | can bagebn think straight.” Despite the
touch of moonlight, | wasn't able to see the bussed cuts on her, but | brushed my
fingers along her upper arm, wondering if any @nthwere from my hands. The
muscles in my jaw jumped as | looked away. “I naweant to hurt you. | had to leave
when | did.”

“Oh, Xena.”

The touch of her hand over mine drew my attentiacklio find her looking at me



with her knowing, compassionate eyes. | squeezedy®ay shut a moment. | found
myself wanting to hold her so badly it hurt. “lsother thing I'll never forgive myself
for.”

“You scared me,” she said softly, “but you didnittme.”

| wasn't sure | believed that. There was more thaway to inflict a wound. “How
are you?”

Her sigh was barely audible over the sounds odwer. “Tired. Sore. | hurt... in
here. She tapped her chest with her fist. “Thospleedied because of me, Xena. It's
blood I'll never be able to wash off my hands.”

| took her hands in mine; kneeling to make surecsh#d see my face in the gloom.
“People died, but it wasn't your fault. Dimitratiee one to blame. If anything, you're a
hero. How many people survived because you foumdyeto put Dimitra off, if only

for a little while longer?”

Gabrielle bowed her head. “But | feel so respomsibl

Using the tips of my fingers, | lifted her chin,lkivig her to believe me. “It's the mark
of a good queen.” The skin beneath my fingers wdrsugldenly and | smiled to
myself. It faded quickly, however, as something Ishe said triggered a memory. “I
need to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Ephiny and | followed your tracks into the woodsleer. We found a dead slaver.
His head had been bashed in. With your staff.’ackbd myself for some kind of
reaction; revelatory shock, tears, guilt. If Galieidad been forced to kill someone to
survive and then go through all that she did torgetre she was now, chances were
she hadn't let herself deal with it. “I understéngbu needed to, after all—"

“l didn't do it.”

Thank the godsAside from Gabrielle being injured or killed, hagiher put in a kill-
or-be-killed situation has been my worst fear.gged a little with the relief. “It
looked like someone had cracked him open like alrditin't wanna think it was you,
but you've gotten stronger lately and—"

“Thank you.”
“—I... what?”

“Thank you,” Gabrielle said again. She squeezedand. “For worrying. It wasn't
me, though; Dimitra did it, she wanted to makedW like the slavers had come after
me, to throw anyone following off track. | was wied you'd find my staff and think
I'd done it, | know how important my blood innocerns to yo—"

Unable to repress my feelings any longer, | pulkabrielle to me and wrapped her in
my arms. ‘You'reimportant to me.” She stiffened in surprise, bub@dt immediately
returned my embrace. My chest was tight and Inigelf filled with a kind of rough
tenderness, tainted with other, darker things | mwash less proud of. “I only want to
keep you safe,” | whispered against her hair.



“You do,” she answered softly and pulled backt#lith my arms, the better to see my
face. “Even when you're not with me.” Gabrielleilvig gathered herself. “Dimitra,
she... She used the belt to try to force me undecdwtrol. She wanted my love, the
love | feel for others, she wanted it for herse8lie shook her head in puzzled
wonder. “I remember hanging on to the thought af §ad then, suddenly, everything
was okay. Well, nobkay, but | wasn't under her spell and about to—"

| hugged her again.
“Uhph! Xena.”

Reluctantly, | loosened my grip. “Sorry.” There vasmuch to consider, if only |
could stay focused. How to rally the Amazons? Houwake down Dimitra? How to
show hatchet-face she's out of the runnArgh! | scrubbed a hand over my face.
“We're running out of time. If we don't get the tdedhck before the end of the
ceremony tomorrow, Dimitra will take her powers.”

Gabrielle slumped. “I've been thinking and thinkingHer hands fell limp into her
lap. “I'm out of ideas, Xena. Before this happeredas hoping Artemis would keep
her powers at least until the ceremony, but siheg fizzled out...” She sighed and
propped her head on one hand. “It's over.”

| peered at Gabrielle, taken aback by the uncheniatitally pessimistic attitude. Was
it the belt's influence on her? It stood to reabat everyone must have something the
damn thing could exploit. Could it be that Gabaellasn't always as optimistic and
secure as she seemed? | shook my head. “It's ot d8aid, rising to pace along the
water's edge.

“She's practically a goddess,” Gabrielle arguedh@ican we do against her? Is there
even anything left of the village?”

“She's still vulnerable. Until she's confirmed aa@ronia, Dimitra can be beaten. We
need to organize the Amazons.” | rubbed at a dti@dd pondered the possibilities.

“Since they won't even listen to me—good luck.”
| turned to look at her. “I'll work on them, butan't pull this off without you.”

Even after two years—after becoming a queen, mgegiants and Bacchae and
Hades, after nearly even dying—Gabrielle was ybiling enough and innocent
enough and— Gods, let's face it—hero-struck enotlngtt the rare times | reluctantly
but deliberately bring her into danger, she selisghislook on her face. Like | just
gave her the best Solstice gift ever. It makeseeéftinny.

Gabrielle gave me a shy and poorly disguised Iddtopeful yearning. “You mean
that?”

“Yeah.”
“What are we going to do?”

| paced some more, staring at the water, stari@gifipling reflection of the moon in
its roiling, unsettled surface. Seeing it, | liftery eyes to the heavens, taking in the
brightness of the nearly ripe, full moon. “How dauwyfeel,” | asked her without



turning, “about dancing?”

* % %

PART 8

XLIV. The Show Must Go On (or Break a Leg and Sother Body Parts While
You're at it)

“You want us to doWHAT?!"”

| winced as the explosive sound of incredulity racgpss the grove, turning heads in
alarm and curiosity. Obviously Ephiny was still moimpletely behind the plan yet. |
wasn't suré was, but there weren't many choices left at thiatpo

“You heard me,” Xena replied calmly, as if she batly asked Ephiny to pass the salt
and couldn't see the problem. She was using hasbdagger to clean her nails.

Ephiny threw her arms wide. “Are yoNUTS?”

Artemis, wearing an identical expression of disifeleaned forward as if getting a
little closer might clarify what she heard. “Youtedling me that you wish to lead us
straight back into the fire?”

Xena examined her cuticles closely. “Yeah,” shewkd and then lifted her eyes.
“Unless you guys are too scared?”

Oh, Hadesl heard the collective whooshing gasp of the Amazas Xena managed
to impugn the entire Nation's courage in one caswait. Autolycus, standing nearby,
gave Xena and me one horrified look and then bégaking away, clearly realizing
we weren't going to be much further use in the afgyrotection in about three
seconds.

Ephiny put her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Match.”

Xena grinned at her, not the least bit concernetthdyname-calling or the implied
threat of violence. She replaced her dagger, cddssearms and then nodded towards
the village. “What's the alternative? You gonnaegiy, slink off into the woods with
your tails between your legs and hope Dimitra dbesme back to finish you off?

You know she's not gonna let things lie; she'soeh of a whack job.”

“Amazons aren't stupid, Xena,” Ephiny shot back €W not cowards either, but |
can weigh the odds just as well as you can andglEdosing proposition! You're
asking me to mount a suicide attack!”

ullm nOt—”

“You are!” Ephiny stuck a finger in Xena's face.rféin case you've forgotten it,
Dimitra's not only got the belt, she's got the s&raming as the rest of us. What
makes you think we could get the jump on her eugapgsing we could make it into
the village without her flattening us?”

Xena tilted her head towards me, raising an expéetgebrowThat's my signal |
came forward, trying not to show how their eartigection of me had hurt. “We'll



use that training against her.”
“Huh?”

Ephiny was right to be puzzled,; | still couldn'tibee we were even thinking of trying
this stunt. “We'll give her what she wants,” | wemt, “but everyone has to be in on
this or we won't succeed.”

Artemis, unwilling to be duped a second time, shbekhead. “This is preposterous.”

My Regent stared at me long and hard. “I can'eleliyou even have the gall to
suggest this.”

“Do you have any idea how close it came to beingmete annihilation? | did the
only thing | could think of to buy us time. I'm spffor failing to protect everyone. |
know | can't bring back the dead, but | can damih tgeto make sure there aren't any
more. I'll prove it to you.”

Ephiny didn't want to believe me. She stood rigid angry, but | could see she knew
as well as | did how dire our circumstances weyegh? How?” she challenged.

“She's gonna sacrifice herself,” Xena answeredrfer “And—if you'd rather not get
your hands dirty—all you have to do is watch.” Tivas delivered derisively. | had a
feeling that if Dimitra weren't a threat to peopkyond the Amazons, Xena might be
just as content to walk off and leave the Amazonfend for themselves.

“You expect me to believe you're gonna let hertda2” Ephiny gestured at me
contemptuously, Xena's healthy protective streay well known in these parts.

Her ugly tone was the last straw. “Fine,” | snapp&adu don't like our idea? What's
yours?”

Faced with having to offer an alternative, Ephiny @& passable impersonation of a
fish out of water, her mouth working soundlessly.

“Well?” Xena demanded.

Her curls shook like she was about to go off. Sineed away, growled at the woods
and then swung around, this time facing ArtemisouYealize what they're going to
do if we agree to this?” For someone who had wpeshArtemis all her life, the
reverence and deference sure had dissipated waiitidety over the last several
hours.

“By midnight my fate will be sealed and with me flage of the Nation.” Artemis
looked at us all, her gaze resting on me the ldn@ turned to Ephiny. “Unless you
have some other course of action already in mind?”

Ephiny grimaced, but shook her head. “I couldntheaip with anything she wouldn't
be able to counter. She's always been a fast learne

“Then it's settled,” Xena said. “We'll go over thteategy tonight and get organized to
return to the village by morning.”

Ephiny nodded unhappily. “And this is going to werkow, exactly?”



“Pretend | convinced you,” | answered. “Happy ot about it, pretend Dimitra is the
goddess you prefer.”

“And this is just for show?”

Tentatively, | put my hand on Ephiny's arm. “| piseyou, the only trap here is for
her.”

She gave me a conflicted look. “I want to believe.y

“You can. Please, Ephiny, this is the only way. Arid shrugged “...if it goes wrong
and I'm still alive, | swear I'll submit myself fanazon law.”

“Gabrielle...” Xena didn't look happy about that, biaére was no way around it.
None of it meant anything unless even the queerswiject to the laws and
traditions of our society.

| ignored Xena. “I mean it, Ephiny. You won't regti@s.”
“You better make sure | don't.” Ephiny sighed isrdayed resignation.

“That's it, then,” Xena said immediately, movingaraction mode. “We've got a lot to
do before morning.”

“What happens in the morning?” Ephiny asked suepsly.
Xena smiled. “You should know; you planned the Boaia party.”

| stepped in before Ephiny decided to try and céobhy friend out of angry
frustration. “Maybe it would be a good idea to makee the wounded are settled and
prepared to move out at first light. In the mearnghyou can talk to the others while
Xena and our warriors figure out the best way tiougeall back to the village and get
the place ready for the ceremony.”

“We'll need to send out scouts,” Ephiny repliedtéel sourly. | suspect she was still
angry enough with me that my using words like ‘@md ‘us' were giving her hives.

“And I'll see what we can do about some food; weld@d@robably all do with
something to eat.”

“No.” Artemis shook her head.
“Excuse me?”

“Unless | am mistaken, Gabrielle, you still havéedrned the steps for the Brauronia
dance. Or do you plan on improvising and hopinglierbest?”

| gave her a pained, hopeful smile. “Yes?”
“No,” Ephiny said repressively. “If we're doing shiwe're doing it right.”
+=+=+

“Like this?” Step-step-sashay-bump-step-step-cross-step-huaict-ggrunt) -arms-
over-the-head-leatheavy breath).



“Almost. Don't neglect your posture. You shouldliike the wind through the wild
grasses; sleek and graceful, not like a man whoskay has kicked him in the
particulars.”

We'd been at it for hours now and | was so tire@s$ practically tripping over my
own two feet. Sleeping standing upright was begigrio seem not only possible, but
likely. “Can we take a break?”

“One more time,” Artemis demanded. “Join me.” Sk&llout her hand imperiously,
the flicker of dying firelight staining her skinamge and red.

Biting back a yawn, | took my position, half-heayithe count as she began to move,
her movement pulling me into the stefsep-step-sway-touch-hands-press-away-
raise-arms—

| stumbled and fell into her, and | felt her strpoglloused hands steady me. “Sorry--"
Grabbing her in turn, | found myself slightly taedlin her arms and, whether as a
result of the belt's influence or that of recergrgg, we didn't draw away
immediately. Her face was controlled and expredsgs and | wondered what she
might be thinking. “I'm sorry,” | said again, “f@verything.”

Her grey eyes, half shadowed in darkness, exanmmeedemusedly. “Why can't | hate
you?” she asked. “Everything that has happenedlgadto feel that | should... but |
can't.”

| bowed my head. “I'm glad you don't.” | eased paraand wiped a damp tendril of
hair away from my face. “l wouldn't betray the Nt~ or you — maliciously... | wish
you could believe that. | know what I've done and.doesn't feel right to ask for
your forgiveness.” It hurt that I'd hurt her so lyaéHaving been robbed of her powers
and immortality, | could only imagine how scary armmhfusing everything must have
been for her, first dealing with her loss and theping, like the rest of us, with the
insidious effects of her own belt.

“It feels as though | can deny you nothing, evagifieness, no matter how angry |

am with you. Even if failure tonight means my deaihce | cannot see Dimitra
suffering me to live any longer than necessarytésuis looked thoughtfully into the
fire, contemplating the flames. “Is this what lasethen? This sense of confusion and
helplessness? | can't think straight. My body feglash in flame every time | think of
your touch. | feel as though my heart has beeadwt and left to the lash of
Poseidon's tempestuous wrath, and yet...” She shdugye® looked at me almost
shyly. “...and yet, almost against my will, | am lsgfladdened by your presence.”

It was awkward and touching and horrible to metrighw, but maybe — just maybe —
the effects of the belt weren't such a bad thimdhér to be experiencing. “I'm glad.
This would be a lot harder if you hated me.”

“Indeed.” Artemis fiddled with her slender braidEspecially considering the rest of
the ceremony.”

“What rest of the ceremony? | wear paint, Dimitnal &4 dance, she makes an
announcement and then we go eat, right? If we aegally going through with it, |
mean,” | added hastily, not wanting to give the ngampression.



“Gabrielle, the ceremony includes a sacrifice. Vdboyou think will be the first to be
slaughtered upon her altar?” She gave me a wrysisdld and for a moment | was
struck by her courage. | had forgotten that pathefprogram; if everything passed as
she had described to me in the woods the othertldenry, Artemis wouldn't even live

to get her belt back, assuming that we succeeded.

“No, we'll find a way,” | promised her, though Idhao clue how I'd fulfill it. “There
has to be a way around that part.”

But Artemis stoically shook her head and crossedhas over her chest. “The most
important thing to me is deposing Dimitra. The Matmust endure. Promise me that,
Gabrielle, and I'll be satisfied.”

| reached out, unthinking, unsure of how to resp6hd I'll do everything I can. |
know it's a long shot, but if | can't... | don't tkifill outlast you by much.”

She glanced down to where my hand rested on hearior. “| do not envy you. In a
way, my role will be easier than yours for all that end is near certain.”

Frowning, | tried to see her point. “It's goinglte hard, but Ephiny agreed to get
everyone to cooperate. If we seem united in aceg@imitra, then we should have a
shot. | just hope | don't fall flat on my face &dded, withdrawing my hand to gesture
at my feet. “I'm not the most graceful thing on tfeet.”

“Your grace has never been in doubt, Gabrielleg’ damurred. “I meant: | don't envy
you the role you'll be forced to play. In your matcan't imagine how I could bring
myself to embrace and kiss a reptile like her.”

“K-kiss?” My mind stuttered to a halt within reaohthe unpleasant memories of
having Dimitra touching me, pressing into me, dednagp that | love her. | felt
decidedly sick. “You never mentioned that before.”

She tilted her head slightly, looking confused. §Ykdid. In the woods, before the
bear attacked.” Her expression soured a momescimllection; | imagined her
breakdown in the tree wasn't a fond memory. “I gpokour unification: woman to
nature, heaven to earth, god to mortal—"

| put my hands to my face. “Oh my gods.” Just wh#ought things couldn't get any
worse. “l have to kisker?”

Artemis nodded in the firelight, somber with empatt imagine | seem preferable, if
only by comparison.”

| gave a hitching slip of laughter, gilded withcath of hysteria. “So if we get
through this with Dimitra, I'll be kissing you ifevget your belt back?”

“Interesting question...”

| started as Xena appeared from behind me, herdlamering like storm clouds over
the stormy sea of her eyes. Caught in the unmégifio of the belt's hold, | could see
how far gone she suddenly was, how ugly and dedwisted influence had reached.
How much had she overheard? | shook my head quialdgiting to head off her rage.
“It's not—"



“Will she?” she asked Artemis, stopping a pacenar a&way from us and settled her
fists on her hips.

“Yes,” Artemis answered, unflinchingly.

Xena drew herself to her full height, looking doatme with an angry sneer. “And
you can hardly wait.”

“No, Xena!” | protested. “That's not fair. | didisk for this.”

“You're just a victim, right? Spare me!” she snappack before rounding on
Artemis. “And you... | oughta just put yandDimitra out of your stinkin' misery.”
Her hands clenched into fists.

Artemis' stance changed subtly in the firelighapfrcalmly relaxed to a wary air of
readiness. “Try if you dare,” she taunted, “butreifeyou do, it makes you no
worthier of her than you are now.” Her left foatdback a little, her body tensing, as
she added, “Was | not right when | said Gabriells & gift for talking to animals?”

Oh, Kraken...

The inference was clear. | thought Xena was gaxrgting on her. | swear it looked
as though she were going to; the two of them wazlkdd in some silent, invisible
battle of will and power. Another second and Ifeifthem throwing themselves at
each other in an all-out fight. “Stop it!” | shodtand waded between them. “Stop it.”
| stuck a finger in Artemis' face. “That was offeresand uncalled for and you know
it. Is this how a goddess behaves? You should enasd! And you,” | spun to face
Xena, “you promised to trust me. Is this what yall tust? | thought you knew me
better, but maybe | was wrong. For Aphrodite's sg&a've no reason to be jealous, o
kay ?!”

My outburst had narrowly upended their imminentfommtation and they both looked
a little shame-faced, muttering and looking atrtheiots. If our situation wasn't so
perilous, | might have found it comical. As it wagst wanted to find a quiet spot
and cry myself to sleep.

Sighing, | pushed my hair back out of my face. “Nawou two don't mind, | need to
practice the dance some more.”

“Actually, Gabrielle, | believe you are adequatgigpared,” Artemis said and slipped
away into the shadows, a fleeting figure weavingvieen the makeshift fires of the
other camps.

“But...” I looked after her in surprise and then tednto Xena. “Is there anything you
need help with? The injured? Weapons? Any—"

“No,” she replied curtly. “Just be ready to go in@iple hours.” Then she, too, turned
and walked away, leaving me alone by the small fire

“Great,” | huffed. “This is great.” | glanced tovel the moon, now on the descent,
and rubbed my eyes. | couldn't even remember hag Id been awake. Beyond the
boundary of my fire, women still bustled and workadd as much as | longed to rest,
| couldn't give the appearance of weakness. “Maytaa help with the wounded.”



| headed toward the side of the grove where thieleehad gathered to take care of
the injured, all the while feeling the utter fuliof it all. Sighing heavily, | couldn't
escape the sense there would be no happy endsgntta. Off in the distance | could
see Xena moving stiffly away, pausing to talk watgroup of passing warriors, and
then moving on and into the mingling shadows. riedron, blinking back tears at the
heavy thought of neither of us living past tomornaght.

+=+=+
“Well, | guess we're done here.”

| paused in the middle of pulling a bit of decoratmetal back up into place on my
costume, to see a very tired, heavy-eyed Ephinyoaghing. The uprooted Nation
had trekked back to the village in the earliestre@i dawn, taking in the full view of
the damage as the sun rose bright and unforgiwegthe char and wreckage. It
could have been worse, | suppose, but the sigtmeaburned huts and trampled
decorations was as disheartening to me as it wageyone else.

The desire to give up then and there had beenyn@agtwhelming. | was on the
verge of walking away when Xena had returned framersver she had spent the
remainder of last night and given me an arched.|Ba@&membering my duty, I'd found
the words to announce to everyone that Brauroniddvgo on and with a bit of effort
we could make the village festive again. Hundrddsamen had answered my call
working relentlessly through the day in spite ¢dek of sleep the night before. Mind
you, they'd bitched and whined, but in the end tiny thrown themselves into it,
knowing, at least intellectually, their lives deded on masking our true intent.

Looking around now, | could see the banners had heag again — maybe a bit dirty
or torn — but still bright and cheerful in the ew@nsun. Fresh flowers had been cut
and set about in baskets. The savory smell of cgokieat and spices filled the air, as
did the scent of a freshly tapped keg of sometktngng and malt-y. Somewhere in
the distance over conversation and — amazingle-fitst soft sounds of laughter, |
thought I heard the musicians warming up. Had lihesit of Dimitra's madness not
hung over us, | could have almost enjoyed mys#lé ihcredible what everyone's
accomplished since this morning.”

She looked around, too. “Women are stubborn cregafyou can't make us and you
can't stop us. Some of them are so tired | thimndkepis the only thing keeping them on
their feet.”

| tried out a smile on her. “Pot? Meet kettle.” ifphsnorted softly and | could almost
believe things between us might someday heal, #vee given the time for iNot

that it's all that likely now | thought morosely. Which made the effort nowtlaé

more important to me.

Ephiny seemed to feel the same way, the corneeoimouth quirking into a slight
smile. “You should talk,” she replied and then ledkme over. “I'm glad to see the
outfit survived.”

The ‘outfit' in question was the new queen regdirae women had helped me into; a
bold, young girl, a woman who had become a new erdthrely even two seasons
ago, and one of the council elders. The skirting th& softest doeskin I'd ever felt, as
were the boots that hugged my calves just benegtknees. A belt of smooth river



stones, polished bone and beads circled my waist) slelicately into the leather to
depict leaping antlered deer and complicated flpagtierns, the craftsmanship and
care evident in its precision and artistry. Thewgs knotted with leather and metal
and chain, with clever interlocking pieces from lefy shoulder down to my forearm,
like a protective piece of armor. “It's beautiful fnurmured, touching the belt. “I'm
glad I had the help; | don't think less than thpeeple could have gotten me into this
thing.”

Her fingers reached out to stroke the leather @ftioulder strap above a swirl of blue
body paint. “We spent the last two months puttimg together for you.”

“Thank you,” | said with heartfelt sincerity. “ItAways such a hard thing believing
I'm a queen. | meame? A sheep farmer's daughter?”

“Yeah,” Ephiny replied drolly. “I know what you med

There was an undertone to her comment | couldri& get a read on, so | tried not to
make anything of it at all, instead turning to laound the common area with its
myriad of decorations. “Everything looks greatstbpped a moment, realizing with
sudden clarity that time — my time — was running bprobably wouldn't get another
chance at this. | cleared my throat. “No matter lioivgs turn out... | want to thank
you for how much effort you put into trying to ptiiis off, for what you've done for
me—for everything. | don't think | could have askeda better Regent... or sister.”

Some kind of struggle was going on behind her dyeisher gaze lowered to the
ground and she nodded. “We were lucky too.”

“l wish we—"

The howl of a sudden wind through the village dredime out. The banners furled
and cracked in the air, the wind hissing and bitiagt kicked up dirt and pebbles that
stung against my skin and pushed Ephiny and | back the dais. | struggled to stay
on my feet and crouched, shielding my eyes withanmy. Women cried out around us
and the children were gathered and hastened tty shég in the midst of it the storm
abruptly settled and died to a disquieting calm.

| surged from my feet and blinked the grit from ayes, sucking in an alarmed
breath. Dimitra, whose eyes glowed like silver-digkeflections of the moon, was
slowly descending the stairs of the platform.

“Gabrielle” Her voice rolled like fog over the interveningage, thick and heavy,
saturating my hearing, my beingc6éme to me

| turned back to find Ephiny wide-eyed and stariguggl | mouthed, “Find Xena” to
her. She nodded ever so slightly and started mdsaagy toward the edge of the
crowd.

With a last adjustment to my attire | turned andrapched Dimitra. She stood at the
base of the stairs leading to the dais, her eygskin and the folds of her leathers,
shot through with glistening silver. Framed aswhs by the flames of the bonfires
set earlier in the day and the flowers woven ihtoftame of the platform, she made a
striking sight. It was terrifyingly beautiful. Sumgssing my fear, | came to a stop and
dropped to one knee, hoping the show of respectdisiart us off on the right note.



From beneath my lashes | examined her closelyngeke belt wrapped firmly
around her waisXena, where are you’knew there was a plan, but she hadn't seen
fit to give me every detalil.

“Rise and approacfi she bade me.

How is it the bad guys always seem to get the grattitudes down so quick? But |
did as she asked, getting back to my feet and aptoistand before her.

“Is everything prepared’
“Yes.”
“And Artemis?”

“She is our prisoner,” | answered, turning backee Artemis pushed forward into
view, bound and gagged, and surrounded by a h@smaizon warriors. “Her fate is
yours to decide.”

“| want her sacrificed, Gabriellé.

I'd been dreading this possibility ever since nlly vaith Artemis last night. I'd spent
most of the day trying to figure out a solutiomowed my head to show acceptance of
her decision, but then cleared my throat. “Maydgest waiting until the end of the
ceremony instead? Seeing you raised to godhoodnaitle her fall and humiliation
complete.” | winced inside, knowing this had torheting Artemis. A look back
confirmed the complete absence of expression asmststared stonily at her
nemesis.

“Perfect” Dimitra smiled at me. See to it. This close | could feel the swirl of power
around her; dark and tainted, like filthy watekelimud—deep, sucking, lethal mud.
Gods, | wanted to get away even as part of me wanoteet it pull me in. | nodded,
not trusting my voice.

“Then let Brauronia begin.

Deep breath. Square the should¥iu're on | turned and signaled to Eponin. She
nodded and beckoned to the rest of the Amazonsnillisgcians and dancers took
their places, and everyone else streamed slowlintwthe common area, their faces
solemn. The little girls looked frightened, cluteditheir petal baskets to their chests.
Some of them had even begun to cry. | smiled arlkedaack to the edges of the
common where the little girls were huddled. | credla finger at them and squatted,
holding out a hand towards them. “It's okay. EMang's fine. Just do like you
practiced and then back with your mothers for semeets.”

Hesitantly, they trooped forward in a single fa&ffly tossing petals across the
ground, staring widely at the menacing figure atftiot of the stairs. Surreptitiously,
| scanned the crowds, searching for Xena, buttegite was no sign of hai/here are
you?

Somewhere behind me, the drummers began a stayghn, picked up by the
woodwinds and passed on to the dancers who swikgedillows in a soft breeze.
Following the slow procession, | reached out mysafram my sides, palms up and
then brought them before me, an empty-handed gesfwffering, of request.



...Step-step-hip-sway-raise-arms-overhead...

Voices rose in song, giving words to the ancienta&on tradition as | danced my way
slowly towards the dais... and her. How she knewsthps to the dance | had no idea,
but she began a mirror to me, her body moving sislyao the haunting music.

...Step-step-dip-spread-fingers-over-face-reach{@-tnoon...

Step by step we neared one another, the drumbeatljby the stomp of booted feet
against the earth. | could feel all of them throtiyh vibration joining the Nation
together beneath the emerging stars in the dargestge of sky.

...twirl-bend-stand-join-hands-in-a-circle-sway-leftd-right-step-step...

Whether from the fires, the effort of the dancenyrfear of failing, | could feel
perspiration break out across my skin, betweenhowlsler blades. So close now.
The knowledge that she would be touching me adeanst broke my concentration,
and | struggled not to think, not to give myselfagw.

...Step-step-sashay-bump-step-step-cross-step-htauth-arms-over-the-head-lean -
and-turn-

Her hands came around my waist and my skin craimleglvulsion. A run of goose-
bumps radiated from her cold touch and | shivesetc@mpleted the turn until |
faced her, her hands on my bare sides, mine ongdpaEr arms.

...dipped-backwards-her-hand-on-my-belly

Gods, please hurryl begged my missing friend. Dimitra brought meloap and her
hand cupped the side of my face as we leanedfuestvay and then another, like
reeds in the wind.

| pulled her to me, squeezing my eyes shut as igped her arms around my
shoulders, her breath urgent against my ear. llewedl hard, breathing through my
bared teeth, fighting the desire to be sick. Wegokispun and she took my hand
again, twirling me. | closed my eyes, going witk thotion until her hand on my
shoulder brought me to a halt and joined us bellydlly in a close, intimate
undulation.Keep going, keep goind told myself. One way or another, this would
soon be over. The music hit a crescendo and | @peryeeyes, preparing for the
moment | was dreading more than anything. Andghaten | saw Autolycus just
behind her. Hanging upside down by his ankles.

| almost blew the whole thing right there. Thidfiswas the plan®h my gods, we're
all gonna die.

Autolycus' expression indicated he probably fedt same way. He held a finger to his
lips and | made a face at hikMurry. Up.| mouthed. His long fingers reached out for
Dimitra's waist and | tensed, preparing to do... shing.

Dimitra turned us and | stumbled, sure she wasgrsee Autolycus hanging there
like a fish on a line. Panicked, | risked a quitige and nearly fell over, seeing him
gone. | dropped my head back and reached for fhenslarly poking Autolycus in the
eye. He jerked his head back, making him swing bagond him in the branches, |
could see Xena, looking more pissed off and stchthan I'd seen her in a while. |



had to get Dimitra turned around again and fasspemte, | improvised; | ran my
fingers up her arms and up the column of her ndiskusted by the raw flash of
unwanted arousal | felt. She smiled, the cold giinter metallic eyes staring back at
me, unblinking. She went with it, letting me lead.

...step-step-turn...

Autolycus dropped back into view, grimacing as les\erked to a halt. He reached
out again and | pushed her back. Too far. His tsinetk her back and Dimitra's eyes
widened as she jerked in surprise and startedmo tu

Panicking, | grabbed her shoulders, pulled herécamd pressed my mouth to hers to
keep her from turning around. Power surged thraughEvery nerve ending burned.
Above me | heard a gasp of shock, followed by a thid groan of pain.

Dimitra pushed me away and turne@w/Hat is the meaning of this?!

Autolycus lay sprawled on the ground, rubbing thekbof his head, the belt of power
gripped firmly in his hand. Slowly, he looked uplisitra loomed over him, his
expression changing with ample speed from annoyemseave charm. “Oh, sorry.
Mind if | cut in?”

* % %

XLV. Amazon Not Calm Slash Xena

After | left Amphipolis | came to know an old, bagh fighter by the name of
Alcebeus. Hard times and poor judgment had rend@radinfit for his job as
captain-of-the-guard in Athens and somehow he faungy to add himself to my
slowly growing army. Something about him made mektlof a gruff uncle—I don't
know why; I've never had one—but on occasion, ilatée night after too many mugs
of something nasty, we'd get to swapping tall taled heavily fertilized boasts. |
soaked everything up like a sponge, wanting to knawe, know it all, and be better
than anyone in battle. Masking my curiosity in gaoce, | waited for him to finish
another of his outrageous stories and then askeadvhiat he thought was the best
strategy in combat.

“Go with what you know,’he answered, and winked at me before finishindnisff
ale.

| suppose, at the time that seemed like sound edwiche same vein as “play to your
strengths” | would imagine. Take what you do best mst keep doing it, rather than
confuse things with something new and untested.

When the centaurs first sent their scouts agaigsanmy to press my defenses,
Alcebeus rode out with a force to meet them. Usiegstandard Theban wedge attack
he was definitely going with what he knew. Fromibdrthe lines | watched as he lay
dying, having been easily unhorsed and trampledraétimes, and | thought that if |
lived through any of what was going on, | would donthe exact opposite of his
advice. | figured that even if | never got closelte other end of things, it would at
least be away from the philosophy that led to hessy demise.

Gabrielle may complain that | always have to firtvrways to take out my



opponents, but there's actually a method to myssices.

That said, | was so stunned by the sight of Gdbriessing Dimitra, | hadn't a clue
what to do after | dropped Autolycus.

Maybe it didn't matter. Enraged, | dropped to treugd in front of them and
roundhouse kicked Dimitra in the chest. She flewekidast—into the dais, sending
kindling and Amazons everywhere. Behind me, Galerghd Autolycus remained
frozen in place, gapingMOVE!” | bellowed.

| should have been more specific.

The bard and the thief, shocked into motion, préynptashed into each other and
went sprawling. Disgusted, | grabbed the thief isyjérkin and was about to shove
him towards Artemis, but the sharp crackle of jaked our attention back toward
the dais where the wanna-be goddess had leapoinécithe platform looking miffed
to say the least. The silver of her eyes dilatetisdre bared her teeth, stalking toward
us. Any hope | had of a complete fizzle of her pneas vanishing rapidly. She
raised her arms and the fire brightened.

“GO! GO!" | shouted. We scattered in three différdimections, fireballs exploding
into the ground at our heels, scorching wet earthflower petals. “Get the belt to
Artemis!” | flipped over another volley and taunt®dnitra with a smug grin as |
twisted out of the way of her furious barrage. “Ttinee best ya can do?” | demanded,
trying to keep her attention on me. “C'mon!” Keaphrer busy was the only shot we'd
have of setting things right. A quick glance towsatlde crowds showed that Ephiny
had already taken the precaution of pulling thiefajoddess out of view. The last
thing we needed was Dimitra torching Artemis befwgecould even get the belt back
to her.

| changed direction, pulled out my chakram anaeblgta war cry, building enough
speed to meet her when she continued her advance.

“Give it back!” she screechedGive it to me!” She threw her hand out at me
viciously, a giant swiping at a fly, and | found sejf thrown backwards, sliding on
my back through the mud. All of which went straiglotvn the back of my skirt.
Damn Amazon leathers.

Dimitra dashed by me, throwing flames and forcaterally across the common area
and sending everyone for cover while trying to kndown or fry Autolycus who was
proving too agile so far for her aim. She gave ela®d Autolycus exercised his better
judgment instead of his mouth for a change and-tagéd it in the opposite direction.
He veered around a tree, the angry goddess inatioavthen, just as she was about to
grab him, he ducked under her arm and threw theladdp belt at Gabrielle. Dimitra
wheeled around and prepared to toast the bard.

As stealthily as the sucking mud would allow, | aigmyself behind her and leapt on
her back, locking my arms around her neck and gitier. She screamed and clawed
at me, trying to pull me off her back, even astsinew the odd fireball or bale of
lightning around the clearing. | tried to ignore singes. This wouldn't have
happened if I'd just been allowed to keep my laatHesh smell or not.

“Get it to her!” | yelled at Gabrielle. “Now!” | wahed, incredulously, as she wavered



on the point of indecision. “What are you waitireg#!” Dimitra ignored me in favor
of pointing at Gabrielle in preparation of roasthmgy. | chopped down hard on her
forearm, spoiling her shot. The piles of ale catikis't fare so well, unfortunately,
blowing apart in chunks of foamy wood.

“Give it to me or I'm going to kill all of you. Givene... betraying bitches... I'll rip
your skin off! ” Dimitra screamed and then followed it with a Rigting giggle. | felt
her grab hold of me and suddenly | was airbornénageashing shoulder first into a
tree, stunned from the impact. | pressed a hantytoumbed arm and winced,
struggling to my feet, but making it only as farcme knee.

“I'm gonna hang you from a tree and carve your guist for boot laces’”
That didn't sound promising.

She ripped a wicked looking knife from her belt @iaghe at me, the blade in her fist
glowing as an extension of her power.

“Leave her alonel!CRACK!
Oh no.

Gabrielle, the belt wrapped around her arm, slamsoateone's spear down across
Dimitra's back again.

Dimitra shifted her shoulders, the maniacal grimstdein place as she slowly turned
around to face GabrielleGive me the belt,she said slowly, giggled again—just
once—and then went deadly serious aga¥ou’ lying, tainted, worthless piece of
trash. You said you loved me. Loved. Me. Why, Galbe? | could've been good for
you. For all of them. But you've ruined it now. Aluined. All bad, so sad. But
Gabrielle, when they're all dead, I'm going to cybur heart out and keep you alive
long enough for you to watch me eat’iDimitra rubbed the back of her hand against
her mouth, stifling another laugh and turning tbia muffled sound of pain. Her eyes
were wild, white around the edges. | wondered & wlas going to froth at the mouth
next.

Gabrielle, stunned by the verbal attack, took allsstep backward.

“Give it to me, or | swear I'll gut your championrt.” Dimitra's empty hand closed
in a fist; a brightening glow of flame she thenrged at me.

| saw Gabrielle's hands tremble on her make-staft and her eyes met mine for a
brief, flickering moment before going back to DimaitShe squared her shoulders.
“Wait. All right.” Unwrapping the belt from arourghe had wound it around her
wrist, she held it out in offering.

“Gabrielle, no!” I shook my head. What was she d@ilcven with the threat to my
life... Could | be worth so much more to her thanretree Amazons?

“You want it?” Gabrielle asked, holding the belt durther. “Here.”

Dimitra reached for it and grabbed only empty aiGabrielle pulled back and
launched it over her head and straight into my@pboy.. Dimitra immediately
turned on me and fell face first in the mud, trigpg by Gabrielle's staff between her



feet.
“Run!” Gabrielle yelled at me like the idea hadalieady been foremost in my mind.

“Here!” | threw the belt back at her and got to fagt almost at the same time as
Dimitra. Her Vilenesshrieked and flailed in the air after it and misssa| clipped
her again. Gabrielle ran past me, handing off #lednce more even as she tucked
her hand against her middle and headed towardsdbds as if she still had it.

Too bad Ephiny had been right; Dimitra wasn't sluf@ihe took a couple steps after
Gabrielle, but turned immediately to find me eddoagk toward the crowd as | tried
to spot Artemis.

Frustrated and angry, Dimitra raised her hands e sky and let out an ear-
piercing shriek. | stumbled, pressing my hands ovgears as others around the
perimeter dropped to their knees in pain. The $lgva flashed with lightning and the
dark clouds moved in, darker and darker, until hdered how the storm couldn't
break right on top of us. My eyes widened as th&gked the cloud coming in faster
and faster until...

My eyes widened. “That's no storm cloud...”

Glossy black wings carried the deadly wave of crov the village, sharp beaks and
beady eyes flashing as | ducked under one anddpoillemy sword to defend myself
against the rest. Children screamed and Ephinyg vose over the mocking caws of
the crows to bark orders to the village to takeeto$lashing at the hail of beaks and
claws, | dashed beneath the attack and found Qarmthot pursuit again. | took off;
leaping over a barbeque pit and dropping to a sudtEp as a sixth sense warned me
of Dimitra's desperate tackle. She flew over mydhé&aife in hand—going with what
she knew, apparently—and crashed gracelesslyhetaiud as more rain began to
fall.

Lightning was followed sharply by a growl of thumdad heavyTHWAP!splashed at
my feet, followed by a half-heart&ibbitas a toad scrambled in the mud.

“This just gets better and better,” | muttered &urded to run toward the throng of
armed Amazons pretending not to be guarding Artehgist one step and found
myself tripped up, Dimitra's hand on my ankle.

“Gotchal” She giggled shrilly, raising the hair on my arrasd started dragging
herself up my leg even as | repeatedly kicked h#r my free foot. Even more
annoying, she kept trying to stab me with her kridfemn useless Amazon leathetr...
pushed and pulled and held the damn belt over ragt teekeep it out of her grubby
little hands while holding her off with my chakraam she tried to make good on her
promise to fillet me like a fish.

“Xenal”

The sound of my name came from overhead and thitiag safely in the branches,
was the King of Thieves. Dimitra, seeing him themégnsified her attack, scratching
and growling like a crazed animal until | wrenchmgself sideways and threw the belt
into Autolycus's reach. She was off me in a shdtiamwas my turn to take her down
into the mud. “Oh, no, ya don't”” The moment wethi ground, the mud oozed over



me like a living creature, gripping me in a wettylhug and pulling me off of her.
She yanked free and followed hard after Autolyct® wwas making a beeline for the
guards, and the second her attention left me, tietanpped to the ground, letting me

go.

Now, I'm ready to admit that | don't really numtiee Amazons in my list of favorite
people for reasons I've already gone into and anfiewe | haven't. Feathers, parties
and blue paint in the moonlight just ain't my thifigat said, | have—reluctantly,
surprisingly, and gratefully—discovered that Galbeies on this list, which explains
why | was willing to commit the following indignitio my person.

Dodging falling toads and flying crows, | sprinteffier Dimitra, coming around in a
broader angle, timing things just right-eft foot rock, right foot tree stump, leap
and | crashed into her headlong, knocking us biobloane and into the massive
Brauronia cake. In retrospect, | rate it highlyftest landing I've ever had. Dimitra
cried out in frosted disgust as | slammed her faseinto the strawberry filling. Icing
and mud mixed quickly into a slimy, beige mess asmestled. “Hurry!” | yelled
over my shoulder. Damn stuff was getting all overand down my top. The five-
tiered dessert must've taken the cooks days to aradk®imitra and | managed to
destroy or wear most of it in seconds. Dimitrajs#ig as | punched her again, falling
back on her butt and apparently straight down arttard candy figurine of an
Amazon holding a spear. She yelped and danced @rtryimg to pull it out, and |
spared a second to take stock.

From the corner of my eye | saw Gabrielle quicklyl pirtemis free of her fake bonds
behind the wall of Amazon defenders even as Autayeas sliding to a halt, his
precious, trouble-making swag extended. Revereatlgmis accepted it, closing her
eyes in profound relief, the belt knotted in hapgr

“This is no time to commune with your clothing!$hoved cake up Dimitra's nose
and then punched her again as hard as | couldjmpddnhat | hoped was a weakened
fireball as she went down.

Artemis wrapped it around her waist, making a soofiumph as she set it snug
around her hips.

Dimitra suddenly reared up like an animal in pairching in some kind of agony just
as Artemis was gripped in a similar vise. Dimitiey®s, first silver then translucent,
shuttered cat-like, and then she wailed againsthing as the ground rumbled around
us. The wind howled and the sound of the crowsepimin a painful keen. Trees
bent, creaking under the strain, and the fall afiintensified. Wiping icing from my
eyes, | peered upwards, frustrated by the clouds@arched for signs of the moon.
Had it risen already? Were we too late?

Her skin, tanned from exposure to the outdoorsydxifrom within and | drew back,
feeling heat coming off her in waves. The grounaveel, tossing me away just as
Artemis collapsed, caught by Gabrielle and Autosyathile the ground shook again,
this time knocking us all off our feet.

| fought against the wind, trying to get back up asing my chakram to block the
odd crow or toad. Squinting, | could barely makéBumitra's form as the glow
around her brightened and | raised an arm to shigleéyes. She screamed and
thrashed, and | could barely see her as she lutchieer feet, her body a living flame



as she tottered toward us. The heat pushed me jpasied us all back, except
Artemis, who, having finally come around, pulledagvirom Gabrielle and Autolycus
and placed herself directly in the nut job's path.

Gabrielle reached out for her, but had to step lbacisk being burned. “Artemis,
no!”

Again | searched the sky, but the clouds were taxkt

I'll give her some credit; Artemis is no cowardeShet Dimitra head-on, the two of
them merging in a molten, white-hot light, strugglifor dominance. Over the howl of
the wind, | could hear them shouting at one anofigirting for control.

“...killyou..."”
“...Stop!”
“...mine, it'smind”

| ducked another crow and retreated to stand b&zatieielle, keeping her balanced
against the tremors as we helplessly watched thatie bDimitra threw wild punches,
flailing, until Artemis could get a grip on her.

“Dimitra!”
“...shouldneverhave loved you...”
“I know... | understand.”

| could have sworn | saw the bright outline of Diraipause before trying to gain an
upper hand again.

“Listen to me!” Artemis shouted. “I was wrong!”

| stuck a finger in my ear and wiggled it aroundid | just hear that?” | muttered
under my breath.

Autolycus nudged me in the ribs. “Amen, sister.”

“You're just saying that!” Dimitra cried, the twd thhem ranging back and forth like a
small sun in the clearing as the leaves and branehgped and clacked.

“l was wrong to treat you as | did, wrong to spyou and the gift you offered me.”

| heard a great, wracking sob, and through theegl&fight, | could begin to see the
outline of Dimitra locked as she was with her haod#rtemis' arm and wrist. “I
don't believe you!”

“You can. Dimitra, younust for your sake and the sake of the Nation... Would y
destroy us all for your pride? I'm sorry!”

The blaze weakened further, revealing a distraDghitra who was as much leaning
on Artemis as she was fighting her.

“My objections in the face of your earnest dreamen®aseless,” Artemis went on.
The crows were able to settle as the gale losef@md the rain of toads abruptly



stopped. “Cease this needless attack, Dimitra. \ighthere to gain in destroying what
you wanted most? | didn't understand... but | do aod, child, I'm so sorry for
hurting you.”

The buffet of wind dropped to a breeze, the lighhd as Dimitra sank to her knees,
sobbing as the fight went out of her completelyteAris, acting with more maturity
than | ever thought possible, knelt beside theatettwoman and pressed a kiss to
her forehead as she hugged her. Around us the@aehing settled, with only the soft
rustle of leaves and the occasional croak of a toatisturb the moment. Even the
crows had fallen silent.

“I didn't mean to,” Dimitra said over and over agasrying. “l swear, | didn't mean
to... |-l couldn't stop it. It wasn't supposed totbis way. I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm so
sorry...” As she spoke, Ephiny stepped forward agdaled to her warriors and
dozens surged forward to surround Dimitra and Aidearmed with spears and
swords to keep a wary watch on them both.

Beside me, Gabrielle's head tilted to one sideeriag. A familiar look of
concentration surfaced on her face and | waiteschdsang what she was thinking.
“She wasn't in control either,” she murmured fipadl hint of surprise in her voice.

“Like it matters,” | replied.
“Yeah,” Ephiny added, overhearing. “Just look a$ fhiace.”

“But it does matter,” Gabrielle insisted quietlgrteyes still on Artemis as the
goddess rocked Dimitra and—I couldn't believe nmgeacrooned to her. “l won't
deny she's guilty of theft, but | don't think mdstavere ever meant to wear her belt.
Dimitra wanted to be one of Artemis' dancers sdybadd when Artemis turned her
down the way she did, she felt angry and hurt afetted. Who wouldn't?”

Reluctantly, | nodded, seeing the logic of it. “S@ wanted to get back at Artemis,
but when she took the belt from Autolycus, it prolgded on and amplified what she
was already feeling and locked her into a cyclembtional backlash.”

Ephiny looked back and forth between us, and thearal the village, her mouth
hanging open. “And this means, what, exactly? Wasesupposed to forgive her for
razing the village and killing our sisters?” A lamurmur of agreement came from the
crowd re-gathering behind her.

| could see this turning ugly, so | cocked an egeband put a supportive hand on
Gabrielle's shoulder, reminding them who stood meltheir Queen. “No. She's
saying that if Dimitra's to be punished, the secgdmas to fit the crime.” It was more
leeway tharl would have given her, but | trusted Gabrielle'sssenf compassion,
especially given how Dimitra had treated her ouhmwoods. She wouldn't let
Dimitra off completely.

“Indeed,” Artemis spoke up. The warriors backedadjttle as she stood, Dimitra
leaning heavily against her, still weeping. “Justicust be done. | want her placed in
custody; her fate will be decided after Brauronmaiazon guards came forward to
take Dimitra away. “I'll not have her ill-treatedfore her trial.” | could tell the guards
were disappointed, but they followed orders andaledinresisting Dimitra away to a
cell.



Autolycus cleared his throat as he fingered his steathe and eyed the clouds now
giving way to a clearer night sky. My lips twitchadd | smirked at his unsubtle hint.

Artemis smiled too. “I've not forgotten you. | sgigtice must be done, did | not?”
She turned to face the Nation. “Let it be knowrt tidacharges against Autolycus the
thief—"

“King,” he murmured. King of Thieves.”

“Autolycus, King of Thieves,” she smoothly amended, “are droppedlithahally, for
his courage in helping to return my belt, he ibécconsidered a friend of the Nation,
welcome on our lands and at our hearths.”

Gabrielle and | shared a dubious look and | macheatal note to remember to check
his pockets before letting him leave after theyatherwise it could end up being
the shortest ‘friend of the Nation' relationshiprhght ever enjoy.

“Apology accepted.” Autolycus sauntered forward &oaved with a flourish, leading
straight into taking her hand and dropping a kisst,onuch to Artemis' suspicious
amusement. | didn't miss the way she kept a finma@n her belt until he released her
again.

“This is wonderful,” Ephiny said, somewhat sarazaty. “But can | remind everyone
that time is running out?” She pointed to the skyewe the moon, visible now behind
the parting clouds, was well on the rise. “If wenti@omplete the ceremony, all of this
is for nothing.”

Gabrielle went into what | call ‘queen-mode'—an regsive state of focused, no-
nonsense I'd first seen evidence of the last timevere here—and handed Autolycus
her staff, her face growing serious. “Ephiny, woytdi call everyone to order and
have the musicians readied, please?”

Ephiny, obviously relieved, nodded and began herdireryone back into place.
Eponin and her warriors took up positions nearimgiJant and serious.

| could see the tension settle into Gabrielle'sukters, the way her hands curled into
fists, hidden in the folds of her skirt. “Hey.” Sluoked at me, startled from some
hidden thought. “You're gonna do great.”

She smiled at me. The first real smile I'd seemfl@r in days. | couldn't help but
give her one back. “Thanks,” Gabrielle said, stagdi little taller. Calmly, she
walked to the edge of the clearing, near Ephinytardther dancers, to wait, but she
watched me until Artemis took her place at thedbthe dais.

Not about to relax my guard either, | drifted béowards the edge of the dais, giving
Gabrielle a nod in reassurance as she made atasidadjustment to her outfit and
composed herself.

Artemis did the same, but | could see a glimmesasfcern on her face, too. | glanced
up at the moon and wondered—was it already to@ lat@w far reaching might the
effects be if Artemis couldn't regain her powersi@ Elow, earthy rhythm of the
drums drew my attention back to the ceremony amatthed, as before, the dancers
began to sway and after a moment Gabrielle folloswgtl In mirror image, Artemis



joined, so much more fluid and graceful than Dimitiad been. The dance between
them as they approached each other was seductivm@smerizing and my jaw hurt
just watching it. | shouldn't still have been etdgring thoughts of breaking Artemis'
fingers every time she touched Gabrielle, should tf?is kept up, I'd need to get outta
here—fast.

Dimitra didn't have the belt anymore. The villagaswsafe. The festival could
continue. | shouldn't be feeling like this.

| watched the sky, the moon, hating how | felt armhdering again if it meant we
were already too late.

* % %

XLVI. Save the Last Dance for Me

The rest of her personality quirks aside, Artem@s\& surprisingly good dancer;
smooth, aware, graceful—she even miad¢ook good, which is saying something.
By now | knew the steps well enough | could sparmaes concentration and | could
sense something different in her, a change. Wherniushed me in her arms, pulling
me against her body, | looked into her eyes anddtitey had turned a white gold,
the sun-warmed shade of granite. But instead otlgsstone of her gaze, | could see
other hues, greater depths, and | wondered ifnight be a lasting touch of her brief
brush with mortality.

“You're beautiful, Gabrielle,” she said, swayingfiust one way and then the other.
“My belly has been aflutter and you still manageatm me.”

Despite the fact knewl looked a wreck, stank and could move to Atherth wie
bags under my eyes, | still blushed. “That's vevget of you. I'm glad you're feeling
better.”

Artemis shook her head, sending her single brantelalong in the air between us as
we moved. “I've never felt more alive than | datigow.” Her warm palm slid down
my arm, her fingers locking with mine.

...Step-step-turn-lean-twirl...

Was any of this working? | spared a glance at tbmen gathered around us, their
eyes enraptured as the full force of the ceremaay iwalized before them. This was
Brauronia and never before had the connection twe@man and goddess ever
carried more weight and substance to the AmazomiNas now, when, for a
breathless, terrifying day, it had almost all b&est to them. | could see smiles and
some of them clapped along, swaying to the music.

The moon over Artemis' shoulder, as full and rouhae an expectant mother,
gleamed bright and sharp in the darkening sky emde its ascent.

...Step-arms-at-waist-stretched-now-over-head-leackba

Artemis supported me as | dipped backwards, my lemgnearly trailing on the
ground. In mirror succession, | did the same fordseshe echoed my move. We
danced close together and | heard her laugh softlyy ear. It was an unexpected
sound and | looked at her quizzically. “What?” Hatbne something silly?



“Your friend looks ready to chew an anvil in halHer shining eyes slid sideways and
| followed suit to find Xena standing off to one&lsj her arms crossed and her jaw
working in a slow grind from one side to the otff&omeone definitely wasn't in a
partying mood. “Do you think she has any molart?lef

| stared at Artemis in amazement; had she juskedha joke? “Well...” | was all for
encouraging a sense of humor, but | wasn't sunted it to be at Xena's expense.
“She's not one for parties. And we're not out efwoods yet.”

“I should not have said what | did to her earlietie said, changing the topic on me.
Or so | thought. “She has been steadfast in hgrgsa;, even when she had no further
cause to help us.” A thoughtful look came overfaee as she looked up at the night
sky. We continued our dance.

“I was wrong,” she said suddenly, spinning us sjowl
“About what?”
“Sheis worthy of you.”

| blinked at her in surprise, taken aback by tlistmuing change in attitude.
“Artemis...” What on earth to say to that? Unaccobhtal could feel the heat rising
in my face.

“It took the loss of my immortality to see it, tedl it for myself. As brightly as the
stars of immortality burn, it is a cold, chill ligiBut mortals... the human heart is a
sun burning so fierce and hot, | wonder how itas gan stand it.” Taking advantage
of my speechlessness, she smiled and leaned faoriav@rdps hovering just shy of my
mouth. | waited for it, bracing myself for the caat, but she leaned back and pressed
a kiss against my forehead instead, murmuring, tBwing felt it—that fire—I know
now why you do... and | envy her for it.” The toudhher lips was brilliant warmth
pouring through me. The scent of jade and evergraad wildflowers enveloped me
and filled my senses. Unlike with Dimitra, this tbuof power was as gentle and
welcome as sunshine after a cold rain. | breathtxii, nearly gasping, as it trickled
into me; goddess to mortal to the earth beneatheat+—the connection had been
remade and restored.

Was it the moonlight or was it us that glowed sghity? At the edge of my
awareness, | thought | heard cheering and a cludnusices, rising in some
triumphant song. Artemis, smiling, her eyes litwhiurgeoning power, let go one of
my hands, turning us and reaching out with therothe

It was almost as if | was outside of myself, justtehing instead of being there, at the
center of it all. Artemis, her one hand in mingaleed out to Xena with the other. |
could see the glower on her beautiful face, theneas and suspicion, but Artemis
stretched her hand out just a little further. Ppghiwas that extra effort, but | could
see it then as clear as day how much Artemis hadggd. Aloof and proud and
solitary, Artemis had likely never known the needdnyone else, except perhaps in
the manner the gods needed any mortal—to worsliperere them. But this... |
could see the way Artemis looked at her, the wayghsped Xena's arm like a friend
and drew her into our circle.

Xena's long fingers linked with mine and with Artisinclosing the conduit of power.



Her fingers twitched as it washed over her too, shelsmiled at me, one of those
smiles that sometimes haunt me in the kind of deelacan't tell her about. On my
other side, Artemis squeezed my hand, drawing tey&bn to her and she smiled
too; a wild and carefree grin that suddenly shedntlantle of seriousness she'd worn
almost from the second | met her face-to-face.

...turn-turn-turn-raise-arms-and—

Artemis suddenly ducked under our hands, slippetgvben Xena and | like in a
children's game, but just as we would have hadrtodnd twist inside-out to follow,
she let us go. Xena and | swung together and sightany waist or risked a
collision.

Artemis, alight with power and laughter, boundedviard and leapt onto the remains
of a tree stump, spreading her arms wide to encesnipe entire Nation gathered
before her. “My dear Amazons! Heal what may, mehatwill... all else is in

Hades' hands and the Elysian Fields. Let us cakdbrand from Artemis flowed a
spray of light bursting forth from her hands to elop the village, covering everyone
like ripples moving outward in a lake.

Injuries were healed, decorations were magicalljored to their former glory, and

the village itself... who would believe me who hadi@éen there? It was as if the
attack had never happened—huts and pottery were m&wl, as if never burnt or
shattered. My joy was tinged with bittersweet sagdrtbat lives couldn't be so easily
restored. | could see the same expression on witr@en's faces; the happiness tinged
with a longing for a lost friend, a family membeit down before their time.

Xena noticed. | felt her fingers brush across ngethand only then did | feel the
wetness of a tear. Happiness, relief, loss and.grtbe emotions felt so close to the
surface. The corner of her mouth lifted in a hatile, but | could see that she felt

what | felt and wasn't sure whether to be happseor Her touch was comforting and

| leaned into her, needing to feel the solidityhef even as | wondered how she'd react
given our earlier fights. | needn't have worrigdyas all swept away between one
breath and the next as Xena wrapped her arms aroarahd hugged me close, the
both of us watching Artemis, bathed in moonlighd &ne, silhouetted before her
elated people as she sang along with them.

It was a moment I'd see framed in my memory forés of my days; their faces
upraised, smiling, laughing, cheering, their hare@hing out to their goddess, and
Artemis... She balanced there a moment longer andjtimeped down amongst them,
mingling as if they were her equal. And who was wineay she didn't feel that way?
Someone pressed a mug into her hands and she itarsedthe air.

“To courage in the face of danger. To hope in tredsw of despair. To the queen and
her stoic champion!”

A roar followed as others raised their own drink$ain in the toast to us.

Artemis, encouraged by the welcome of her Amazultsg her head back and
downed her drink. And immediately started gaspimg ehoking.

| laughed softly. “I could have warned her not totdat—Hydra's Piss has quite a
kick to it.”



“Is that right?” Xena drawled.

“Yeah,” | said proudly, looking at Xena, who gastk at me with an indulgent
smile. “l won the drinking contest, after all.”

“The Eyebrow” quirked even as she huffed a siglse&m to recall you mentioning it
right before you nibbled on me...”

Before | could blushingly reply, Artemis—who haddily recovered her breath—held
up her hands to gather everyone's attention. “AelaWe must have a dance—to
assure the success of Brauronia!” A whoop wennugsponse from the Nation. The
musicians, already primed, broke into a rousing ree

Xena glanced at me, a pained expression on her‘fAeshoulda tossed the belt in
the river. She's worse now than when she had lagbidier—”

“Xena” | backhanded her in the midriff.

The musicians' tune was spontaneously taken updsetwho joined in to sing, and
even Autolycus began to clap before he found hihtsgltured by a couple of
younger Amazons who began leading him throughtiéygss He waggled his
eyebrows at us and grinned, apparently willingetdolygones be bygones.

“Go on, Champion,” Artemis called, her arms filleg a tiny girl still clutching her
flower basket. “I would have the event marked vatinoment equal to the occasion.
Give us a dance to remember!.”

When Xena didn't jump to action, | saw Ephiny rdise own mug, looking decidedly
less annoyed with us now that the belt's infludra# been removed. “Come on,
Xena,” Ephiny said from the forefront of the gathgr “If you're too shy, one of us
would be happy to take your place.”

Did Ephiny just wink at me?
Xena looked at Artemis and then down at me, and she@ok her head. “Oh boy.”

“What's wrong?” | whispered. “This isn't on youstlof ‘many skills'? Trust me; you
can't dance any worse than | do.”

She bit her lip, clearly reticent about telling mieat was on her mind, but she quickly
muttered, “My foot's killing me.”

“Your foot?”
Another pained look. “Long story.”

The crowd was getting impatient. “Just lean on me go with it,” | told her. “They're
gonna eat us alive in a second.”

Her dark brows lowered. “Let ‘em try.” | could justagine her thoughts of
dismemberment and mayhem, most likely involvingdteakram and an explosion or
two.

“Xena.” | poked her to get her attention, and ctbee space between us that she
could disguise her injury by letting me lead innayg to the music. The crowd,



satisfied for the moment, began pairing off as welhing in all along the common
area. Amidst the revelry and song, | could alsollsco@king meat on the evening
breeze. Out of danger, surrounded by friendst réhxed and at peace for the first
time in days. | hugged Xena, hearing her grunt ftbenforce of my exuberance.

“What was that for?”
“Just glad everything's back to normal.”

She turned us, bringing my back to the gatheringhasooked over my shoulder.
“Yeah? So you're not in love with hatchet-face amgre?”

There was no missing the not-so-casual tone. “Xieak, at me.”
Wary blue eyes met mine.
“I was never in love with her.”

“She said...” Xena looked away from me, watchingdtteer women in their
costumes and finery dancing around the dais. “..sslittyou whispered my name.”
Her gaze slid back to mine, suddenly open and vabie and so precious in her
uncertainty.

| knew what she was referring to. I'd tried so hardynore it, forget it, avoid it... first
from shame, then from desperate need, and now..mistlkead her belt back again.
How could | possibly be feeling like this?

“Gabrielle?” She said softly, her brows pinchedviorry.

“I did.” Swallowing against a suddenly dry mouthriéd to speak to the odd
expression dawning on Xena's face. “When it hapgpenben she did it... I... | got
lost in it and-and | could have sworn... | mean... éggil wanted it... to be you.”

The look of shy wonder was so endearing on here¥dd it figure?” She chuckled
self-consciously.

“What does?”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “I thought it wéetbelt making me crazy. Or just
Artemis.” Xena shook her head, looking almost bderiéd. “| guess it was more than
that.”

Have you ever known that sensation when your Isemdenly feels too big for your
chest and you might explode from it? Or melt? Oyloegpass out from forgetting to
breathe? On the faintest gasp of air | was abfeadonage my very coherent, very
eloquent response: “Oh?”

The shyness changed into amusement and, her ifpoedpparently forgotten, Xena
swept me up into the pace of the dance, her smgater than the brilliant glow of
the full moon above us. A cheer accompanied ud Endjhed, caught up in our
happiness as she danced us across the dais.

“Oh yeah,” Xena burred as she twirled me out toféinhest reach of our joined hands
and then back into the warmth of her arms. “Oh yesthe said again, and | stared



into the face of my sun as she lowered her lipsatdg/mine...

* % %

Epilogue - Memories in Moonlight

Solari shifted in her cushions, her one concessgahe privileges of an elder, and
looked down at all the young faces staring badkeat hanging on her every word.
Each Brauronia the story had become more and mopailar, harkening back to a
time when Artemis had walked among them, until. l. wehe hadn't any longer. But
they held to their traditions, celebrating the neysts and the connections shared
when the Nation came together even if their goddedsnger took part. Some hoped
that someday—sometime in the future—Artemis woddtiem worthy again and
return. Others took the stories for legend, quaimd meant to be only loosely
interpreted.

But she had been there. She had seen it for hengethatter that some of the younger
Amazons scoffed and didn't think she saw them qpékimof her old age. So what if
she sometimes spoke to those who no longer watkedgthem? Didn't the dead

still hear their thoughts?

The children, though... oh, the children. Every Boauia they gathered at her feet,
clamoring for the same stories over and over, dnsl dne most of all.

“And then what, Auntie?”

She was always Auntie to the children, Auntie emesome of the elders who were
young enough to be spry when she was already wgstenjoints didn't ache so bad
when the weather changed.

“Auntie?”

Such beautiful, innocent faces. Solari would nénaere thought she would grow to
love children so much with their boundless enemgyy their quick laughter. She
picked up the thread of her story. “All of us—mpgp&in, Regent Ephiny and
Artemis, even Autolycus—we stood watching everybayegping and singing and
sharing what was left of the Brauronia cake—"

“Not like when Lisa fell on it and cook had to uke spoon on her to get the frosting
back before Regent noticed?”

“No, not like that. Just with plates or their fingg’ Solari clarified patiently as they
giggled. She was used to the interruptions andtogues So very curious, the young.
“Artemis shared her cup with us all and we feltlyra part of each other. And then
she made her toast—"

A little girl stood, as if on cue, raising her siabttery cup in the air. “To courage
in the face of danger. To hope in the shadow gbaesTo the queen and her
champion!”

The other girls cheered, making Solari smile in mgnas she recalled responding in
exactly the same way the first time she had hdawdth the deep-seated chills that
raced up her spine. “Just like that.” She nodded &me girl sat down, pleased with
herself. “We cheered, just like you. We'd takenmdslavers, our own goddess



defeated her would-be replacement, and our Quedrhan Champion, through
challenge and hardship, had brought us to vict&xcept for those we had lost to
battle, we couldn't have been happier.”

“And then...” another girl said, grinning around herissing two front teeth in
anticipation.

Solari smiled back, nodding. “And then Artemis, ppigp than anyone remembered
her ever being, called for a dance, asking Queehriglie and her champion, Xena,
to lead us.”

“And they did.”

“They were shy about it, but they did,” Solari agtk her thin lips pursing in an
effort not to laugh aloud at the memory of Ephitglet. Gods knew, Solari wouldn't
have turned down a dance with the Queen.

“They were beautiful, weren't they, Auntie?”

Solari looked out beyond the children at the Amazdressed in their feathers and
beads, swirling around the firelight and lost hdf$e the corridors of time. “They
were so beautiful,” she murmured, seeing the ghigstbeantry of memory play out
before her wizened eyes as she turned to looleaddrs. “Dressed in their feathers
and finery, they were a sight to see. So strongrempby together. | envied them.”

“Why?”

She looked down at the scrunched, but earnest &sipreof the children at her feet
as they tried to understand. “Because they had edloclr, and because that was the
way it was meant to be.” She let out a long breegmembering the way they moved
together, even more fluidly than Gabrielle had wAitiemis. “They danced in the
moonlight and the firelight, Xena's dark head barer Queen Gabrielle's golden
one, speaking to each other so softly we could gméss what they might be saying.”

Ephiny may have guessed, she recalled. Eponin daddd the Regent that dinar
later saying something about big beads...

“Before the Nation, they danced across the platfamd we loved them—for their
beauty and their strength and their heroism—weddbhem and wanted toethem.”

Solari reached out her wrinkled hand with its grearfingers and cupped a little
dark-haired girl's cheek, smiling as she addedigofiost of all, we loved them
because they loved each other, and we cheereddoudien Xena took Gabrielle in
her arms and kissed her.”

It was one of the most heart-lifting moments sheeéheer known and Solari smiled
again, thinking of how Xena and Gabrielle had lablké one another that night and
for the rest of Brauronia. Even now, the thoughtheim warmed the cockles of her
poor, tired heart.

The dark-haired girl grinned happily as the othsrghed in appreciative longing.
“That's a beautiful ending, Auntie.” The other ahién, even some of the formerly-
scoffing Amazons whispered their agreement.



“Yes.” Taking a thin, but happy breath, Solari n@ahl easing back into the comfort
of her cushions. “It certainly is, isn't it?”

—Fin
(July 2003—March 2005)

No Amazon feathers were harmed or permanentlyedutfuring the production of
this story, but Artemis was left feeling unusu#ilsky. Any allegations of squirrels
meeting an untimely and gory end have remainednfivated as Xena could not be
reached for comment.



