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"Perdicas, | know what love is now... it's life.dgything is united by love alone."
Gabrielle gently caressed her new husband's hastesgazed into his eyes. Thinking
she saw a flicker of something in his eyes, stedsta her toes and kissed him. He
returned it in full. As the newlyweds continuedrteenbrace, they were unaware of
the danger approaching them.

"Aw... love, love, love, love...Oh it unites, yeuight; and hate divides." The sound
of the voice caused the new couple to break apattsee who had interrupted them.
Gabrielle didn't have to look to know the voicedngled to Callisto. A shiver went up
her spine as her fears were confirmed when shadftiminsane blonde dismounting
from her horse. "Let's see which one's strongeall ste?"

"What do you want? We're unarmed." Perdicas askédms arms wide as the
murderess walked towards them, drawing her sworitevehe moved. Gabrielle
couldn't help but think that Perdicas was beingtsstupid by asking that. What did
he think she wanted?

"Good. That makes things simple then, doesn'tsiti®' asked with a tilt of her head
before raising her sword to strike him. Before lthede could reach him, however, a
familiar whirring sound reached Gabrielle's earsthshe knew they'd be safe. The
sound of metal hitting metal filled the air as Xanghakram hit the blade of the
sword, causing it to miss its target. Gabrielle disiee distraction to move Perdicas
out of danger, since it seemed to her that he wagsing to do it anytime soon.

"Xena!" hissed Callisto as the dark haired warrrode up on her golden mare,
effortlessly catching the flying disk that camelbticher. "So good of you to join us.
You're just in time for the main event." the insamenan said.

"l don't think so." Xena growled before flippind of Argo and drawing her sword.
"You're going back to the prison, Callisto." shemised as she advanced on her foe.

"No!" the blonde murderess cried before letting antearsplitting scream. She
charged at Xena with her sword raised, ready tbhel foe. The dark haired warrior
met the blade with her own, pushing back towardslbnde before swooping her
sword in the opposite direction. Callisto met hixde, but didn't expect the elbow
that accompanied it. Xena elbowed her squarelyénface but the blonde recovered



quickly enough to parry a fatal blow from Xena'osiv She swung her own sword
horizontally, but Xena ducked under it before segdinother elbow into her
stomach. Taken by surprise, Callisto doubled 08&e had known Xena was quick,
but she had never seen her mthet fast before.

Using the delay to her advantage, Xena broughtkhee up and it connected with the
blonde's face. Now dazed, Callisto swung blindlghatair in an attempt to block any
attacks that were sent her way. That turned olet@ mistake, for once she had
swung, Xena used the opening to send the hiltradverd flying into the side of
Callisto's head. This move successfully knocketltirede murderess into oblivion.

"Are you okay?" Xena asked emotionlessly as stdleunconscious woman up.

"We're fine. Thank you, Xena." Gabrielle said gyieshe looked over at Perdicas,
who was staring at the unconscious form of CalliSiee nudged him in the side.

"Oh! Thank you, Xena. | don't know what we wouldehdone if you hadn't shown
up." he said with fake gratitude. Gabrielle madmantal note to herself to give him a
lesson in manners later.

"I'm sure." the dark haired woman replied, beingtjas sarcastic as he was. Without
a word, she shackled chains around the ankleseoibuld be killer, along with her
wrists. She also removed the woman's weapons, conga thorough search to
make sure she didn't miss anything. After that,gshbbed the length of chain
between the woman's wrists and pulled her up, lagifdvagging her over to Argo.

"Xena, what's wrong?" Gabrielle asked as she watdter friend chain Callisto to
the saddle horn. She had never seen the warrisrghiet. Not even when they were
first starting out together.

"Nothing's wrong." Xena replied in the emotionlésse she had used earlier. "I'm
taking Callisto back to the jail. You two be moageful." she said, looking over at
Gabrielle. Her eyes were a bit softer than they hadn before, but a hard look
replaced the gentleness as she spoke again. "ltwerdround to protect you next
time." she warned before sending Argo into a gallop

'Oh Xena... if only you hadn't left me thétlee blonde figure thought as she tried to
block out the pain she was feeling. "Why didn't yaume back, Xena? Why did you
leave me with him?" The blonde whimpered as a newevof pain wracked her body
and another memory filled her mind.

"Perdicas, why were you so rude to Xena? She sawelives."” Gabrielle chastised
her husband as they walked home later that aftexnoo

"Are you saying that I'm not capable of protectus®" her husband asked, turning to
face her with a strange expression on his face.bEnd recognized it as anger; but
she wasn't used to seeing it on gentle Perdicas' fa

"Perdicas, Callisto is a raving lunatic. You're amthat has just given up the
sword." Gabrielle started off, trying to choose hesrds wisely, "Even if your
intentions were noble, she would have cut you dden.saw what she nearly did
when you told her we were unarmed.” The bard celgaemembered what had
happened, the memory sending a shiver up her spfrena hadn't showed up-"



Gabrielle's words were interrupted by a harsh slegsing her to violently turn her
head to the side. The blonde blinked as she radeshd to her cheek. Had Perdicas
just hit her? She slowly turned her head to fagehisband, finding a man she didn't
recognize in his place.

"We would have been just fine if Xena hadn't shawged would have killed that
bitch instead of just knocking her out!" he hisaedlis wife.

"Perdicas, what were you going to kill her with?uY dare hands?" she asked,
unable to stop the words from leaving her moutl.aviether slap, this time harder.

"Shut up! | would have been able to do it, and kwow it." he snarled at her. "The
only reason she's still alive is because yourdititch showed up.” Now it was his
turn to be slapped.

"Don't you ever..evertalk about her like that again. Do you understaridshe yelled
at him, losing control of her temper.

A look of shock appeared on Perdicas' face whefielhéhe slap and Gabrielle
immediately felt guilty. What had she done? Thexdding had just been yesterday
and already her marriage was falling apart.

'‘And is that really such a bad thing8he found herself thinkint(es! If this doesn't
work out, where am | supposed to go? | can't go k#@c Xena. Not after |
abandoned het.Gabrielle turned her attention back to Perdicds.I'm sorry. |
didn't mean to." she apologized as he shook hid.hea

"It's alright.” he assured her. "Let's just... lsego home." he said before leading her
further away from the beach, back to their smalhleo Gabrielle looked back to the
place she had last seen Xena and sadly wondes ivould keep her promise to
visit. In her heart, Gabrielle knew she wouldn't.

As they approached the house, Perdicas turned toelokr.

"Gabrielle, I'm sorry. It's just... hard. I'm trygnto go back to the peaceful life | had
before you left, but it's still so hard being sesnveak..." he apologized. "You know |
love you, right?" he asked. When she nodded het, reacontinued. "Gabrielle, |
would never intentionally hurt you. | sometimes get so angry, though, that | can't
control my actions."

"Perdicas, you aren't weak. It takes the bigger n@anot fight; to throw away his
sword." Gabrielle assured him. "As for your temgeran understand that. It's hard
readjusting.”

"Forgive me?" Perdicas asked with a lost expressiorhis face. Gabrielle's heart
melted at the sight and she nodded.

"| forgive you."

'Those were the second worst words I've ever spdBahrielle thought as she tried to
block out the pain, both physical and emotionateoagain. Of course, the worst
words she had ever spoken had been the damniagslhd said at their weddiny.du
weren't really sorry, were you8he wondered in her mind, afraid that if she spakt
loud she would wake the man lying next to her mltled.No, | doubt you were ever



sorry for the things you didThe young woman sighed, and immediately regretted
She just hurt so much.

Xena had always worked so hard to protect her addnAorried over every little cut
she received when they traveled together. Thenhatideft her with the one person
that did more damage to her than any mercenatyugr éver did.

"The Gods are probably laughing at the irorshe thought with a self-depreciating
snort. The noise caused her husband to roll ostsitle and lay a hand on her tender
stomach. Gabrielle drew in a quick gasp of breaice again trying hard to block out
the pain. What had Xena taught her? To focus...

Gabrielle once again found herself in the memasfedbe good times, before she had
committed to married life a little over a year agaciting adventures with Xena filled
her mind, blocking out everything else she wasrigeEven though her and the dark
warrior didn't always get along, Xena had nevarcither. Well, there was the time
that Ares had caused her to go into a rage, buti€igbdidn't think that counted.

Now the man that was supposed to love and cheesfolever hit her on a daily
basis. The young blonde woman desperately wisheithéatime she had spent feeling
loved by Xena.

The far off cries of a baby drew Gabrielle out ef thoughts. Her body immediately
began to respond.

'Oh Gods, not now.she thought before carefully removing her hustsanand from
her midriff. Ignoring the sharp pains shooting thgb her sides, she got up from the
bed and stumbled towards the doorway. Sometimewshdered if going on was
worth it. Sometimes she wished Perdicas would ¢asdrol entirely and just kill her.
Of course, he was too cruel of a man to do thateld, he kept her alive so he could
use her as a human practice dummy. Perhaps théhomdythat kept her from letting
go was the one that was crying out for her.

"Hold on Nexa. Mommy's coming." she whispered asrslade her way to the
nursery. Nexa. Gabrielle had named her that bechesbad wanted to honor her
friend Xena somehow. She knew that if she namedith&ena, though, Perdicas
wouldn't be happy. So, she simply switched theistin the name around a bit and
Perdicas was none the wiser. Luckily for her, htslligence hadn't increased during
the year that she was with Xena, or he may hawedait out.

"See? | told you | was coming." Gabrielle said g§eas she lifted the baby out of the
crib. As she brought little Nexa up to her brets,former Amazon bard looked
around the small room. It wasn't much, considetinay didn't have a lot of money,
but it was enough to get by with. Inside Nexa'b eras the toy Xena had gotten her
for Solstice that year; her little Lammy. Next tavias the blanket that Gabrielle had
sewn herself. The color matched Nexa's blue grges e

That was another reason why she had named hertédaadter Xena. She had some
of her old friend's eyes in her. Whenever she ldok#o the orbs, she was reminded
of the great woman she had had the pleasure dalingwvith. Oh how she wished she
could go back to her; but she couldn't just leaeadbehind and the road was no
place for a mother and baby. Besides, she hadezovithere to find her friend.

A giggle brought Gabrielle out of her thoughts. &wked down and found sparkling



blue eyes looking up at her. She sighed beforeibgrer head down and leaving a
gentle kiss on the baby's temple.

"Who's mommy's sweet little girl?" she asked ifayful whisper. In response, Nexa
reached out with a chubby hand and latched ontai@ks nose. The small blonde
chuckled, causing her ribs to protest once more:."@on't make mommy laugh,
Nexa." she said with a smile. As she gazed lovidghyn at her daughter, she felt the
urge to do something she hadn't done since headsnture. "How would you like

to hear a story, my little Warrior?" she asked.

"Goo..." was the response she received from tte gjirl, who stuck her hand in her
mouth. Gabrielle smiled and pulled the girl's digiom her tiny mouth.

"I'll take that as a yes." she said quietly beftaating her story, "In a time of Gods,
Warlords, and Kings; a land in turmoil cried out éohero. She was Xena, a mighty
princess forged in the heat of battle. Her life Widesd with power; passion; and most
of all, danger. Her courage would change the wotld.

'He definitely doesn't tell it as well as Gabriedliel.' Xena thought as she listened to
the bard finishing his tale. Of course, Xena figusbe was biased, seeing as she had
only heard Gabrielle tell the story before. It Was tale of how the Centaurs and the
Amazons joined together after years of fightinge harrior was still amazed by that,
but she was sure that the alliance would hold tatecawhile.

"What's on your mind?" Xena's attention was broughhe auburn haired woman
sitting next to her. The warrior shrugged and shoekhead.

"Nothing." she replied, not wanting to admit thiaé $1ad been thinking of Gabrielle
again.

"Xena, you had better not be lying to your mottgaia." Cyrene warned, a stern
expression on her face. She crossed her arms aned $ter daughter down, trying to
will an answer. When none was forthcoming, sheesighiXena, | know you miss her.
Why don't you go see her?"

"Excuse me?" Xena asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Oh, don't try to act like you don't know who I'alking about. I'm your mother and |
know exactly who it is your mind is on." Cyrene lslgal her daughter. Xena bowed
her head and nodded. "Don't feel embarrassed, Xégal said, I'm your mother. I'm
supposed to know what you're thinking." A chucldene from the dark haired warrior
but a sad expression was on her face when she hitehead up again.

"You don't understand, mother. This is what's barsher."

"So you've told me every time | ask you about #t,Y still find you sitting here every
week, more miserable than the last. If you missim&rmuch, go visit." she told her
daughter.Honestly, she thoughtcbuld she be any more thick headed?

"l can't! | can't go back into her life. I'm jusbtigood for her, can't you see that?"
Xena told her angrily; but there was a hint of sdnin her voice. "Besides, this way
she can have a chance at a family." she addedhenw8uldn't admit that she didn't
want to go because it would hurt too much to see mappy her friend was without



her.

"Fine." Cyrene sighed in defeat. She looked adlaeighter once more. "If you won't
go back to her, Xena... will you at least try tadfisomeone else? | can't bear to see
you like this."

The warrior blinked. Replace Gabrielle? Noting tiaughter's reaction, Cyrene
quickly hurried to ease her fears.

"Not to replace her. Just... to keep you compadpnit want to see my daughter eaten
from the inside-out by loneliness." Xena seemetthittk it over before nodding.

"Maybe | could team up with Hercules for a littl&e." she conceded, turning her
head away from the older woman's gaze.

"That's my girl'" Cyrene chirped before leavingiaskon her daughter's cheek. Xena
immediately blushed and wiped her hand over heelche

"Mother!" she hissed, only to find the other wongame. The warrior sighed and
looked down at her drink. She doubted that shgtaydraveling with Hercules. He
was a nice guy and they worked well together, bat had really just been a one time
thing. Besides, he had lolaus and she would habestak up their friendship. Again.
Her mother was right, though; she did need to $oacheone. She knew Gabrielle
wouldn't want to find her living like this; roamirigom town to town without a clue
as to what she was supposed to be doing.

Xena swished the liquid in her cup around befokentpa long drink from it. It was
going to be a long couple of weeks.

'How exactly does one find a sidekick? | can't hgdtl auditions for it.!.she
wondered. The last sidekick she had, she didntt exant. A smile came to her lips as
she remembered the blonde following her home; atsd,lon the road. Gabrielle had
never asked. She just knew that Xena needed her.

'l need you now, Gabrielleshe thought sadly as she finished her Bla. I'll never
get you back, will I”Not wanting to continue her sad thoughts, Xeradbel to turn
in for the night. At least in her dreams she cqurietend she was with Gabrielle.

The warrior stood from her table and left a tiptiba surface before heading for the
nearby staircase. She slowly made her way up &nes sintil she made it to the second
floor of the tavern.

After reaching her room, she stripped down to hghtrshift and laid in the bed. As
she drifted off to sleep, her last thoughts wer&albrielle saying 'l do'. Only, it was
to her; not Perdicas.

Xena was still looking for a sidekick a month latehen a warlord by the name of
Galvius threatened Amphipolis. Obviously he was methe business if he hadn't
heard that Amphipolis was the home city of the wanprincess Xena.

"I've warned you plenty of times." Galvius told thi#lage elder. "Now, either you pay
up or we raze Amphipolis to the ground.”



"l don't think that will be happening any time sdofhe warlord turned at the sound
of the voice and found the dark warrior standingibe his army.

"Xena! What are you doing here?" he asked, dumlafedn

"She lives here, genius!" someone shouted out trentrowd of villagers. Galvius
turned back to the villagers and scowled.

"l didn't ask you, now did I?" he snarled.

"But they're right. | do live here." Xena said cljras she took a step forward. "And |
don't take it very well when someone threatens omid"

"You can't take us all on by yourself, Xena. Even'se not that good." he growled,
turning his attention back to the warrior woman.

"I don't have to take you all on. I just have tth ¥ou." she told him with a devilish
grin as she pulled her sword from its sheath. "Ré¢adlie?"

"Get her!" Galvius ordered as he pulled his ownrshaut; just in case she got past
his warriors. The soldiers let out a simultaneaysas they charged Xena at once. The
dark warrior simply rolled her eyes before lettowg her own war cry as she jumped
into the middle of the group.

"Yi-yi-yi-yi-yi! Cheee-Yah!" Her sword flew in evgrdirection, parrying blows as she
fought her way to Galvius. Behind her, the villaggrught as well, armed with
pitchforks, scythes, and other sharp farming imsents.

"Was that really the best you had?" she asked #rowl as she knocked out the last
soldier standing between the two of them. She sawisibly gulp before he jumped
off of his steed.Oh this is just too easyshe thought as she took in his scared
appearance before he tried to hide it.

"Prepare to die, Xena!" he yelled as he chargedXwesra rolled her eyes once more
before meeting him head on, something he hadné&ated. Using the distraction to
her advantage, she brought her leg up in viciocis lietween his legs. "Hope you
didn't plan on creating more little warlords." girewled as he doubled over in pain.
Shaking her head, she slammed the hilt of her swbochis head, knocking him
unconscious.

"That takes care of that." she muttered as shedutmtake in the fighting around her.
From what she could tell, there were only a fevedsson their side and the remaining
forces were dying downGood: she thought as she quickly joined the fray.

She had just sent a third attacker into a darkvavliwhen she noticed a little boy
being taken by one of the enemy soldiers. Befordnhrd could reach her chakram,
however, another fighter was taking on the sold{ena realized that the auburn
haired woman used a short sword and was dressed/asior. She seemed to handle
herself well, also. In moments, the soldier wasomscious and the woman was
kneeling down to comfort the small child. Unforttelg, this meant she didn't hear
the rider coming up behind her, his sword drawn.

Xena acted quickly and reached for her chakramh®dita moment's hesitation, she



let the sharp disk fly.

A loud thud was heard as the weapon buried itadlie attacker's chest and he was
knocked off his steed. The horse reared up in fegs, kicking. Xena saw the other
warrior cover the child with her own body, justaase the animal kicked out at them.
Once the danger was gone, though, she pulled lvatkegan visibly wiping at the
child's tears.

"Nice moves." Xena said as she approached the worfamwas giving the child
back to his mother. The fighting had ended a femdtsamarks before, and Xena
considered herself lucky to find the woman agalme Woman turned to face her with
a smile.

"Not bad yourself, Xena." she complimented the wamvith a chuckle. The girl was
almost as tall as Xena; which was quite an impves®at, considering how tall Xena
was.

"l see my reputation precedes me." the dark wajoked.

"Well, you do have quite the reputation.” the otweman told her. "Actually, that's
the reason why I'm here." Xena raised her eyebtdhisistatement. "Word has it that
you're in the market for a sidekick. Well, I'm héodill the order."

"And your name would be?" Xena asked as her eyelroted even higher. Maybe
her search for a sidekick was over.

"Amarice the Amazon, at your service." the girraduced herself with a not-so-
graceful bow.

"Amazon, huh?" Xena asked. The other warrior nodedmently. "Well Amarice, |
think you've earned yourself a test run." she néécided. "I'm going to warn you
though; I'm not a very nice person and it tooktald of my last companion to put up
with me." she cautioned the younger warrior, haetoow serious.

"l understand, Xena. | can handle it!" Amarice reghlconfidently with a salute. "So
when do | start?" The taller woman smirked. It vebloé fun running this girl off like
she had the others.

"How does tomorrow morning sound?" she asked. Asedseamed at her and nodded
her head.

"Perfect!" the woman told her before heading offaods Cyrene's tavern. Xena
inwardly smiled.

The kid had potential, but she doubted she'd lasbrath.

"We'll just see how you hold up." she mutteredeocsklf before following after her.
‘Tomorrow is going to be a big day.

Part 2

"So Amarice... you said you're an Amazon?" Xen&ddbehind her as they galloped
across the plains. Amarice pulled up beside held@oided at Xena with a confused



expression on her face.

"Yeah. Why do you wanna know?" she replied as sistgd her chestnut colored
mare to go faster.

"Oh no reason." Xena assured her. A few moments layeand the only noise was the
sound of hooves hitting the ground. Then Xena sa@jeen.

"You know, my last companion was an Amazon." simear&ed. Time to see if this
Amazon knows her stuff. | hope she doesn't disappua.

"Xena, | would hardly call Gabrielle an Amazon. Stees much more than that."
Amarice replied, getting a raised eyebrow from Xgngesponse. Taking it as a cue to
continue, she kept talking. "She was a princebsyd and the warrior princess' best
friend.” Somehow, Amarice knew that praising Gdleieould keep her on Xena's
good side, so she had done her research on theohnpaincess.

"Since you know so much about her, then you problatdw what will be expected
of you if you take her place."

"I don't intend to take her place. | simply want&p you and, hopefully, learn from
you in return. We might become friends later on,llwould never try to take
Gabrielle's place." Amarice replied as they appneda forest.

'‘Good answel Xena thought as they slowed the horses to a Wéithout a word, she
slid off her golden mare and began leading hewindhe wooded area. Amarice
copied her actions and wordlessly followed behied h

They had been traveling together for two weeksragit away Xena knew it would
be a quiet partnership. Although Amarice talkeavasn't very often; and it definitely
wasn't about anything Gabrielle would talk abouheié as Gabrielle noticed the
beauty of nature around them, Amarice was like Xamhonly saw strategic fighting
places.

That was another thing; Amarice knew how to figltheut holding back. Being an
Amazon from birth, she lost her blood innocencaiadothe same age Xena had.
Although this made Xena feel a little better aboeit choice, she still had a bit of
paranoia left from her warlord days. At least wahbrielle, she knew she didn't have
to worry about being killed in her sleep. Gabrieild never kill anyone.

Xena shook her head as she realized her thougintsbeeng filled by the bard again.
It felt like getting a new partner had been a stefhe wrong direction. It seemed that
now that she had someone to travel with, she wakitiyg about the blonde even
more than before. She was constantly comparing rsenarith Gabrielle, noting what
they did differently. Which was a lot.

"We should stop here. There's a stream not tooffaf you're interested in bathing."
Xena suggested as she brought her mare to a stogride nodded and did the same.

"Want me to set up camp?" Amarice asked as shdéedhare to one of the nearby
trees. She wasn't as well trained as Argo, butzasefast and Amarice didn't plan on
losing her.

"No, I'll do it. Can you cook?" Xena looked ovethar companion, who now had a



strange expression on her face.

"Yeah, but it falls a little short of a five stavern." the young Amazon told her
sarcastically as she pulled her bedroll off heshkor

"That's fine. I'll set up camp and catch dinneruYlast cook it." Before Amarice
could object, Xena disappeared into the wooded a@and her.

The Amazon sighed as she took a seat on the gramohéhid out her bedroll.
Moments of boredom ticked by for her as she treethink of what she could do.
Unable to come up with anything else, she pulledhen sword and a whetstone. As
she methodically sharpened her weapon, her thobgigsn to leave her mind.

"Careful. Don't want to sharpen the blade so mbehit's no use to you." Xena's
voice broke Amarice out of her trance. She wasvétra of how much time had gone
by but judging by the look of the neatly set up paihhad been awhile. After
glancing down at her sword, she nodded.

"Good point." she conceded as she sheathed hed amdrput away the whetstone.
Xena said nothing in reply as she gathered firewaatlarranged it in the middle of
the camp.I'still don't understand why she agreed to let e if she won't let me
do anything to help outAmarice thought as she watched Xena start theMaybe
she's just used to having to take care of Gabrlelle

"Here. You can get started on this." Xena inteedgdter thoughts by throwing a fish
at her. Acting on instinct, Amarice brought her ¢haqp and caught it.

"Thanks." she said sarcastically before pullingadtgger and getting to work on
gutting the fish.

"Nice catch." Xena mumbled. She liked it more whanfish hit the person she was
throwing it at. Yet another difference between Galar and her current traveling
companion. With nothing else left to do, she cargshto pull her bedroll off of Argo.

A few hours later, Xena was lost in thought asstheed into the flames of their fire.
She was taken back to another campfire, when ske maromise to Gabrielle that
she wasn't sure she could keep.

"You miss her a lot, don't you?" the younger woraaked. Xena looked to her side,
where she found Amarice sitting next to her. Unablstop herself from shooting an
icy glare at the Amazon, the warrior got to het.f&hne wasn't angry with Amarice;
more at herself for letting Gabrielle go.

"I'll be back later." was all she said before hagdff on her own, leaving Amarice
alone by the fire; wondering just what she had sagket the other warrior off.

Xena came to a spot far off from the campsite webeewas sure Amarice wouldn't
find her for awhile. She sighed before taking & seahe cool ground. From where
she was, she could look up and see the night dllegl With stars. She immediately
began to wonder if Gabrielle was looking up at treesmwell.

'She's probably too busy fawning over her precioaiglieas. she thought angrily as
her eyes rested on a star cluster that they haalyalifought over. "It's definitely a
dipper.” she muttered before standing up and hgdshck to the camp where



Amarice was waiting.

"See that one, sweetie? That's a bear." Gabrietleccinto her daughter's ear as she
pointed out the cluster of stars she found frompibreh. Nexa giggled before
grabbing onto the blonde hair dangling in her fdtet go of mommy's hair, honey."
Gabrielle said gently as she wrapped her hand drb@xa’s tiny one and undid the
small digits from her golden locks. The former bandled down at her daughter,
whose blonde hair was just beginning to grow outenHow would you like to help
mommy clean up the kitchen?" she asked before nglack into the house.

Gabrielle smiled as she entered the kitchen, agezerrence for her now that she was
married to Perdicas. The kitchen was the one obtiygtwo spots she was
comfortable in, since her husband never came tetbelieved it was beneath him.
The other sanctuary she held dearly was the nur§bgre was something about Nexa
that kept Perdicas away from that room, but Galergitn't know what it was.

'l don't care, either; as long as it keeps him farag from her.she thought as she
carefully set her daughter down on the floor. Gnadpla rag from the counter, she
began to wipe down the table. She had just finistheaning the plates and cups when
she went stargazing with her daughter. A sigh est&mm the small woman. Did
Xena still look up at the stars at night? A feelakgn to hurt flooded through her
chest at the thought of Xena enjoying the nightwkizout her; or worse yet, with
someone else.

The thought of Xena being with someone else otiean her made Gabrielle's
heartache. She wanted to be the one that madeat®mhappy. She wanted to be
the one that argued with her every night over thefermations. She wanted to be the
one that held her when the nightmares came at.night

‘That's a bit selfish, don't you thirdlshe mentally berated herself, scrubbing down
harder on the table than necessary. "Besides.thémne that was stupid enough to
think Perdicas really needed me. I'm the one tlzat stupid enough to marry him...
and | was the one stupid enough to leave her bEnMith every word, the scrubbing
had gradually become harder until Gabrielle cotilclmtrol her anger anymore.
"Argh!"

A large crash echoed through the kitchen as patgans fell to the floor. The rag
Gabrielle had thrown rested next to the pile oftknware. There was a moment of
silence before Nexa began crying, frightened bydhd noises.

"Oh! I'm sorry sweetie." Gabrielle apologized befaralking over to her crying
daughter. "Mommy's sorry, Nexa." she cooed as shedown and picked the child
up. "Shh... It's alright. Mommy won't do it everaag.." she promised as she kissed
the top of the child's head in an attempt to cotrtfer. Nexa's cries began to die down
at the familiar presence of her mother and soomri@ébhad a dozing child in her
arms. "Good girl, Nexa." she said softly beforevieg the kitchen and heading for the
nursery.

Gabrielle gently laid Nexa in the crib Perdicas haatle for her. It was a gift Perdicas
had made after the first real beating. It was hay of apologizing, the bard guessed.
She stroked the soft hair on her daughter's hefadebplacing Lammy next to her.

"Sweet dreams." Gabrielle kissed her fingertips gladed them on her daughter's



forehead before turning to leave the room. Sheegt&alget the kitchen cleaned back
up before her husband returned from the elder'ssh&wen if he didn't go into the
kitchen very often, he still hated a mess.

"Gabrielle, why is there a pile of kitchenware amr 8oor?" Gabrielle's heart sank at
the sound of Perdicas' voice.

'Too late...she thought as a feeling of dread shot througlehtre body. He wasn't
supposed to be home yet. She was supposed to lmedime to clean. Why was he
home so early?

"Gabrielle," he called out, "come here." Gabrigjléped before slowly making her
way to the kitchen. When she walked in the doornkayyever, she didn't see anyone.
She was just about to call out Perdicas' name \ahend grabbed her by the hair and
yanked her back. "What happened?" her husbancdeshiatb her ear.

"l... I'm sorry! | was going to clean it up befgreu got home." Before Gabrielle could
finish explaining, she was pushed away from Pesdizady and into the table. Her
stomach hit the hard tabletop, knocking the wintlaftner. As she tried to catch her
breath, Perdicas approached and knocked her tgréln@d amongst the pots and
pans.

"l didn't ask when you were going to clean it upsked what happened!" he growled
as he picked one of the pans up. "Now tell me!bttered her before throwing the
pan at her. Gabrielle brought her arms up jusime to protect her head from the
metal object.

"It was an accident, Perdicas. | swear!" she taid ds she bit back the tears. She had
made a decision not to cry in front of him a loimget ago. A kick to her side almost
broke her resolve.

"The only time you have accidents, Gabrielle," &igl sa hint of disgust in his voice
when he said her name, "is when you're thinkingesf" There was another kick to
her side, knocking the wind out of her once more.

"l wasn't thinking of her, | swear!" Gabrielle skked as she tried to curl herself up
into a protective ball.

"Liar!" he roared before grabbing her by the hagiaia and pulling her back to her

feet. "I told you to never lie to me. Yet, you don a daily basis!" he screamed at her.
Despite the fact that she didn't want to show &ar,fGabrielle's body shook slightly

at his voice. From what seemed a far off distaske,could hear the cries of their
daughter from the Nursery.

"I'm sorry..." she said quietly, immediately regireg it when he pulled harder on her
hair.

"l wasn't finished." he hissed at her before tugriier around. A moment of silence
ticked by and all that could be heard was the saimdexa's cries. "l don't ask much
of you, do | Gabrielle?" he asked softly, usingfire® hand to tip the blonde's head up
to face him. The former bard noted that he now éab&t her with a gentle light in his
eyes but she knew that the wrong answer would maaout. So, she simply stayed
quiet. "All I ask is that you love me; that you ¢aare of the house while I'm gone."”



he said quietly. "And yet, you fight me every stéphe way."

"Don't you love me, Gabrielle?" he asked. Withoat@ment's hesitation, Gabrielle
nodded her head vehemently. There was no way stigewag to say no to this
monster. "Then why can't you listen to me? Youlveaaly ruined the good news |
was going to tell you."

"And what is that, Perdicas?" she asked quiethaidfto speak any louder. Inside she
was laughing at herself. A bard, afraid to speBhke 'Gods certainly are laughing at
me: she thought bitterly.

"I've been able to secure the position as oneefdtvn's councilmen. Aren't you
happy?"

'Ecstatic’. Gabrielle thought sarcastically. On the outsid®yever, she smiled as
sweetly as she could and nodded. "That's... twatslerful, Perdicas." she told him,
trying hard not to grit her teeth in pain.

"l thought you would like that news." he told hatiwa smile before bending to
capture her lips with his own. It took every ounéeelf control that Gabrielle had to
stop herself from gagging. "Now then, clean thissngp in here and go take care of
Nexa." he told her once he broke the kiss. "Thencan properly celebrate once you
come to bed." he suggested with a smile more smikan the last before leaving her
to do as she was told.

Gabrielle sighed before painfully bending down ickpup the kitchenware. Each
movement sent agony shooting through her bodysieiknew she needed to hurry,
or else Perdicas would come back sooner than sheed/dim to. Not for the first
time, Gabrielle wondered if living was really worthShe couldn't stand not knowing
what would set him off. Living in fear of her ownteons wasn't any way to live.

'Why can't | stand up to him&he thought sadly as she stared at the lasfTjpencries
coming from the nursery reminded her. Gabrielle Maot stand up to the man while
Nexa was there. That would put her daughter in earand that was something she
refused to do. Maybe if her daughter was older...

"Mommy's coming, Nexa." she whispered as she hobagan back where it was
meant to be before heading back to the nursery.

"Is my little warrior scared?" Gabrielle asked he gently picked the little girl up. It
made her arms hurt to lift the bundle, but whenlsbked into Nexa's eyes, she
forgot the pain. "Don't worry. Everything's alrigiw." she assured the baby as she
pulled her up to her shoulder. "We won't bother gaymore." she said gently as the
tears that she had held in check earlier begaallto f

She didn't want to do it. She didn't want to go inér room, where Perdicas lay
waiting for her. She didn't want to subject heeatty aching body to her husband's
raging libido.

Gabrielle looked into her daughter's eyes and remeead why she had to do it, even
if she didn't want to.

"Mommy will always protect you, Nexa." she cooetbiher daughter's ear as the
child's eyelids began to droop. "Sweet dreamsdal this time, my little warrior." she



said before laying her daughter back in the cridh taicking her in again.

After wiping her tears on the back of her hand, iigdlle began to regain her
composure. A few sniffles later, she was readyate fher husband once more. Not
wanting to make him even angrier by taking too lsiee left the nursery and walked
down the hall to where Perdicas waited for hehairtbedroom.

'Why didn't | say ndZabrielle thought as she walked into the darkroihe door
closing behind her.

Hours later, Gabrielle lay in her bed next to reged husband. As for herself, she was
aching everywhere. Even in bed, the man was violewasn't like their first time,
when Nexa was conceived. The former bard sighedshuather eyes, conjuring a
picture of her beautiful daughter in her mind.

I'll protect you, no matter whatshe thought. The image began to change in hea,mi
however. The next thing she knew, Gabrielle wakilggpat an image of Xenah
Xena... why didn't you say anything to stop me fmanrying him? Why didn't you
tell me you needed me more than he 'dtie thought sadly before finally drifting off
to sleep.

Part 3

6 Months Later

"You take that back!" Amarice growled at the talleyman, who, at the moment, was
regretting ever bringing her along. "Xena, | saikietit back.” The dark warrior looked
down at Amarice with a devilish smirk.

"l can't take back the truth." she said casualfpteewalking away, Argo following
behind her.

"Can't take back the... Xena!" Amarice called oefolbe running to catch up with the
older woman. "Xena, | am not, nor will | ever b&aal of men." she insisted as she
walked beside Xena.

"Oh really? Then why were you so rude to lolaus ldedcules?” Xena asked with a
raised eyebrow. "That's a defense mechanism &1 saw one." Amarice had indeed
acted differently towards the two male heroes eladtof the usual respect that she
showed Xena, the young woman often gave the twotheenold shoulder. She also
went out of her way to make things difficult for tdales and lolaus. This in turn had
made their mission much more complicated.

"It's nothing personal towards them... | just dbk& men. They always look down on
us, even if we're great warriors. No wait. Espégiélwe're great warriors." Amarice
told her. "That's one of the reasons why | likengea part of the Amazons so much.
They don't look down on a woman simply becausenséiehes to the beat of her own
drum." Xena shook her head and looked forward.

"You sound just like another person | know." Amangaited impatiently for the
other warrior to continue.



"Feel free to tell me about her anytime now, Xes&g said when no explanation was
supplied. Xena responded with a glare, but shealdinue speaking.

"Her name was Glaphyra. She hated men even maneythado. She hated them so
much in fact, that she went into the slave trade &ly sold men on the market,
though."

"I like her already. | wonder if | can get her to@yme some tips." Amarice remarked
with a smirk. Xena simply rolled her eyes at thdéggthinking.

"She's rotting in a dungeon right now. Do you rewalant to end up like that?" The
young Amazon went quiet, seeming to ponder whae>&and. This filled the
atmosphere with an uncomfortable silenceoks like sheloeshave a few things left
to learn! Xena thought as she quickened her pace, leavingrige to think about
what she said.

Night was just beginning to fall when Xena broughgo to a sudden stop. Amarice
followed suit and began to scan the trees arousmh tio find what Xena had heard. A
few seconds went by before the dark haired wadiew her sword.

"Alright, show yourself. I'm tired of you sneakiagound." she called out to the
seemingly empty forest.

"l guess losing your little blonde friend hasn'ttem effect on your ability to do that."
a dark voice chuckled before a man clad in batd¢hers appeared, Xena's sword
sticking through his stomach. Amarice's eyes gragewat the sight.

"Ares." Xena stated in a tone that said she wasimoitsed.

"Good to know you still remember me, Xena. Nowyda think you could move
your sword?" Xena smirked and twisted the bladere/biee God of War's gut would
be if he were a mortal.

"Better?" she asked. Ares rolled his eyes and ¢oslep back, away from the sword.
"Now what do you want?"

"Now is that the only kind of greeting | get fronyravorite warrior? I'm hurt." Ares
put his hands to his chest, feigning hurt.

"l guess I've done my job then." Xena remarkedhaspait her sword back in its
sheathe.

"Ouch! Score one for the Warrior Princess." Arad,safiery one appearing in midair
on an imaginary scoreboard. "Seriously thoughustiwanted to see how my
beautiful warrior was doing without the irritatibipnde." Xena glared at him, but he
ignored it. "Ah, but | see you've picked up someeilse to fill in for her while she's
basking in the wonders of having a family." he pethout, looking directly at
Amarice. "That really was the one thing you couldive her, wasn't it?" he asked in
mock curiosity. "l guess that's all that matter@thér, too."

"First of all, Ares, | am not your anything anympaad | never will be again." Xena
started off. "Second... Leave me alone!" she badtddm, eyes narrowed.

"Alright, alright... but before | go, | want to cgratulate you on your choice. Maybe



she won't leave you for some peace-loving farnt&efore Xena could even form a
fist to throw at him, Ares disappeared into the air

"That... That was the God of War, wasn't it?" Aroarasked, looking over at the taller
woman. Xena nodded before starting to walk agadend, can't you see that he is the
perfect example of what | was telling you about?tiieks that just because you're a
woman, he can manipulate you when you're goingitiita hard time. Just like a
man."

"Amarice,heis not a man! Don't embarrass the male population lil¢'th)Xena
retorted. "He's a God; he talks down to everyofmat Was actually him being nice."

"But Xena-"

"No, Amarice! This conversation is over. Just fargpat you even saw Ares. You
don't want to give the arrogant bastard somethisgte rejoice about." Xena snapped
at her. "Now, there's a small clearing up ahead;can go set up camp there. I'm
going to go catch dinner."

"Why do | always have to set up camp?" Amarice dskands on her hips.

"Because | told you to. Besides, it wasn't thaglago when you were practically
begging me for the chance set up camp.”

‘That's because you wouldn't let me do anyththg.teenager thought, shooting
daggers at Xena's retreating back. "Fine, but ymlldetter not expect me to cook
again!" she called after the warrior.

"It's your funeral pyre." Xena muttered under hegabh as she walked quietly through
the trees, looking for dinner.

As she silently searched for her elusive prey, Xemand backtracked to the God of
War. She had secretly expected Ares to show upesdorgloat. Not that she wanted
him to. There had to be something that had stoppadrom showing up sooner,
though. If anyone knew Ares, it was her; and shenkwaiting to rub things in wasn't
his style.

'What is he up td3he wondered as she drew her breast dagger tfsdnding place.
'‘Whatever it is, | doubt it's godghe thought before letting the weapon fly towie
bushes.

Xena arrived back at the camp with two rabbitsandh Amarice had done a decent
job of setting up, she had to admit. It was a maetter job than the last attempts she
had made. Xena had to change a few things aroued Wwmarice made the camp the
first time. It appeared that the girl learned qlyckhough.

"Good job. Now you can cook this." Knowing what wgsng to happen, Amarice
automatically reached up with her hand and caughtdbbit that was thrown at her.
She just barely brought her other hand up in tioneatch the second one.
Unfortunately, she was less coordinated with tlaaich so she dropped it on the
ground. "That one's yours." Xena said

"What?! It fell in the dirt!" Amarice complained abke bent over to pick the dead
animal up. "Besides, | told you | wasn't cookingiad' she reminded the other



woman.

"If you want to avoid an upset stomach, | suggestgook." Xena told her as she sat
down on a nearby tree that had fallen over in éisedtorm. "And it wouldn't have
fallen in the dirt if you were as good with youftleand as you are with your right."
she added on, her way of telling Amarice she neéal@dactice more.

While Amarice mumbled under her breath, Xena putledwhetstone out and
unsheathed her sword. She went to work sharpeming/d@apon while Amarice
struggled to cook the rabbits as night fell. Hdater, the bickering travelers were
taken by Morpheus to the land of dreams.

Xena, as always, was up before the sun and gettiagything packed up. Unlike with
Gabrielle, though, she had help with the cleardagarice was an early riser like
Xena, although she was a little crankier than therowarrior when she first woke up.
So, morning cleanups were generally kept quietheeiwoman wanting to speak.
Once the camp was picked up, Amarice untied heeraad Xena whistled for Argo.
It was a comfortable routine the two of them hdtkfainto after their first month of
traveling together.

"So, where are we heading, Xena?" Amarice askath@sode alongside the other
warrior. They were going at an easy walk, giving llorses some time to wake up; it
was the only time they really tried to have anydkai conversation.

"Potidaea." Xena answered as she stared straightadt the horizon, not bothering to
look over at Amarice while she spoke.

"Any particular reason why we're going there?"ybang Amazon asked, her head
tilted slightly.

"I thought you didn't like talking?" Xena repliedttvher own question, avoiding
answering.

"I said | don't like to talk as much as other peagd. Now answer the question.”
Amarice responded.

"Does it really matter?" Xena argued, now turniodeéce the other girl. She leveled
the girl with her 'look’, as Gabrielle called ihdahoped that'd be the end of the
conversation. By the sound of the audible gulp Acsatook, it was.

"Yes, it does matter. You wouldn't follow me somewdif | didn't tell you why we
were going. What makes you think | will?" Amariegarted hesitantly after a few
moment went by.

'Stupid little...! Xena's cursed mentally as she realized thatithegsn't going to
leave her alone until she answered. "We're goirngueee | want to see if Gabrielle's
visited her parents."”

"Oh. You could have just said that, you know." Xgnanted in response, making
Amarice roll her eyes. How exactly had Gabriellé ygo with her mood swings? "Are
you hoping she'll be there?" Xena shrugged, gismgpn-committal answer. Amarice
sighed and decided to return to her own thoughts.

She had already been with Xena for over six moattfisshe thought she would have



gotten used to the dull silence she was usualljestdal to. Amarice was by no means
a talkative person, but too much silence was sgjfleven for her. She wondered if
Xena felt it, too.

'l doubt it. Woman of steel over there doesn'tdegthing. she thought with a snort,
which earned a questioning look from Xena. She glagether warrior a sheepish
smile before returning her attention to the roaelahof them| 'have learned a lot

from her in the last few months, thougihe admitted to herselNow if only | could

get her to have a decent conversation with 8iee smirked to herself before realizing
that Xena had quickened the pace. Nudging her hotsea gallop, she pushed the
steed to catch up with her mentor.

A week later, the two weary travelers finally rade Potidaea. The looks they
received made Xena wonder if it had been a wisesidecto come back to Gabrielle's
hometown after all. The last time she had beenWwasewhen she had just started out
on her path for redemption. That path almost emgeat the small town, where Xena
had buried her weapons and armor, ready to enliféaelf Draco's cronies hadn't
shown up and herded all the village women together.

Xena shook her head of the memory and tried toetditat she had ever been weak
enough to even consider killing herself. She igddhe stares that followed her
through the town as she made her way to whereeshembered Gabrielle's family
home was.

'Here we aré.she thought to herself as she approached théidammouse. Without
taking her eyes off the house, she tied Argo toadrthe fence posts.

"This is where she lived?" Amarice asked with a esmat surprised expression on
her face. The house wasn't exactly what she expettine girl that traveled with
Xena: Warrior Princess. It wasn't a rundown shéaci;it wasn't anything great either.
She noticed that some of the wood was beginnimgttaround the windows and
would probably need to be replaced soon. The dotive house had visibly rusty
hinges, but Amarice figured they would last a bitder before needing to be repaired.

"Yes, this is where she came from." Xena told banging her attention back to the
conversation. At first, Amarice thought Xena wast jgoing to stare at the house.
Then she realized that the woman was mentally prepherself for whatever lay
inside the building. "l want you to stay out her¢ghwithe horses.” the older woman
ordered her. Amarice, knowing now was not the timargue, nodded her head. She
doubted that Xena saw it though, for the warriomao had already started for the
front door.

She stared at the front door for a moment befosédmely knocking. She had never
let fear get the better of her; and she wasn't oogtart now.

"Hold on a moment! I'm coming!" a female voice edllfrom inside. Seconds later, a
blonde woman not much taller than Gabrielle opehedloor to the dark warrior.
"You! | wondered when you'd be back. Come to takeother daughter away from
me as well?" the woman asked.

"No, | just came to see-"

"I don't care why you came. You're leaving now.'thiga's eyes were watery, holding



back unshed tears. "l refuse to allow you to st@atemaining daughter away from
me!" Before the blonde woman could shut the dotiredyg, Xena wedged her foot in
the doorway to stop it from closing.

"I'm not here to take Lila away." she assured thenan, who was now quietly crying.
"l just...  wanted to know if you've seen Gabeell

"We haven't seen her since she left with you, thamkvery much." Hecuba spat at
her. "Why? She's not in danger, is she?"

"No, she's fine."
"Then why are you here?"

"Because | wanted to know if she had told you thedynews." Xena quickly lied,
covering up the real reason why she had gone loaktidaea. "She married Perdicas
like you all wanted her to. | guess they've beétila too busy on the honeymoon if
they haven't come back to tell you themselves.bBeghe could see Hecuba's
reaction to the news, she removed her foot frondtdwe, causing it to slam shut.

Gabrielle let out a relieved breath as she headidor slam shut. Perdicas was gone.
For a week, anyway; which meant a week withoutdp&inked, hit, or yelled at. It
would be a week spent without fear. Instead, shddvoe spending it with Nexa; her
little warrior. Moments after thinking about theeobright spot in her life, cries from
the nursery reached her ears.

Gabrielle groaned as she pulled her body out of 8bd loved Nexa, she really did;
but her daughter always seemed to know when shehivagng about her.

'Which wouldn't be so bdd;abrielle thoughtif'she didn't start crying every time.
The blonde woman quietly exited her bedroom, aftlagd any small noise would
bring Perdicas running in.

'He's not here. He's not here. He's not Heslee chanted to herself in her head. The
silent mantra was eventually spoken aloud. It wasnath, but it gave her the
confidence and the courage to make it to the nusihout jumping at every noise
the house made.

"Shh... Mommy's here, sweetie." Gabrielle saidhesentered the room. A small
smile came to the former bard's face as she walkedto the crib and peeked inside.
"Is my little warrior lonely?" she asked while ping the child up. "Well | am just
going to have to solve that, aren't I? How doeskiag the sunrise with Mommy
sound?" Nexa's cries began to die down at the softindr mother's voice. "l thought
you'd like that."

Gabrielle carried her precious bundle out of thesaery and through the kitchen. Once
they were out on the porch, Gabrielle gently putdaighter down and took a seat
next to her.

"You're getting big, my little Warrior. If you'rengthing like me, you'll be walking
soon." she remarked with a smile as she watchechiteecrawl across the wooden
surface. A dark shadow passed over the blondess faguess that means | won't be
able to keep you in the nursery all day if youtstalking around.” she said quietly,
trying to hide her inner turmoil. If she couldnédp Nexa in the nursery, that meant



Perdicas would have more chances to hurt her. fiftviet that happen. | don't care if |
have to constantly follow you around all day. | awhke will never hurt you." she
vowed to her daughter, who was studying a smak sbe had picked up off the
porch. Gabrielle was drawn back into a memory wdtemwatched her daughter
awkwardly throw it off the porch.

"See how calm the surface of the water is?" XekadSabrielle, nodding in the
direction of the lake they were sitting near. Tbang girl followed her gaze and
stared at the smooth water. "That was me once."bitrede girl watched as her
friend picked up a rock. "And then," Xena drew &en back and threw the lake into
the water, "the water ripples and churns. That'ethbecame."”

"But if we sit here long enough, it will go backiteing still again." Gabrielle pointed
out, thinking she had found a hole in Xena's loff@u could go back to being
calm.” she told the older woman.

"But the stone's still under there. It's now pdrttee lake. It might look as it did
before, but it's forever changed.” Xena argued lgehbping she had gotten her point
across. There was a rare moment of comfortablesg@eas the two traveling
companions looked at each other with genuine affectCome on; let's go." she said
as she stood up. Gabrielle did the same and folliowex over to Argo.

"For your first stab at wisdom, you did alright."aBrielle complimented her friend.
"l was just saying that for your benefit. You didhink | actually meant it, did you?"

"Ha! Not me. | wasn't fooled." the blonde laughedshe walked around Argo to the
other side, not missing the last glance Xena gheenater.

"l know what you meant now, Xena." Gabrielle muasdhe leaned back on her
hands, carefully watching her daughter from theneoof her eye. "l thought | knew
what you meant then, but 'knowing' takes on a whelg definition when you've had
a rock thrown in your own lake." The blonde sighething she really were talking
to her friend for the umpteenth time since she maddPerdicas. "l wonder if my lake
will ever have the chance to become calm agaire'tisbught aloudl doubt it: The
sight of her daughter crawling toward her broughbfglle out of her thoughts.
"Hello there, Beautiful." Gabrielle chuckled as kdaughter crawled onto her lap.

The former bard did indeed think her daughter wesesubiful, inside and out. The
white blonde hair that had started to grow six rheratgo had turned into a darker
blonde color that almost matched her mother'sad¢t Nexa took after her mother
more than her father. Gabrielle guiltily felt thémlkfor that small blessing. She didn't
want to be reminded of Perdicas every time sheddalt her wonderful daughter.

"Goo goo..." Nexa chirped as she reached for harif@ plaything; Gabrielle's hair.
"Mal!" she exclaimed as she latched onto the goldeks. The former bard blinked at
the sound, too shocked to care that Nexa was nagng the strands of hair in her
mouth and chewing on them.

"Nexa... Nexa, sweetie, what did you just say?"adled, looking down into the blue
eyes of her child.

"Ma! Ma! Ma!" Nexa chirped happily, bouncing up adown in Gabrielle's lap. The



woman smiled down at her daughter before lookingethorizon. The sun had risen,
painting the sky with shades of pink and purple.

"I think it's going to be a good week, my smattldiWarrior." Gabrielle told her
daughter as she ran her hand over the short Hairebldssing Nexa's head. "A very
good week."

*kk

The day before Perdicas was due back from hisngeelkpedition with the other town
councilmen, Gabrielle decided to take Nexa to #ch near their home. Her
daughter was just beginning to learn how to walk the former Amazon bard
decided that the soft sand would provide a genitshion for her child whenever she
fell. Besides, she hadn't taken a pleasure tripddake in a long time and she longed
to feel the water on her skin again.

"Be careful, sweetie." Gabrielle called out to Haughter, who was awkwardly trying
to walk on the soft sand. Nexa looked back atWwhich turned out to be a mistake.
Losing the concentration she had used for balansimg lost all sense of equilibrium
and fell to the ground. The shocked expressionesridte made Gabrielle laugh. "
told you." Her daughter looked at her with an espien that Gabrielle could only
classify as indignant. This just made Gabrielletstiuckling.

Now assured that her daughter wouldn't hurt helsetélling on the ground, she
walked into the water that was coming up on shibsgas nice feeling the water
gently caress her skin, even if it was only het.feeook her back to the times she
spent with Xena. Feeling a tug on the worn blussishe had on, Gabrielle looked
down.

"Why hello there, Beautiful. Do you want to playthre water with Mommy?" she
asked, getting down on her knees so she was latleher daughter. She didn't mind
that she was getting the tattered garment wetsthdity she had worn it in the first
place.

"Mama play?" Nexa asked, her head slightly tiledhe side. Gabrielle nodded and
smiled at her daughter.

"Mama play." she responded before gently splasiiaigr on her daughter's tiny legs.
The girl yelped in surprise and fell on her backsidthe sand before looking at her
mother with a confused look on her face. Gabrigthéled at her reaction and waved
for her to come over. Nexa hesitantly complied aeravled over to her mother, not
wanting to stand up again. She squealed in deMpleh a small wave washed up on
the shore and covered her hands. "Well, I'm glachbt the only one that likes it
here." Gabrielle said happily as she watched hegli@r happily slap the muddy
shoreline.

The mother and daughter spent the day at the b&hely.spent most of their time
playing on the cool shoreline, where the waterlgdapped against their bodies. The
rest of the time, Gabrielle helped Nexa learn howalk. Soon, the little girl was
taking many steps on her own before falling dowme Blonde woman couldn't help
but admire how her daughter didn't cry when sHedbke simply got back up and tried
again.



The sun was beginning to go down when Nexa fellegshgainst her mother's
stomach. Gabrielle was stretched out on the sardgrim wrapped protectively
around her small daughter. She stared up at tikewniag sky sadly, not wanting her
last day of peace to end. Perdicas, her livingtmgine, would be back soon. She
would have to go back to being the scared wife anoee. Gabrielle didn't want to go
back to that, but she had to. There was nowherealid go.

If she went home, her parents would probably jastisher back. As long as she had a
husband to provide for her and she wasn't travelitiy Xena, they wouldn't care
about her enough to keep her with them. They had b ones pushing her to marry
the man in the first place! Besides, even if thieljyadlow her to stay, Perdicas knew
that that's where she would go. He would just felleer and bring her back home. No
doubt she would pay for leaving, as well.

She couldn't go to the Amazons. They were all abyahg women not needing to be
supported by men. What had she done? She had gadteied to the kind of man
they all despised. Worst of all, she didn't stapdar herself. What would they think
if they knew that she allowed her husband to beg? fihat she didn't do anything to
stop him from hurting her? What kind of example Wioghe be for the Amazons if
they ever found out?

Xena also wasn't a choice. Not only did she nowkndere the warrior was, but she
also knew that she could never force herself irdaas life again. Not after
abandoning her the way she did. There was no wawtman would take her back
after that kind of betrayal.

"She could have stopped it, though. She could kaickesomething, anything, that
would have made me believe she wanted me morehhdrd." Gabrielle said aloud,
her hands curling up into fist&ut she just... stood there! She didn't say a thsige
thought angrily. "Why didn't you want me, Xena?e sisked in an almost inaudible
whisper as her eyes welled up. "l would have gameything to be with you, but you
didn't want me." Tears began to escape her eyeslrtbwn her cheeks as she
thought about Xena.

While Gabrielle cried, the sun finished its desdmxlow the horizon; ending the last
day of Gabrielle's perfect week.

Part 4

Gabirielle tried to tell herself that she wasn'idiat for trying to go to someone for
help. She tried to tell herself that she couldaitehknown Perdicas was friends with
almost everyone in town, including the judge.

'You moron. Of course he's friends with everyondstdae of the council members,
after all." she mentally chastised herself, her jaw too smeeold herself out loud.
Perdicas had lost his temper and forgotten hisalait not striking her in the face.

'What does it matter? Nobody knows who I'afme thought bitterly as she laid on the



floor. She could hear Nexa calling out for her frber crib, but she hurt too much to
move. Besides; her face was a mess and would dyobedre the child even more
rather than make anything better. She could tetlly how her face felt that her nose
was broken; the blood trickling into her mouth tbker that much. She guessed that
the right side of her face was bruised as well. @wédn't see out of her left eye,
either. I must look awful.

The constant pain continued to bring up imageseodlieas’ assault, over and over
again.

She was putting Nexa to bed for her afternoon niagnvshe heard the door open.
Thinking it was the authorities coming to wait Rerdicas, she stayed with her
daughter.

'So much for the nap.she thought when she heard the door slam. Shehegias
Nexa's sleepy blue eyes opened and twinkled ugraSh used to the safety she felt
when she was with her daughter, the door slammiaig'tdsend her into alert mode
until it was too late. She spun on her heels jusime to see a fist collide with her
face.

Gabrielle was floored by the force of the blow. 8hd to fight to stay conscious as
the darkness threatened to overtake her sightw&isesure that if she blacked out,
Perdicas wouldn't give her the chance to wake @p again. She found that thought
comforting for one horrifying moment, but an imagéer daughter flashed through
her mind before she could surrender to oblivione Thought of her daughter at the
mercy of that monster rekindled her resolve to slase.

Gabrielle slowly shook herself from the daze she wand tried to get back to her
feet. She got as far as her knees when Perdicksdciter back down, knocking the
wind out of her. As she tried to regain her bre&thrdicas dropped to all fours over
her body.

"You just had to tell, didn't you?" he spat at H&fou had to try and ruin a good
thing." Gabrielle barely had time to register ttaet that Perdicas' open palm was
coming toward her when he hit her across the f& & could taste the blood pooling
in her mouth as her head whipped to the side.

"It didn't work though, did it?" he taunted her sise brought her gaze back to him.
The furious look in his eyes reminded her of tlok loe gave her the last time she had
seen Xena. Recognizing the look, she pushed adasnsiiest in an attempt to get him
off. He was stronger, though, and simply grabbeadblyehe wrists. Gabrielle couldn't
stop herself from crying out when he squeezed tiagnthy.

"Careful, Gabrielle. You wouldn't want to make nngy." He told her with a sinister
smile. The way he said the words made Gabriellesdorun cold. For a moment, she
thought she felt her heart stop beating. Thenhteery pounding in her chest
convinced her otherwise. Not wanting to make hiemnangrier, she made her entire
body go limp.

"That's better." He smirked down at her as he reégbher wrists and stood up.
Gabrielle mentally sighed with relief but the fegliwas cut short by the solid kick to
her side. "Don't. You. Ever. Try. That. Again!"sweamed at her, punctuating each
word with a kick. Unable to stop herself, Gabriallgears leaked from her closed eyes



as she sobbed quietly. "Stop that crying." Perdenesered as he started to kick her
again. Gabrielle pulled herself into a tight ballying to fend off the blows in the only
way she knew how.

Trying to block out the pain, Gabrielle recedediher mind. She stopped thinking
and the screams of her husband and daughter weltecesl to mere muffles. She was
so lost in herself, she didn't even notice wheratteck ended. It took the sound
Perdicas yelling at a crying Nexa to pull her bak of her trance.

"Shut up, you little brat, or I'll make you shutl'ipe yelled at the child, only
succeeding in making her cry more. Gabrielle's el@&ened as she recognized the
threat in his words.

"You will never... ever... lay a hand on her..I'tbrrip what ever heart you have out.”
she threatened him in a shaky voice.

"I'm sure you will." Perdicas sneered at her; betlgft the room, not bothering to act
on his threat to Nexa. Gabrielle sighed. She krneiad been telling the truth. She
would do anything to keep her poor excuse of adqnsiirom hurting her daughter,
even if the cost was her blood innocence.

"Mama?" Nexa called out in a watery voice from ¢hié. Gabrielle pulled herself out
of her painful memories and looked up at her dargktho was peering over the
edge of her crib. "Mama get a booboo?" Gabriellddeal in response.

"Yes, Mama got a big booboo." she replied as skd to sit up. She didn't want to
move, but she knew she had to; if only to makewssr to the healer. Gabrielle pulled
herself to her feet, only to double over in paid aeach out for one of the bars on the
crib. She was sure she felt something move inider &reat..: she thought
sarcastically as her hand tightened around the aopdle. She looked over at her
daughter and tried to show her that she was alvigthta smile. She was positive that
it came out as a grimace.

"Nexa, sweetie... Would you like to go for a walkhwMama?" she asked as sweetly
as she could through the pain. Nexa nodded veh&m@&atbrielle smiled for real this
time and carefully reached an arm into the cripit& her daughter up. "No! No!

No!" Nexa shouted defiantly.

"Nexa, Mama needs to get you out of there if yoatwa come with her." she said
patiently.

"I do it. Please?" Nexa insisted. Gabrielle sighed nodded her head. She was
rewarded with a bright smile before Nexa begantdwst of climbing out of the crib.

"l guess you don't need that crib anymore." sheeghas she watched her daughter
climb over the bar. Despite the pain, she reacheatm out to place on Nexa's side to
keep the girl from falling.

"No. | big girl now." Nexa grinned up at her on¢eseached the floor. Gabrielle
smiled softly and nodded.

"That you are, my big warrior."

"l get big bed now?" The former bard painfully l&eg at her daughter's question.



"We'll see, sweetie." Gabrielle promised her daeghtiexa squealed in delight and
wrapped her small arms around her mother's legssjgrg up against the bruises.
Gabrielle hissed in pain before looking down atdteld. "Ow. Don't hug Mama right
now, okay sweetie?" she told her daughter.

"I Sowwy." Nexa apologized with a sad look on rerd as she backed away from her
Mama. "When booboos go away?" she asked with aftlogepression. Gabrielle
nodded a promise as she stuck her free hand eubtiier arm was wrapped around
her middle in an effort to ease the pain. "Yay!'xllsquealed triumphantly while she
took her mother's hand.

Gabrielle led her daughter out of the house andrgphthe stares thrown her way. She
imagined that she must look dreadful as she limpexligh the streets to the healer's
home, daughter in tow. She didn't care. If she gaasg to protect her daughter, she
needed help.

"Excuse me... is anybody here?" Gabrielle calledaden she walked into the home
of the healer.

"I'll be with you in just a moment." a woman's v®icalled from the back. For a
moment, Gabrielle was taken back to her time wigma Her friend had been an
excellent healer, even managing to bring her bamients after she died in a civil
war between Thessaly and Mitoa. "Oh dear! What eap@?" The voice pulled
Gabrielle from her longing memories and back torde world. There she found a
young woman with wavy, brown hair that fell to Istwoulders. It was a large contrast
to the white and gold robes she wore.

"l..." Gabrielle didn't know what to say. There waashance that Perdicas was friends
with the healer and there was no way she wantédadhrough that day's beating
ever again. "l can't say." she muttered beforeifgpkown at the floor. "Can you still
help me?" she asked in a quiet, childlike voice.

The healer's heart went out to the young womaromt of her. She hadn't been a
healer for very long, but she knew now what hadokapd. She had seen other
women like this, unable to tell about what was eaqdpg to them inside their own
homes, either from shame, lack of courage, or &hshe decided not to pry... for
the moment.

"Of course | can. My name's Rosaline." The heatalesl gently at the young woman
before looking to the small child next to her. "Antlo are you?" she asked in a
curious voice, bending at her knees to get a bletbérat her.

"Nexa." the girl said boldly, taking a step forwandront of her mother in a
protective manner. Rosaline grinned at the childl stnck her hand out. Nexa stared
at it for a moment before taking it.

"Nice to meet you, Nexa." she said sincerely befeleasing the girl's hand and
standing back up. "If you wish, she can come imwi or wait with one of my
apprentices while we go to the back." Rosaline hedcas the blonde woman seemed
to go through an inner battle.

In her mind, Gabrielle was trying to make a decisi®he didn't want to leave her
daughter somewhere she couldn't protect her. Oattiex hand, she didn't want Nexa



to see what Perdicas had done to her. True, théwhs still too young to remember
anything she saw now, but there was somethingenGibrielle that made her feel
like the toddler shouldn't see the horrors of tloelevjust yet.

"If it isn't too much trouble, could she stay withe of your apprentices?" she asked,
finally coming to a decision. She would be suragk the healer to keep the door
opened slightly so she could keep an eye on Nexa.

"It would be no trouble at all. Alexia, would youmd staying with Nexa while | go
take care of," she looked at the young woman egpégtfor an answer she didn't
receive, "our newest arrival?" A woman that lookéghtly older than Rosaline came
over and nodded before taking Nexa's hand andrigdwiir away from her mother.
"Now then, shall we go take a look at you?"

Rosaline led the blonde woman into the backrooavitey the door slightly ajar at the
younger woman's request, and had her sit downlow gallet. She noticed the
patient wince as she complied and the healer begaaalize just how serious the
injuries were.

"Before we get to the other injuries, | want togaklook at those ribs of yours. Would
you like me to help you get out of those clothed® asked, nodding toward the
blonde.

Gabrielle looked down at her apparel and for thet fime, she felt embarrassed. They
weren't the impressive robes that the healer wasimge Instead, it was a grey skirt
with a blue-grey blouse. The garments had obviossén better days. Trying to

forget her embarrassment, she nodded. Rosalinedithié same gentle way that she
had when they first met and began helping her phatiedress.

"You know, | usually don't let people take my cleghoff when we've just met.”
Gabrielle joked as she tried to take her mind bthe fact that she was about to show
her body to a complete stranger. She heard therhgalickle.

"l see you've managed to hang onto your sensembhudespite your injuries.” she
complimented the blonde as she let the blouseédale ground. Almost immediately,
her patient's arms painfully went up to her chi&stmeone's modeghe healer
thought with an inward smirk before taking in wkhe had to work with. She didn't
quite expect what she found.

Bruises, old and new, littered the young womarmn'sotolt looked as if someone had
painted her blue, purple, and yellow. Rosalinetielt heart ache for the pain this
woman was obviously going through. Putting her eomstaside, the healer went to
work on fixing the blonde up as best she could.

"That should do it. If you ever need help agalhbé here." Rosaline promised as she
helped her patient get dressed again. "I recomrgetiothg as much rest as possible
and not straining yourself too much when you am@sting. Come back in two weeks
so | can check those ribs out again.” The young aolooked at her with such an
expression of gratitude that Rosaline wondered avrtypne would ever do something
to intentionally hurt the girl. "By the way, | navgot your name. May | have it,
please?" The blonde seemed to think this over fapment before answering.

"It's Gabrielle." she said. "Thank you so much,dweerything."



"Anytime." Rosaline assured her. "And remembel, filee to stop by whenever you
want to, Gabrielle." she called after the retregatioman. The blonde looked back
and smiled at her, although the swelled up eye sdémtake something from the
smile. Gabrielle hadn't let her wrap it, and novws&me could see why. If she was in
the predicament that the healer thought she wakenjoung woman wouldn't want to
raise any suspicions about where she had beernyolimg healer sighed and shook
her head once the mother and child left. She Hadlang she would be getting to
know the young woman throughout the future.

Her guess turned out to be right and over the mexith, she got to know Gabrielle a
bit more. She was even able to get the blonde wdmaanfirm her suspicions. She
had to promise not to tell anyone, however, anchash as it hurt her to do so, she
kept that promise. All she could do was be therdn&r new friend.

"Xena, look out!" Amarice called out to her partnEhe dark-haired woman flipped
backward over her attacker, glad to have Amarigaisiing. The man didn't realize
she had moved until it was too late and his swairded for the lower part of her
back, found itself in his comrade's gut. Stunnedfat he had done, he let go of his
sword and watched the man fall to the ground. Tgakithvantage of the distraction,
Xena slammed the hilt of her sword into the sideesfattacker's head, rendering him
unconscious.

The two warriors somehow ended up back-to-back, iaaaising her two short
swords and Xena using her long one. They had feolaicthey were a great fighting
team and a force to be reckoned with over theymst Amarice was someone she
could depend on to hold her own and Xena didn'thavook out for her like she did
Gabrielle. She was happy about that, but at theedame, it made her sad. She had
always enjoyed looking out for the young girl. &vg her a sense of purpose.

As they fought back-to-back, Amarice was wrappedhuper own thoughts while
keeping half her attention on the enemies. Theewegreat fighters, but they were
enough to provide a workout. Not that she didrtteg@ugh of a workout, trying to
figure out Xena. Over the past year, they had becoetter friends, but there was
something holding Xena back from fully opening ager. But then again, there was
something alluring about that part of her that wiottlopen up. Amarice wouldn't
mind if Xena shared that part of her with her, $lue wasn't going to pry to get the
information out of her. Everyone has their secrets.

'Including me' she thought with a scowl as she kicked anothaar away from her and
brought her crossed swords up to stop a mace fraghing into her head. She pulled
the weapon out of the man's hands with her own aresgausing it to fly back and
hit another raider in the chest. She then shovedd® sword through the man's
shoulder and pulled it out again as he fell togteind in pain. Her thoughts returned
to the first day she had met Xemamarice the Amazon... what a jdlshe thought
ruefully as she knocked another attacker into admhiwvith a solid kick to her head.

It was soon apparent that they had finished offakeof the raiders and any that they
hadn't killed or knocked unconscious were fleemgtiie hills.

"You're beginning to improve." Xena told the gisl she sheathed her sword. Amarice
sheathed her own weapons and looked at Xena veitim&what proud expression.



"You really think so?" she asked. Xena nodded amé&#ce smiled. "Good. You
know, you weren't so bad yourself." she complimenie warrior. Xena just
shrugged it off and went over to Argo and Ice, Aices new grey stallion. Xena
thought purchasing a male steed was a step inghedirection for Amarice.

'His name suits hirhXena thought as she grabbed the reins of herfaithful
companion and began to walk through the smallgaélaAmarice followed after her,
the stallion behind the young Amazon. They weralbddor a farm on the outskirts
of the town. They had been helping there for s@spkince Xena never asked for
anything in return for protecting them. Being noweheear as good a story teller as
Gabrielle, Amarice couldn't pull in Dinars as adyaither. So, they helped work the
land and sold any weapons they procured from ttiesebrought down. They didn't
have a wonderful living, but they got along welbagh.

It was later that night, as they were laying dowsleep in opposite beds, when
thoughts began to assault the two of them. Xemkitig of Gabrielle and Amarice
thinking about Xena. One was thinking of a friendsdhe had lost, the other, one she
had gained. Amarice just wished Xena could seabertrue friend, or, at least, an
acquaintance, instead of a replacement. The yowmgan sighed and rolled over,
looking at the wall so she didn't have to see thaia's back turned to her. Just like
always.

Part 5

As they entered the centaur territory, Amaricecettithat Xena had become tenser
than she usually was. It had been happening ewvee shey made the decision to visit
the village. She knew it wasn't because of theazgat Despite the conflicts they had
had when the woman was a warlord, Amarice remendiibet Xena and the centaurs
had come to a kind of truce. So, the young wafdand herself pondering what was
on Xena's mind.

Xena, on the other hand, was wondering how Solardu@act to seeing her again.
She hadn't visited since the time she was with Bkdrwhen they stopped Dagnine.
The two of them had parted as friends, but Xenavkihat someone's mind could
change a lot in the time that went by in a yeabri@Hle was an example of that.

Xena smiled when the sound of gently rustling lsaeached her ears. Looking up,
she spotted a blonde boy trying to hide in the br@@ch above her.

"You can come down now, Solan." She chuckled winenheard the boy's grunt of
frustration.

"I thought | had you this time, Xena." he admiteedhe dropped to the ground. I've
been practicing ever since you left last year."

"Well, you're getting better. Keep working and yidoe sneaking up on the best of
them." she praised the boy, hiding her worries Bnthe surface. She didn't want her
son following in her footsteps. His next words pat fears to rest.

"Nah, | don't have fun sneaking up on just anybddynly wanted to be able to sneak



up on you." he said, shrugging one of his shoulders

"Oh really? You know, a great warrior needs to ble & sneak around.” Xena
pointed out.

"l kind of decided | don't want to be a warriorg admitted reluctantly, rubbing the
back of his head in a sheepish manner. Xena biatheental sigh of relief.
"Actually, I'd rather be a bard, like Gabrielle,Istan always make sure there's a
happy ending." The blonde boy looked around, pegkehind Xena and Argo.
"Where is Gabrielle? | wanna tell her the news.hXsighed and tried to think of
what to tell her son. There was something aboutviyehe talked about her old friend
that told her the young boy had a crush on her.

"She's... not with me anymore. I'm traveling witmarice now." she finally told him,
introducing Amarice with a nod of her head in theazon's direction. The Amazon
smiled at the young boy and almost had to laugheatlisappointed expression on his
face. Apparently Xena wasn't the only one thatlheeh fond of Gabrielle.

"It's nice to meet you, Amarice. My name's Soldme'introduced himself politely
before turning back to Xena. "I'll go tell unclel&igus you're here. He'd meet you
himself, but he hasn't been doing so well." Solat & sad look on his face as he
turned away and began running toward the civilizad of centaur territory.

Xena looked behind her to tell Amarice to go aheldn saw the amused expression
on the Amazon's face.

"What?" she asked in a low growl meant to be playmarice, knowing she was
joking, simply chuckled.

"Oh nothing. | just never pegged you as a persanvifas good with kids." she
explained. Xena simply continued to stare at hiding her surprise at Amarice's
boldness. Perhaps they had been getting closetlwéast year and a half. "Of
course, it shouldn't shock me. You took care ofrig#lb all that time." The words
were out before she could censor them and Amariewvlshe'd crossed a line by the
look on Xena's face. "I'm sorry, Xena. | didn't méa say that." she apologized
hurriedly as she was faced with an angry warriorgass. An icy glare was her
response as Xena turned her steed to ride intcetiaur village.

"Don't be sorry. Just improve.” was all she heantie from the warrior's lips.
Amarice sighed and smacked herself in the head.

'‘Smooth move, Amarice. Now you've scared her ofEaadvon't want you to travel
with her anymoréthe young warrior thought as she followed aft@rmentor on Ice.
'Fine then. It's not like I've never been on my before. | can learn just fine by
myself. She'll just be missing out on my compaheg. decided, raising her head back
up. She had been able to survive without Xena befdine could do it now, tod.Hen
why do | feel like | just lost somethinghe wondered as her horse walked into the
village.

After purchasing a stable for Ice, Amarice triedigmure out where Xena went. She
walked aimlessly through the streets, trying ta fiome clue as to where the other
warrior had gone. If she was going to leave Xeha,wgas going to ask if the woman
really wanted her to leave. She didn't want to yuek out on her like Gabrielle had.



As much as she had heard about the former Amazmayiée didn't like her. She had
left Xena, and her people, for a man that, accgrtbrher dark friend, she hadn't been
interested in when she lived in Potidaea. To heeemed like Gabrielle had
abandoned her best friend and the Amazons for seamethat didn't mean that much
to her in the first place. She'd have to have adlwath the bard if they ever met.

Amarice's attention was caught by the blonde bey trad run into earlier. He was
running from a hut and Amarice guessed that there wears streaming down his
face. If Amarice remembered right, she could rettedlboy mentioning an uncle that
wasn't doing so well. It was her guess that hideuhad taken a turn for the worse. A
few moments after she had seen the boy run by, ¥asasprinting after him from the
same hut.

"Solan, wait!" Amarice watched as her companionatier the boy, calling out for

him to stop. She desperately wanted to know whaag that had happened. Deciding
it wasn't her business, though, she headed faatlezn. She'd wait there for Xena, if
the woman ever came back.

"Rosaline, I've been meaning to ask you somethi@gbirielle admitted as her friend
wrapped her shoulder. She glanced over and recaigegstioning look from the
brown haired woman who was treating her injuriestuing her gaze to the
doorway in front of her, Gabrielle continued. "Ybave an accent that isn't from
anywhere in Greece. Where did you come from?" S&faedcha chuckle so Gabrielle
turned to face her friend to see what was so funny.

"l was wondering when you'd ask that. | have to iadmough, | didn't think you'd
realize | wasn't from Greece." she said with ansediexpression. An indignant look
passed over Gabrielle's face before Rosaline aosdin'You've obviously been
further than this little town. | can see that ndwoubt you've ever left Greece
though."

"You're right. I've been all over Greece but I'ever actually been able to leave it."
the blonde admittedBut who knows... maybe if | had stayed with Xemaguld
have'

"Well, have you ever heard of an island calledd@nitia?" Rosaline asked as she
finished the last bit of wrapping on Gabrielle'mar

"I've heard of it, but | don't know much about iTHe blonde's eyes began to widen as
realization dawned on her. "You mean you're fromtaBnia?" she asked. Rosaline
smiled and nodded. "But... But that's so far away!"

"l see you know your way around our world. Yess itar away, but | am happy to be
here. Greece is so different from Britannia. Itig€ a refreshing change, actually."

"Don't you miss your family?" Gabrielle asked cuisty, her eyes now alight with
something she had thought she lost years ago.

"I don't have a family. | was an orphan."” Rosakaenitted. She still had a smile on
her face, however. "Don't worry. My life at the bgmage was very nice. They took
good care of us. Once | was old enough, thougtt bhd trained to be a healer. Once



my apprenticeship was over, | came here. It's adusy and the scenery is prettier."
she explained. "What about you, Gabrielle? | doglieve you've ever told me about
your family." The blonde visibly stiffened and Rbsa wondered if she had touched
a subject she shouldn't have.

"l have a younger sister, Lila, and she was reahlyonly one that tried to understand
me. My parents, Herodotus and Hecuba, they'repeople and they only wanted
what they thought was best for me. They had methedd to... Perdicas... when | was
ten years old. We were to be wed on my eighteentihday." Gabrielle said quietly,
her gaze shifting to the ground. "I know they thiouilpat's what | needed, to get the
stories out of my head, but | didn't want to mduiry. | wanted to travel the world and
become a bard, telling stories that would go dawhistory."

"You mean your parents are the reason why you'rei@dao that... that... that
bastard?! How could they do that to you?" Rosadiskeed furiously.

"No, no, no! Just wait for me to finish. PleaseGabrielle pleaded as she calmed her
friend down. A few moments later, the healer nodded

"It was the year before | turned eighteen when BDaawd his men showed up to take

our village. The women were being rounded up agesld tried to stand up to them."
Gabrielle laughed bitterly as she remembered oigenierself for the others. "l was so
naive. What made me think I, a poor peasant gitllccstand up to a trained fighter?

Lucky for me, that's when she showed up."

"She?"

"Xena. She saved our village and | eventually engettaveling with her. It took a
little bit of stubborn persuasion, but I did it. 8y we spent our time going on
adventures and helping those that needed it. Shrelelped Hercules out!" Rosaline
smiled gently and motioned for Gabrielle to kedkiay.

"Have you ever heard of Prometheus?" she askedebleianching into one of her
stories.

Xena combed the forest as she searched for heautiit son. She was feeling a little
uneasy herself. With Kaleipus dead, who would tze of Solan? She couldn't leave
him here with someone she didn't trust. She caukeée’p him with her. Her line of
work was too dangerous. The only person she d&d bhad abandoned her. Xena
stopped in her tracks.

"Mother!" Cyrene lived alone and probably wantethedkind of company. She'd be
perfect for raising Solan. Deciding to file thaeadaway for the moment, Xena took
off after her son again. "Solan! Solan, where'd go@" she called out to the trees.
Not too far off, she heard familiar sniffles. Smeiled sadly to herself and followed
the noise until she came to a small river runnimgugh the woods, her blonde son
sitting next to it.

"Leave me alone. | don't want to talk to you." blkelther as she took a seat next to
him. "You'll just go away like Kaleipus did. Jugtd mother and father did." Xena's
heart ached for the son that had lost so much.



"Solan, you can't let death stop you from gettilug€ to someone ever again..." she
advised him. He turned to face her, an angry amdexpression on his face.

"What do you know about it?" he spat at her. Xaghesl and put a hand on his
shoulder, relieved that he didn't pull away.

"I know a lot more about it than you think." shé&dtbim. "And it took a very special
friend to teach me that even though they're gdregre still with you. You just have
to close your eyes," she told him, "and look inelieshe instructed Solan, tapping his
chest where his heart would be. Solan did as haalésand after a few moments the
tears stopped. The only thing heard throughoufdfest was the sound of the birds
and her son's sniffles.

"What happened between you and Gabrielle?" he askpething his blue eyes that
were so like her own. Xena's mask almost went baclout she knew that if she put
it back on now, she'd lose her son forever.

"Well Solan... she realized that the life on thadevasn't for her and that she'd rather
have a family."

"l thought you were her family, though." Solan saith a confused expression on his
face.

"That's what | thought, too..." Xena admitted glyieéll guess not, though, because she
married a boy from her village."

"Wait. | thought she was married to you?" Solaredskena could feel her face
blushing as she comprehended Solan's questiorh&lim thought that anyone could
read her feelings for Gabrielle.

"W-what? Gabrielle and | were just really goodrfids, Solan." she told the boy, who
now had an amused expression on his face.

"I'm sure, Xena." he told her with a smirk befotansling up again, Xena following
suit. He shifted on his feet before looking uphet voman. "Thank you, for
everything." he said gratefully. "I guess | shosildrt asking around the village for a
place to stay. It shouldn't be that hard."

"Solan, before your uncle died... he asked mekie tare of you if anything ever
happened to him." Xena started off, feeling adittervous. "So, if you really want to,
| have a place you could stay." she offered. Be$tweknew it, her arms were full of a
boy squeezing her in a hug.

"Thank you, Xena. Thank you! Thank you! Thank yol#'cried into her leathers in
relief, glad that he wouldn't have to leave hiseolfiliend.

"It's no problem, Solan. We'll leave tomorrow, aduywant. Tonight, we'll have the
funeral pyre for your uncle." Teary blue eyes labke at her and the blonde head
nodded.

"I'd like that very much. Will Amarice be comingtwius?" Xena pondered this for a
moment, wondering if the Amazon would be willinggmntinue traveling with her
after she snapped at her like that.

"l sure hope so. | don't think you could put uphwiist me on the road." The warrior



winked at the blonde boy before heading in thective of the centaur village. "Come
on, Solan. Let's go get ready for tonight." shd.sai

"I don't understand. If you were such great friemith Xena, why are you with
Perdicas now?" Rosaline asked as she handed Galar@lp of tea. They had moved
from the healing room to the healer's bedroom ey tiould have more privacy. Nexa
was now sitting on her mother's lap, bouncing ug down.

"It was all my fault.” the blonde started off, alséaraway expression on her face.
"Perdicas had me convinced that he needed me. Weat the only one that could
stop him from being sent into a pit of despair. X&vas so strong. She never needed
me for that. She never needed me for anything.'ri€l#o sighed as she stroked her
daughter's blonde hair. "So, | married Perdicateats The day after our wedding, the
murderess Callisto came to kill me. She almost eéngbekilling Perdicas, but Xena
saved him. Sometimes... | wish she hadn't." Sheddtitk last part so quietly that
Rosaline wasn't sure if she had actually said amytliSensing that this was something
that Gabrielle hadn't even wanted to admit to HgResaline wrapped her friend in a
hug.

"When | see what he does to you, it makes me wasids dead, t0o." she assured her
younger friend. There was an awkward silence thHatfthe room before Gabrielle
spoke again.

"We're leaving, you know." she told the healer.rficorow morning, after he leaves

with the rest of the council on their trading exitied. Nexa and | are getting out of

here." Sea green eyes looked up into warm browas faresome kind of reassurance
that she was doing the right thing.

"Good girl. I'm proud of you, Gabrielle." Rosaliaesured her.

"But | feel so guilty leaving you behind. You'verdoso much and I've never paid you
back."

"Gabrielle, getting out of that house will be enbymayment. | don't want to see you
hurt anymore." The blonde's eyes filled with tdagfore she began whimpering. It
wasn't long before Rosaline was holding a sobbiogan and a young child in her
arms.

"l d-don't know w-where | can g-go." Gabrielle stasred as sobs wracked through
her small body.

"Shh... What about Xena? You could go back to Heosaline suggested. She
regretted it when hard green eyes looked up at her.

"l abandoned her. She won't want me back. | woutlr@n want me back." the blonde
told her. "Besides, she has her friend Amarice rionay not leave the house very
often, but I still hear stories about her and e tompanion.” There was anger in
Gabrielle's voice, and something akin to jealousy.

"Gabrielle, people can have more than one frieRdsaline reminded her.

"But | want to be more than friends." the blondenéted before she could stop the



words from escaping. She immediately pulled awasnfthe healer and turned her
back to her. "I... | didn't mean to say that." stemmered, wrapping her arms around
herself. "l have to go." she said. Before Rosatim@d say anything, Gabrielle had
turned around and was taking Nexa from her.

"Gabrielle, wait!" Rosaline called after her friertdwas too late though, and the
small blonde was already out the door. "Bloody Hethat's one way to say good-bye
to a friend." she cursed as she stared after theateng blonde's back.

From the corner of the room, an invisible Ares Wattthe scene unfold before him.
Gabrielle surprised him. He didn't think she'd ayetrthe guts to actually leave
Perdicas. Of course, he also hadn't predicted ¥ettang another annoying sidekick.
This was not going how he planned...

"I'll have to remedy that." he said with a chudi&fore vanishing, a smirk on his face.

He reappeared in front of the town's meeting ho#iter slightly altering his
appearance, he made himself visible to the moytallde then proceeded to enter the
townhouse, where the meeting between the counciibees would be taking place in
just a few moments. He didn't have to wait longtha leaders of the town to start
filing into the small room and start discussing llest trade routes to take on their
expedition.

They were halfway into the meeting when one ofrttoetals brought up an issue.

"Perdicas, | don't think you should be leaving yaaman at home on her own." .
Apparently, Ares wouldn't be working on his owrconvincing Perdicas to stay with
Gabrielle. He smirked silently as he realized tHisaean, you two do have a daughter
and you're never around. Someone's got to teadlfatinghter how to stay in line. You
leave the kid at home with her mother all day, sinefll be trying to think for

herself." Perdicas' growl was audible, even fronesghAres was sitting. The God of
War decided to add on more to the flames.

"You know, | also heard that she was planning opmkg town while we're gone?
Looks like someone is losing control of their fayriilHe chuckled. The look of sheer
rage on Perdicas' face was priceless. Ares alralist fittle sorry for the former bard.
Almost. It was her fault Xena wouldn't come backim, and she was going to pay
for it while he tried to get Xena back on his side.

Gabrielle was sitting on the floor with Nexa, playia game that involved clapping
their hands together. Her daughter seemed to @mgoyl every time their hands
clapped together, the little girl giggled in amusen A few times, Gabrielle had to
laugh as well. As she thought about the future rebkzed she could do it with a
smile. She'd be leaving this house. She didn't kwbere she'd go, but she was
getting out of this Tartarus on earth. She and Nexald be able to be a family that
didn't have to live in fear... A smile came to fage again, unaware that her dreams
of the future were about to come crashing downem h

She almost missed the sound of the door closingastso quiet. Not so much the



sound itself, but the fact that Perdicas had titeclose it quietly, sent alarms off in
her head. Gabrielle listened closer and heardlthest silent footsteps on the floor. If
she hadn't been listening for them, she surely #wduhave heard them.

Gabrielle's heart began pounding in her chest.i€&sdvas mad and he was planning
something. The blonde closed her eyes and listehedyhole time keeping a
protective distance between her and Nexa.

It didn't take long for her to hear what she wagingfor. The sound of the floor
creaking right behind her. She could even heastmd of the wind as Perdicas' fist
traveled through the air. Using reflexes that $loaigght were long forgotten, Gabrielle
brought her hand up and grabbed Perdicas’ wristuSed his surprise to her
advantage and stood up, still keeping a strongagripis forearm.

"Let go of me, you stupid whore!" he yelled, tryiteggyank his hand away from her.
Gabrielle let go, causing him to stumble backwakdssoon as he was free, he was
rushing at her. Gabrielle quickly picked Nexa ug amoved to the side. She wasn't
fast enough, however, and Perdicas was able to omakact with one of her legs.
The former Amazon fell to the ground, careful tokengure that she landed on her
back so that Nexa didn't get crushed.

Her head hit the wooden floor with a thud and fon@ment, stars filled her vision.
Once she was able to see straight again, she féarticas on top of her once more.
She didn't know where Nexa had gone, but she hbpeas somewhere safe.

"l can't believe you would have the nerve to evenk about leaving me!" he growled
at her before slapping her across the face. Gésielyes widened. How did he
know?

'Rosaline! she thought for a momentld... she wouldn't do thaGabrielle didn't

have any more time to ponder this, because Perdigapicking her up by the hair. It
was as she was standing that she noticed Nexaghididerneath the kitchen table.
'‘Good girl! she thought as Perdicas turned her around. Ariesited her and knocked
her back to the ground. Gabrielle almost choketherblood streaming back into her
mouth from her nose. As she brought her hand apver her nose, she noticed
Perdicas bringing his foot backldt this time'she thought before rolling backwards
out of his foots range of motion.

"Get back here!" he roared at her after he regdme8alance. Gabrielle simply got to
her feet and shook her head.

"I'm leaving, whether you want me to or not, Peadit she told him in the bravest
voice she could muster. Not waiting for a resposbke,calmly walked towards the
kitchen. She refused to let Perdicas know she aglaf him. She needed to be in
charge.

"You had better not take one step out that doobri@ke!" he called after her.
Gabrielle ignored him as she bent down to pick egdJl He wasn't going to stop her.
Not now. Not anymore.

She was almost to the door that led outside wherfedha white-hot pain lance
through her shoulder. It took everything she hastop herself from dropping her
precious bundle. She frantically glanced over ®wbkat had caused the pain and she



found a knife handle sticking out of her should&re nearly fainted just from the
sight of it. She didn't even have time to pass thatigh, because Perdicas was
grabbing her by the hair again.

"The only way you're leaving me is if | kill you.rd believe me, I'll let you take your
precious daughter with you!" he growled in her €abrielle froze for a moment, fear
for her daughter taking over her body. As gentlglaes could from her position, she
set Nexa down. Thinking of it as a surrender, Raslloosened his grip on her hair.
This gave her the room she needed to reach herdwandind pull the knife out of her
shoulder.

A scream ripped through the air as she pulled kheebout, not caring if she ruined
the muscles and tendons in the process. All she kvess she had to get away. Before
Perdicas could register what was happening, Gébduels cutting her hair to get
loose from the monster that held her. Once shefigasshe staggered forward out of
his reach and turned around, pointing the knifleirat

"Don't come after us Perdicas. Don't. I'm tiredisiEning to you. Of being afraid of
you." she told him, shaking the blade in his dim@tt"Nexa and | are going to leave
now. You're going to stay here. We won't ever se @ther again.” she told him
before turning her back to him and taking NexaHgytiand.

Perdicas' anger clouded his thinking, making hingébthe threat that she had made
to him a month before. Without a second thoughgradbed onto the other wrist of
the little girl, yanking her towards him. She waab@elle's weakness and he knew it.

"What are you going to do now, Gabrielle? | havaryarecious little girl. You had
better come back to me, or who knows what | mightadher... | wonder if she
screams like you do?" he asked, running his freel tlarough the little girl's hair. The
former bard didn't need to think twice. She calmbftked back over to Perdicas, who
had an arm open for her. "That's what | thought."

"Perdicas?" Gabrielle said quietly as she allowiedto wrap an arm around her. He
looked down at her, but didn't see the angry fireer eyes until it was too late. "l

hate you!" she screamed before shoving the kniteher husband's side. The feel of
the blade entering Perdicas' body made somethsigerGabrielle snap. She pulled
the weapon out and watched her nightmare's eyee gler. Then, she stabbed him
again; and again; and again. All the rage frompidist three years was leaving her
body as she forced the knife into his skin over avel again. Three years of being
afraid. Three years of being in pain. Three yeégarying if she'd be able to protect
her daughter. All of it was put into the final bldlat she sent into Perdicas' stomach.

Gabrielle released the handle of the knife and hetias the man in front of her
crumpled to the ground.

Perdicas was dead.

Part 6

Gabrielle stared down at the body of her dead mdba Nexa's screams filled the



house. She couldn't believe she had killed Perd®fas had repeatedly stabbed him
until she felt the life force drain out of his bo@he hadn't even wanted to kill him.
She just wanted to leave. Then he had grabbed Nexa.

The former bard had never felt so angry in her fiee had been angry enough to Kkill
someone. Not just anyone, either; but someone athé&rmown since she was a child;
and someone she was married to. She hoped sheswsthat angry again.

Finally, Nexa's cries penetrated her hazy, gultten mind. She looked down at the
little girl on the floor that was crawling towarttee shorn blonde locks of hair that
covered the floor. The loose strands of hair wéskegal up by the crying child and the
familiar feeling between her fingers seemed to daémdown. It was while she was
admiring her daughter that Gabrielle noticed hosgelNexa was to the blood that
was pooling on the floor.

"Come to Mama, Nexa." Gabrielle cooed as she betand lifted her daughter up
with her good arm. Nexa almost immediately begamcdeng Gabrielle's face for her
mother, almost unable to recognize the bloody wohwding her.

"Mama getted a booboo?" Nexa asked, pointing taiélidis bleeding shoulder. The
blonde looked over at the indicated wound and theark at Nexa.

"Yes, Mama got a booboo." she responded to thditamuestion. "Let's go get
Mama's booboos fixed." she suggested to the gjitleNexa nodded in agreement.
Her mama got booboos a lot when her Daddy was h8hmehoped they didn't hurt
too much.

Gabrielle shifted Nexa's weight in her good arnobeheading towards the door that
led out into the night. She almost left the bodyhaf dead man in the house without
doing anything to the body. At the last momentutiig she placed three coins in his
hand and closed the stiff digits. She wouldn'tvalleer worst enemy to wander the
underworld because they couldn't pay Charon'sttaget across the River Styx. Deep
down, she also wanted to make sure Perdicas m&md@dirtarus, where he belonged.
After paying his fare for him, Gabrielle left theatl man behind in the house, already
blocking out what she had done from her mind.

The blonde was grateful for the cover of nightlaes walked down the path that ran
through the town. She barely knew where she wasygbier mind was in so much
turmoil. Luckily, her body knew what she needed] halfway through town she
realized she was heading towards Rosaline's honeeody hoped the healer was still
awake.

The pounding at her door woke the healer from leepdsleep. As she sleepily
climbed out of her warm bed, she couldn't helpvbartder who had the nerve to wake
her up in the middle of the night.

"I'm coming! Have some patience!" she yelled asmsbhde her way through her home.
After lighting a candle, she walked to the door apéned it. What she found
standing outside she could have never expectedriéa? By the Gods, is that
you?" she asked, stepping outside into the datktnig



"Rosaline... | need help." Gabrielle said, shiftumgeasily as she held Nexa.

"l would say so. Get in here and I'll take a lobk@u." Rosaline ushered the blonde
and her child inside. She watched as Gabriellegglpget Nexa down and turned
away from her.

"Mama getted a booboo." Nexa told the healer, panip at her mother. Rosaline
looked over and saw Gabrielle holding her shouldesieemed that her friend did
indeed 'getted a booboo'.

"Gabrielle, what happened?" she asked as she tetdpaoward the former bard. The
blonde retreated a step, leaving Rosaline's sight.

"I'm not ready to talk about it yet. | just needuyto help me with something."
Gabrielle told her. Rosaline was quiet for a monteiore nodding her head.

"Just let me get a fire in the hearth and I'll aéat | can do." she assured her young
friend before going over to the fireplace and sigrher task. "Alright, come over
here where | can see.” she ordered Gabrielle dreéad the fire going. The blonde
hesitantly stepped forward into the light, where yloung healer could get a good
look at her. She found her friend covered in blamine running from her shoulder
and some covering the front of her blouse and.skaabrielle, what happened?!"

"Please, Rosaline. I'll tell you later. | reallyagkeyour help right now." Gabrielle told
her, her voice cracking as she looked at the heatbrpleading eyes. Rosaline sighed
and then went to retrieve a chair for Gabriellsitan. When she came back, she
motioned for the young woman to sit down. "I'll eevwe able to pay you back for
everything you've done." the blonde said with & sig she took a seat in the firelight.

"Shush. You don't even worry about paying me bhalan't accept anything you give
me." Rosaline chastised her as she ripped the dknasind the wounded shoulder.
"By the Gods, Gabrielle!" the healer gasped, brigdier hands to her mouth.

"Perdicas came home from the town meeting." Gdbrealplained as she turned her
head away from her friend. "Rosaline, he knew | g@isg to leave tomorrow. He
tried to stop me."

"Gabrielle, | swear | didn't tell him!"

"l didn't think you did. | know you wouldn't betrawe." Gabrielle said as she watched
Rosaline leave the room. When she came back wtiwhand a rag, the blonde
continued her story. "l told him that | wasn't gpte stay with him anymore. When |
tried to leave though, he followed after me. | guelsad just been hoping he would
listen and let me go..." Gabrielle sighed as sbkdd over at Rosaline, who was
washing the blood away from the wound so she cgetd better look at it. "He must
have grabbed one of the knives from the kitchemabge the next thing | knew, there
was a knife handle sticking out of my shoulder.”

"l can see that. Gabrielle, | don't know if I'll Bble to fix this. It looks like someone
tried to tear your muscles out!" Gabrielle flincrexiRosaline cleaned the wound out
before trying to explain.

"That would be me." The cleaning stopped and thingdiealer looked over at her.



"He grabbed me by the hair. | needed to get freécsit it off. In order to do that, |
needed the knife." she explained.

"Yeah, | was wondering about the new haircut." Roegoked, trying to lighten the
mood. Gabrielle gave her a half-hearted smile leetioming her gaze back to the fire.

"I... I don't know what happened after that. Thet thing | remember is him grabbing
Nexa and trying to use her against me. The nemrgthknew, his dead body was on
the floor." Tears were threatening to overcomebibade now. "l... | killed him,
Rosaline. I've never killed anyone before." Galgiehoked out the words before the
tears started to fall.

"Oh Gabrielle... | don't feel the least bit awfuhen | tell you he deserved it. He was
draining everything out of you, like a poison." Rse told her. Seeing that her friend
didn't want to listen to her, she stopped cleaouigthe wound and took Gabrielle's
chin in her hands. "Listen to me. If you hadn'teldmnhe would have killed you
eventually. Then where would your daughter be?"astked. "You did everything you
could to protect her. That's whaty good mother would do."

"l guess you're right..." Gabrielle said with alslgefore looking back at the fire. "I
just wish it hadn't happened at all. | wish | kneeww he found out in the first place... |
wish | had a plan for what to do now."

"I'm sure you'll think of something, Gabriellel Ble here to help you if you need it."
Rosaline assured her with a smile. "Now hold dtileed to sew this up as best I can.”

As the flames took away the body of the belovedaian Xena stood there holding a
quietly crying Solan. As she watched the smoke gke sang a song honoring
Kaleipus' memory. He had been a great opponenaamden better ally. He at least
deserved this much from her, even if they didi'eagyery often.

"Xena, are we really leaving tomorrow?" Solan askedonce she finished the song
and the fire burned away, leaving the village irkdass as they walked back to the
hut. Xena looked down at her son, waiting for aplaxation. "l just don't think | can
handle staying any longer, knowing that Kaleipustvbe around anymore." he
sighed.

"If you really want to, we can leave bright andlgéomorrow." she assured him.
"Now, go get into bed. I need to go find Amaricétie blonde boy nodded before
running off to Kaleipus' hut, leaving Xena to fittte Amazon.If | were an Amazon,
where would | goshe wondered as she looked around the village s8irked when
she spotted the hut that also served as a tavdrbet anything that she's in thére.
she thought as she began heading for the hut.

When she entered the hut, Xena immediately begamswg the room for her
traveling companion. A small smile came to her faben she found Amarice, but
she quickly rid herself of it before approaching tther warrior.

"l thought | would find you in here." she said &g o0k a seat. The young Amazon
glanced her way before turning back to the drirklsad in her hand.

"Yeah, what do you want?" Amarice asked bitterfyofe to send me packing



yourself?"

"Send you packing? Amarice, | came to... what'sntbed for that thing people do
when they've done something wrong?"

"Apologize?" the Amazon supplied.

"Yeah... that." Xena sighed. She was so bad at'thi®k, | probably shouldn't have
become angry with you. You're entitled to your cwpmnion of how my relationship
with Gabrielle was." she said. "But you should kntw facts. | didn't always take
care of her. She grew up and began taking carerseh.”

"Grew up and got married, you mean." Amarice matieiXena felt her jaw clench
but she kept her anger in check.

"Is that what this is all about?" she asked, tugriee Amazon's head towards her.
"Because if it is, let me tell you something. Thare things that | couldn't give
Gabrielle, and | knew that from the start. | evead to get rid of her in the beginning
so that she could have those things." Xena toldrikamalt's not her fault that she
chose to leave when | was beginning to realize lttated her.she added on silently
as she watched Amarice think it over.

"But she abandoned you, Xena, and the Amazons fldandwhat you say, she left for
someone she never really cared about in the fissepHow can you just forgive her
for that?" Xena mentally sighed again. This wasihg out to be harder than she
thought.

"Amarice, you can't be angry at someone just becthey want to have a family. For
wanting to raise a child." she explained. "I mayenenany skills, but | admit that
creating a baby inside of another person is notadiieem.” This got a smirk out of
Amarice.

"I'm sure you could find a way." Xena chuckled qadted the young Amazon on the
shoulder.

"That, my friend, might take a while." she saido#Wcome on. Solan wants to know
if you still want to travel with us."

"You mean he's coming?" Amarice asked as she stpdtbm the table. She wasn't
sure if she liked the idea of a kid coming withrthe

"Only until Amphipolis. I'm thinking of leaving hirwith my mother. There's a lot he
could learn from the traveling bards that stop toayight." Xena explained as she too
rose from the table. "Although, this does meanlwe'lvisiting my hometown more
often. Do you have a problem with that?" she askading an eyebrow.

"No. I think | might be able to handle it." Amarisaid with a small smile. Xena
laughed quietly before leading her out the dodhefdrinking hut.

"So do you know where you're going to go now?" Rosasked quietly as they sat
cross-legged around fireplace. Gabrielle shruggéd lver good shoulder.



"I don't know... Amphipolis sounds good." she regliAmphipolis sounds very
good: she admitted to herself as she thought of Xena.

"Isn't that where your watrrior friend is from?" thealer asked. When Gabrielle
nodded, Rosaline squealed with delight. "If youewdrhurt right now, I'd hug you!
Gabrielle, this means you can finally see Xenardgjdihe former bard sighed and
shook her head.

"One track mind, aren't you?" she joked, although admitted to herself that that's
the track her mind was always on, as well. Evesind was no longer the same
Gabrielle that Xena used to know, she still coulasit to see her warrior. Although,
deep down, there was this feeling of anger towhedtld friend. Even though she
didn't want to admit it, Gabrielle was angry at wih@man for letting her make the
biggest mistake of her life. She was angry at Xenaot loving her enough to object
to her marriage.

"Gabrielle? Are you alright?" Rosaline asked. Galleipulled herself out of her
thoughts and looked at her friend. "You just kiridkanked out there for a moment.”

"Sorry. | was thinking." she apologized with a ghiek smile. "Nexa, get away from
there, Sweetie." she said, turning her attentidmetodaughter, who was now
wobbling in the direction of the hearth. The littjel, hearing her name, turned
towards her mother and smiled before shakily wallaaer to her. "That's a good

girl." Gabrielle cooed as she put the girl on lagr. IShe absent-mindedly began
stroking the girl's soft dark-blonde hair. The tadults sat in silence as Nexa played
with the soft fabric of the new robes her mothes wearing. A few minutes of

silence went by before a series of soft noisesheiE&abrielle's ears. The hairs on the
back of her neck stood on end, signaling that sbimgtwvas wrong.

"They're coming." she whispered, now identifying ound that she had heard. It had
been the sounds of horse whinnies and wagons. @&fosaline could ask what was
going on, Gabrielle was moving Nexa to the flood atanding up.

"Gabirielle... Gabrielle, who's coming?" the healgked as she stood up as well,
bringing Nexa up with her.

"Rosaline, | have to go. Now. The townspeopleeytie on their way here." she
explained.

"How can you know that?"

"When you travel with Xena, you learn a few thinig&e how to use your body to
listen, not just your ears. Please, help me gelyrealeave! If they find me, they're
going to put me in prison! They'll take Nexa awag @ut her in some orphanage or
put her with Perdicas' family!" Gabrielle told hpgnic beginning to set in as she
frantically looked for her things.

"They won't imprison you, Gabrielle. You were defeng your daughter!" Rosaline
assured her friend as she grabbed onto the blosid@dder with her free hand.
Gabrielle whirled around and the look Rosaline inesk could have frozen a raging
river during the dry season.

"Don't you tell me that! The last time | went faglp in this town, | found out that



Perdicas had friends. The judge is one of themydoreally think these corrupt
people are going to find me innocent? They'll midkaok like murder!" Rosaline
blinked. She had known that Perdicas had friendissibe hadn't been aware that the
judge was one of them. "Please... help me, Rosal@ebrielle pleaded quietly, an
almost defeated look in her eyes that rocked tlaéehéo the core.

"Anything for you, my friend." she said, her voiiéed with sincerity. The blonde

gave her a small smile before turning away anditapfor the garments that Rosaline
had set out for her. After she found them, shegied out of the robe and changed as
quickly as she could without jarring her shouldezremore. Once that was done, she
hurried back over to Rosaline and tried to getugloher next task.

"I need you to... | need you to take Nexa to Amphgy" she said quietly. "There's a
tavern there that belongs to a woman named Cyte@ee Nexa with her."

"Gabrielle, why-" Rosaline was cut off before slaild finish.

"I'm going to take a different route. If they catde, | don't want them to find Nexa.
They'll take her to Perdicas' family if they get.Hedon't know what his family is like
and | don't want to risk them being anything likeli Gabrielle explained as best she
could. "Rosaline, Cyrene is a kind woman. ShelfledNexa right if | don't make it to
Amphipolis.” It was quiet for a moment as Rosaloenprehended what Gabrielle
was saying. She didn't expect to make it to Amplspo

"I'll do it, Gabrielle, but | need to tell you ott@ing first: You're going to see your
daughter again. You'll be the one to raise herljri@e sniffled as tears started
running down her cheeks.

"I hope that you're right, Rosaline." she said be&hifting her attention to her
daughter. "Hi there my big, strong, warrior." slieeged the little girl. Nexa giggled
and reached a hand out to her mother's cheek, gvgauay some of the tears.

"You wawwior too, Mama." Nexa said. Rosaline hadrale at the little girl's words.

'If only you knew, child... If only you knéshe thought as she watched the good-byes
between mother and daughter.

"Thank you, sweetie." Gabrielle said with a sadismiNow, Mama needs you to do
something for her." she told the little girl in Rdise's arms. "Mama needs you to go
with the nice healer lady to go see a friend."

"Go see Xena?" Nexa asked curiously. Gabrielle addttying not to wonder how
Nexa knew that. "Yay! You come with us?"

"l can't come with you, sweetie." the blonde saigretfully. "I have to go away for a
little while, but I'll see you again as soon aa.cAnd I'll think of you everyday." she
promised. Nexa seemed to think this promise ovEreegiving her mother a kiss on
the nose.

"Okay. | be good, too." the little girl said, magia promise of her own. Gabrielle
smiled, doubting that a child of hers could stayafurouble for long.

"We have to go now, sweetie. | love you." she ga&ifibre looking at Rosaline.
"Follow me." the healer said. She led the way ®lhck of the house, Nexa in one
hand and a candle in the other. In the distancbkri€ke could hear the sounds of the



wagons drawing closer. She realized that she ptplsbuldn't have said such a long
good-bye. "Out here." Rosaline said, opening a tlwatrled outside. They quietly
shut it behind them before running towards the shadof another house. Once they
were a little safer, Gabrielle turned to her friend

"You take Nexa down the main road. It won't be asgerous. I'll go through the
woods. They'll be less likely to catch me, that Wahe ordered the healer. Rosaline
nodded before giving her small friend a one armegl Babrielle quickly returned it.
"I'l miss you, Rosaline." she said before takirfigtowards the forest, leaving
Rosaline standing with Nexa in her arms.

"I'l miss you too, my friend." the healer whispéigefore making her way towards
the town stables where she kept her horse. Asatiex and mounted the animal,
Nexa in tow, she hoped her friend would be alright.

Giving a kiss to the child's forehead, Rosalinersgalithe steed into action. Once they
were out of the stables, she nudged the mare icémir, and then a gallop. Soon,
she was riding as fast she could safely go, leatiagorrupt town behind.

Unfortunately, Gabrielle wasn't so lucky.

The former bard had run as fast as she could thrthayforest, stumbling over roots
and rocks as she went. One of the townspeopleguted her as she broke into the
woods though, and the mob had followed after her.

Gabrielle looked back in time to see the light frtbra torches gaining on her. She
didn't see, however, the giant tree root that seexmeome up from out of the ground.
As her foot caught on the protruding root and gle the ground came up faster than
she expected it to and she didn't have time tdvpuhands out to break her fall.

Stars clouded her vision as she tried to get backut the pain in her shoulder, and
now her face, made it an impossible feat. Shethade for a few moments, her mind
telling her body to move but her limbs to tirecbteey it. By the time she was able to
force herself to get up, it was too late. A net waapping itself around her and the
angry yells of the townspeople was filling her e&abrielle fought with all she had
until a blinding pain went through her shoulder.she fell into oblivion, the last
thing she heard was the angry chant coming fronvittagers.

"Murderer! Murderer! Murderer!"

Part 7

"Are we there yet?" Solan groaned for the fifteemtre that day as he walked behind
Xena and Amarice. And although it was getting onrfezves, Xena couldn't blame
the boy for the way he was acting. The sun hangueghead was hot; they had been
traveling for days; there was really nothing to dogl Solan's attention span of a
typical teenager had worn thin the day before. rAdte he was used to playing in
forests and always having a tree to climb. It wathimg like the grassy plains that
they were traveling on now. Xena was surprisedhiedtad lasted this long without
getting bored. Or, at least, without acting on thatedom. So, every time he asked
the question, the warrior calmly replied with tlzere answer. Amarice, however, was



not as patient as the older warrior was.

"Xena, | swear if that little tag-a-long of yoursetn't shut up, I'm going to have to
kill him." the annoyed teenager threatened in ssp#i, although she made it just loud
enough for Solan to hear.

"Hey! I'm not a tag-a-long!" Solan objected as heried to catch up, trying to prove
his point.

"You look like one to me, kid." Amarice told himupching him in the arm.

"Amarice, he's only a few years younger than ya, so | wouldn't be talking if |

were you." Xena told her, earning a glare fromytheng woman. Knowing that she
had made her point, Xena looked ahead towardsahedm again, hoping that they
wouldn't start arguing again. A warrior princesstignce could only last so long, after
all.

"So, when are we going to get there?" Solan agsk&ung any hopes that Xena held
for a quiet afternoon.

"Look, we'll get there when we get there!" Amarpractically barked at him. Then,
she looked over at Xena with a curious expressiohey face. "Wheare we going
to get there? We've been at this for days, ane thaven't even been any fights to
liven things up a little." she asked, adding ire@& punches to the air for emphasis.

"Amarice, if you would listen to yourself when ytalk, you'd know your answer."
Xena growled, doing her best not to hit the yoummgnan beside her in the back of the
head. The truth was, Xena was as bored and tirdtegburney as she was. Then
again, it was her fault it was taking so long. Asam as she wanted to arrive in
Amphipolis, she was afraid that if they moved tastfthey'd go running headfirst into
trouble. That was something she wasn't willingis& with Solan there.

"I'd be surprised if anybody listened when sheddlk Solan remarked with a smirk.
He knew it probably wasn't something he shoulddiag] but Amarice was fun to
mess with. Besides, it wasn't like he meant any of

"Look here, you little twerp! The only reason whgdn't pummel you right here and
now is because it's way too hot to kick your bustié told him, although it was
becoming very tempting to reach over and strarigiekid.

"Will you two cut it out before | kick both your sas?!" Xena shouted, successfully
halting the argument. "Thank you." she said gréditef8he loved Solan, no doubt
about it, and she respected Amarice to the poistrevthey were finally good friends;
but if they hadn't shut up when she asked themsto® would have had to show them
what an angry Warrior Princess looked like.

A few hours in relative silence had gone by, whemX stopped and held her hand up,
signaling for the other two to do the same. Somethiidn't feel right and it was
making the hairs on the back of her neck standnhadn &d it wasn't the feeling that
she got when a God was around, either.

"What is it?" Amarice asked, while Solan silentlyserved. He didn't want to be a
distraction for the two warriors that he was travgwith.



"There's something ahead. | don't think it's damg®rbut whatever it is, something
isn't right." Xena said. Just as these words estchpelips, a faint cry for help could
be heard calling from the direction that Xena haukéd in.

"l wasn't the only one that heard that, right?" Alceasked, looking at Xena and
Solan.

"No, | heard it, too." Xena assured the young wom&she went through an internal
struggle. Although she wanted to help the persahhhd cried out, she also didn't to
go running into a situation that could harm her. Sdre decision was made for her
when Amarice mounted Ice and took off, not waitiogXena to make up her mind.
Mentally sighing, Xena mounted Argo as well befgrang Solan a hand up. "Solan,
whatever happens, don't let go of me unless | gdyske ordered the boy.

"Whatever you say, Xena." he told her as she spwrgo into following Amarice
and Ice.

"Amarice, what do you think you're doing?" Xenalgdlas she caught up with the
Amazon warrior.

"What do you mean 'What am | doing'? Someone'®irbte, Xena." the young
woman replied, as if that would explain everythiAgd to Xena, it did. She had
taught the girl to help where ever it was needednéf it was an inconvenience to
her.

'l guess it's time to practice what | preach th&®na thought as she pushed Argo to
go faster. If they did run into a fight, she'd jhave to work harder to protect Solan.
However, it soon became apparent that the fightdeseh long over with as they came
upon the area that the cry for help had come from.

Blood was everywhere, seemingly coming from thepserof a dead horse. Flies had
begun to swarm around the carcass of the animaKand figured that it wouldn't be
long before the scavengers of the wild decideditoip on the feast.

"Do you think maybe they got away?" Amarice askedlze scanned the area. She
couldn't see anybody that could have called fgp,hsd the only logical answer that
she could think of was that they were able to esedpatever it was that had killed
the horse.

"I don't know. Maybe-" Xena cut herself off wheredireard something move,
followed by a whimper. Without another word, shendounted Argo and cautiously
walked over to the fallen animal. She never exgktddind a woman lying next to
the horse. "Amarice, get over here!" Xena calledlie Amazon as she squatted
down to get a closer look. Amarice quickly dismashtce and did as she was told.

"Oh, by the Gods!" Amarice exclaimed when she sdatwXena had found. Kneeling
beside the warrior, she too began to examine theamdying beside the chestnut
colored horse. The woman had shoulder length bioaimthat fell in waves; but the
right half of it was stained with blood coming frarhead wound that looked as if it
had stopped bleeding not too long before they Inadea. One delicate looking hand
was pressed to her side, no doubt an attempt patiséoblood flowing from the
wound that Xena could see from between her finggvbat happened?"



"Slavers..." a hoarse voice answered before Xeunkl get the chance to. Both Xena
and Amarice looked down in surprise to see a dgiteading grey eyes staring up at
them. Or more appropriately, staring up at XenaaAoe was about to tell her to stop
talking and save her strength while they took & laoher when the woman shook her
head, already knowing what she was going to say.

"Save it." the woman ordered her with as much gtieas she could muster. Amarice
looked at Xena with a questioning expression amdther warrior shook her head,
knowing there was nothing they could do for the \@amow. "They took... a little
girl..." The two warriors turned their attentionckao the woman when they heard
this. The pale woman took a painful breath befar@iauing. "You have to save her...
please..." she requested in a whisper, weakly rergdwer hand from the wound in

her side and placing it on Xena's knee. "Please Bak" she pleaded again before her
eyes clouded over and the clammy hand fell to tbargl with a soft thud.

"Xena..." Amarice said softly, looking over at ltiexveling companion. Xena simply
shook her head again, letting Amarice know thatthenan was gone. The young
Amazon's shoulders slumped slightly before shedstgy Xena getting up soon after.

"Amarice, stay here with Solan." she told the ya@mgoman before walking over to
Argo.

"Xena, you can't possibly be thinking of tryingget that little girl back by yourself."
Amarice said, her hands resting on her hips.

"And why can't I?" Xena asked as she motioned &aisto get down. Not one to
disappoint, the blonde boy did as he was toldpalgh he did have to add to the
argument.

"You don't know what the little girl looks like."eéhpointed out, stepping back to stand
with Amarice.

"I don't have to." she said as she pulled hergetinto Argo. "All | have to do is free
everyone in the camp."

"Xena, that's crazy! You can't do that by yourseinarice objected. "At least let me
help you." she said, making a move to mount her banse.

"No!" Xena ordered her, making Amarice freeze wlsdre was. "Someone needs to
stay here and make sure marauders don't try tei@dgsedher body. When | come back,
we'll give her a proper funeral pyre. If | don'noe back before nightfall, do it
yourselves and set up camp.”

"If you come back at all." the youngest of the mattered, crossing his arms.

"l will come back, Solan." she promised him. "All | haveld is deal with the
leader." Before anymore objections could be ma@saXvas gone, leaving Amarice
and Solan in each others company.

"Does she always act like that?" Solan asked, tapkip at his now unofficial
babysitter.

"It depends." Amarice replied with a shrug.



"On what?"

"Kid, you ask too many questions." she told himhvatsigh. The blonde boy just gave
her a half-hearted smile, as if saying that hedi@thelp it. "It depends on how she's
feeling." Amarice finally answered him, althougle tinswer didn't tell him much.

"You're not very good at conversation." Solan psinbut.

"What do you expect? | travel with Xena." she gaudffly. This earned a small laugh
from the younger teenager, despite the grim atnergpinat hung around them.

Meanwhile, from the safe walls of his favorite tdey@ frustrated God of War
watched on as his plans were once again ruineaehbis eyes by the irritating blonde
that used to be Xena's sidekick. Not once had thasght that Gabrielle would Kill
her husband. In fact, he never thought that theddavould kill anybody.

"Well that certainly puts a kink into your littldgm, doesn't it, Uncle?" an annoyingly
familiar voice chuckled.

"Is there a problem, Discord?" Ares growled betoiraing around and facing the
eternal teenager.

"I don't think my problems are quite as big as gaare at the moment, Ares." she
pointed out with an amused smirk. "Pretty soonofilour 'hard work' will come
tumbling down. We both know that judge is goindp@dieve that little blonde woman
that you're so obsessed with hurting." she told ésnshe boredly stared at her
fingernails.

"That is none of your business." Ares growled bettrowing a thunderbolt her way.
Discord dove to the side, the bolt just barely mger. Instead, it traveled on to
strike one of the statues of Ares.

"Temper temper, Uncle." the teenager tsk'd as®luelsip. "l think that's what's
getting in the way of you seeing the perfect opjpaty to continue tormenting that
little bard." she told him while dusting herself.of

"What does it matter to you?" the God of War askiedroughly annoyed by the
younger immortal.

"Oh, nothing that important... Just something tlatuld hang over Strife's head." she
said as she ran a finger down one of the statubsrothat he hadn't destroyed yet, a
slight pout on her lips. "Say the favor of my faw@iGod of War?" she suggested,
looking over at said God. "Just say the word, Aaesl I'll tell you what you can do to
save your vengeful little plan, since it doesrdmsg/our emotions are letting you see
the obvious answer."

"Fine." Ares grunted, crossing his arms in annogatié/hat is it that | am supposed
to do, oh wise one?" he asked sarcastically. Discbuckled and shook her head.

"Nothing too hard. Just a little divine intervemtibshe told him as she came closer.
Once she was close enough, she began to whispher @ar. A smirk appeared on the



God of War's face as the simple plan was revealdiht.

'Perhaps | can have my fun after dfle thought as he pulled away from Discord.
"Leave. You have my favor... for now." he orderéiiece. Discord pumped her arm
in victory before wiggling her body and disappegritihe sound of 'shoving it in
Strife's face' echoing slightly in the temple aftbe left. Ares then turned to the
shimmering surface on the far wall of his templiee Tistorted image of a sobbing
Gabrielle showed on it as she awaited the judgethahtvould decide her fate. "Oh
yeah... | will definitely be able to get a kick aftthis." he said to himself with a
smirk. "But, | think a new form of entertainmentiseded right now." With that, he
thought of Xena and the shimmering image on thé et&nged scenes.

The Warrior Princess had followed the trail of gh&ve traders into the forest that was
located near where they had found the wounded woilifanforested area was
painfully familiar to Xena, as she remembered that was the forest that she had
buried her weapons in. They had been closer to Apoph than she originally

thought. Pushing the bittersweet memory away, >eemegentrated on the task at
hand, which would be tracking down the slavers izat killed the woman on the

road and taken the girl that Xena guessed wasawggider. It didn't take her long to
find them.

She was surprised that nobody else had found tbemes because of the tremendous
amount of noise they were making. She had acthallyd them before she spotted
them; not much of a feat considering that they wetkng with excitement. Xena
wouldn't be surprised if some of the victoriousesens were induced by alcohol.

'‘And | thought the Amazons partied too hastie thought with a smirk as she finally
got a visual of the camp. Her prediction aboutalwehol had been proven correct
when she observed men toasting each other anckeddhe many wineskins that
littered the ground. Her plan was becoming easieryesecond that she observed the
interactions between the drunk men in the camp.

Trying not to press her good luck, however, shekimto the camp as stealthily as
she could. Once she reached the leader's tenyrsiped up and landed on top of the
temporary quarters. After gently sliding the bredeggger from its secure spot, she
began to cut into the fabric of the tent. It wakig before she was slipping into the
tent unnoticed by the rest of the camp, along téir leader. By the time he turned
around, it was too late. Her sword was alreadytedi@at his thick neck.

"Xena. What a surprise." he said, trying hard najulp. He feared that if he did, he'd
feel the prick of the Warrior Princess' blade.

"I'm sure you're very happy to see me, Elroth."telhe him sarcastically. “I mean, we
never got to finish where we left off from last gpafter all.”

“Now Xena... don’t be rash. | mean, every membeyoofr army participated in the
gauntlet. Not just me.” he reasoned with her, pgthis hands up as if he was trying
to ward her off.

“I guess you're right when you put it that way.” d@said before moving the sword
until the blade pricked her former soldier’s skidnfortunately for you, that’'s not



why I'm here.” she informed him, causing him to o with fear against his will.

“T-then why are you here?” he asked, trying hartdtadouch the blade with his
throat again.

“Simple. | don’t think people should be robbed luéit freedom.” she said as she
removed her blade from his throat. Still too froxath shock over finding his ex-
commander in his tent, Elroth was unable to mov€esa made her way behind him
and began whispering in his ear. “l also don't ikeehen people are killed because
they won't give up their freedom.” As soon as theseds left her lips, the leader of
the slave ring could feel the sharp metal that prassed against his back. “Go let
them free, or | gut you here and now.” she hispegksing the weapon into his back
slightly to get her point across.

“Yes Ma’am!” he said obediently before heading todgathe entrance of the tent,
Xena's weapon still pressing into the lower parhisfback as a reminder.

“Attention... Attention!” he called out once he &d his tent, Xena following right
behind him. When he finally got the attention of drunken subordinates, he
continued. “There has been a change in plansethsave will not be able to sell

these slaves as we planned.” he announced. Xemkeshas she listened to the groans
of the slavers. Apparently, Elroth had just becanteizz-killer. Despite this, he still
had his signature self-assured grin on his face waas keeping a jovial tone in his
voice. “Now now... Don't feel so down. I'm sure Wdde able to make up what we
lost, eventually.”

It was then that Xena realized why he sounded seréhl, despite the fact that he had
been confronted and forced to release his slavessdund of two bow-strings being
drawn from a distance, and from different direcsiocaptured the warrior’s attention.
Seconds later, she was catching one arrow witlfréermand, and slicing through
another with the dagger that she held at Elrothtkb

“You never could fight a battle by yourself, coylou, Elroth?” Xena asked before
shoving the arrow in her hand through the left siflbis back, right beside his
shoulder blade. The former soldier howled in pafobe stumbling forward and onto
his knees.

“What are you waiting for? Get her!” he ordered jas she was drawing her sword
once more. The men were doing his bidding in netiatthough being drunk did
prove to be a disadvantage for them.

As Xena parried and dodged attacks from the heomgmts in the camp, she was
careful to keep an ear out for the archers. Oneéhshrd the pull of a bowstring, she
flung her chakram in the direction the noise hate€drom while holding off a swing
from one of the slavers. Just as the trusty wea@msreturning to her, she heard the
pull of another bowstring. She smiled at the large she was fighting before forcing
him to switch spots with her. As soon as the afmdviner human shield, Xena let her
chakram fly once more and moved on to another aoldi

Xena laughed in amusement as the soldier she toa@kneed a swing at her with his
club while another tried to sneak up on her. Fhgdbackwards, she allowed the man
behind her to take the hit from the slaver that $i&dng the club just before shoving
her sword through the man that had tried sneakmgruher. Once that was finished,



she threw a punch at 'club-man’s’ face. Just whebrdought his club up to defend,

she stopped the attack and kicked at his kneeaidissending a reverberating crack
through the air. She then swung the hilt of herrsioto the back of the man’s head
as he bent down in pain.

“Well Elroth... it seems you have no one left totpct you.” a sweaty and tired
warrior princess said fifteen minutes later assthtked towards the leader of the
slave ring. “l guess it’s prison for you.” she gted at him as she grabbed the collar
of his tunic. “Oh, and by the way; they don't likevers there. Slavers tend to remind
them of their lost freedom.” she told him as slieHan over to a pair of shackles that
she had placed on Argo after fighting through HEi®tmen.

“You bitch! I should kill you!” the blonde hairedan spat at her as she cuffed his
Wrists.

“I bet you wish you could.” she teased him befasaihg the keys off of his belt.
“Don’t worry. There’s a town nearby that will haaeprison to... accommodate your
every need.” she told him before heading off tohaw&le the now free slaves.

“Aw yeah! Xena does it again!” Ares yelled triumpitig after watching his fiery
princess take down the slavery ring. While it wae that she didn’t fight for him yet,
watching her fight still turned him on. Especialihen she won. “Although, there
could have been a bit more bloodshed.” he adméatselde thought back on the number
of unconscious bodies that she had left tied teuartrees, including the leader's. No
doubt she would send the guards of some city tio hiem up once she was able to.

“Like, don’t you have anything better to do thantetethe Warrior Babe perform
more total acts of grodiness?” a familiar voiceemblAres growled to himself. He
seemed to be getting a lot of annoying visitors.

“What do you want, Aphrodite?” he asked in an amabtipne. He hated being around
his sister with a passion.

“What do you think | want?” the curly haired blon@Geddess asked, slinking over to
him with her hands on her hips. “I want you to stegssing with Gabrielle’s life!”
she told him, poking him in the chest repeatedly.

“Oh? And why should | do that?” he asked, crossiisgarms in a defiant manner. He
couldn’t wait to hear is sister’'s genius explanatio

“Because you're like, making it hard for me to tle Goddess of Love gig justice.
Duh.” she explained, standing up on her tippy to&s$ sticking her face in his.

“Back off, Sis. | haven’'t even been meddling in littke bard’s life.” he told her
honestly.

“Yeah right! How else could that big brute find dbat she planned on leaving?”
Aphrodite asked, poking him in the chest once mtwe.you have any idea how
bummed out | was about that?”

“Cut it out, 'Dite!” he snapped at her, grabbing bg the wrist to stop the poking.
She just continued with the other hand.



“Not until you promise to like, stop messing wittetbard!” she ordered in a serious
voice that Ares had never heard her use beforeo@fe, all that mattered to him at
that moment was the annoying poking that was gomm his chest area. Ignoring
her threat, he reached up and grabbed her by lilee wtist with his free hand.

“Or what? You'll hit me with a love bolt?” he askadgth a cocky smirk. The
sickeningly sweet smile that appeared on his Sstece made him re-think what he
just said.

“Oh no, Ares. | would never, never, ever use a loek on you.” she told him. He
visibly let out a breath of relief. “Just on anytithat’s below four feet tall and has a
tail.” she concluded.

“Fine! | won't interfere with the bard!” he promiddner in a low growl. Aphrodite
smirked before clapping with happiness.

“Thanks bro!” she said before disappearing in axsdrof gold sparkles. Ares then
proceeded to grin like a little boy that just stthle desserts from the table while no
one was looking.

‘I never promised that Discord or Strife wouldn’tddée in the bardly affairs,
however.he thought to himself triumphantly before goirachk to watching whatever
it was Xena was up to. When it became apparenthia¢ would be no more
fighting, however, Ares grew bored. There was nimtga watching his princess if
she wasn't slicing a guy in two. So, he decidedreck up on how his buddy Caesar
was doing, the scene on the wall shifting just aaacame across a blue eyed little
blonde girl.

“You're Xena.” the little girl simply stated whehe dark haired warrior came to her.
The warrior princess, taken off-guard, blinked umpsise. She hadn’t expected a child
SO young to know about her.

“And how do you know that?” Xena asked as she utitegdshackles that were
weighing down the girl’s arms.

“My mama.” the little blonde answered with a shrifghe talked ‘bout you lots.”
Xena frowned at the statement. Apparently, theddknew that her mother was dead,
or at least not coming back. She wasn’t sure ifweas a good thing or a bad thing.
On one hand, it would save a lot of time on exptegrwhat had happened. On the
other hand, no one should have to grow up withioeit imother.

“Well, since you know my name, what’s your namef?8 asked, changing the
subject.

“Nexa.” the girl replied. “My mama wanted me togdh you.” she said before
looking up at Xena with sparkling blue eyes. “I wambe good for my Mama. Let me
go with you?” she pleaded. Again, Xena blinked.sTwas definitely not going how
she had planned.

“What about your father? Does he want you to gtnme too?” the warrior asked,
trying to be as patient as she could with theeligiirl. It wasn'’t like she could really



take the kid with her. She was Xena: Warrior Prasc@ot Xena: Adoptive Mother of
Cute Little Blonde Children.

“Daddy... Daddy’s gone.” Nexa answered, not knovilmgyword for what happened
to her Daddy.

“I'm sorry.”

“S’okay. Daddy wasn't very nice. He gave Mama loit$¥ooboos.” Nexa told her,
shaking her head. When she heard this, Xena: Adoptther of Cute Little Blonde
Children was suddenly beginning to sound very tocte Warrior Princess.

“Nexa, did your daddy... did he ever give you..olboos?” she asked, sounding silly
for using the word ‘booboos’. The blonde girl shdwk head vehemently.

“No. Mama ‘tected me.” she said. Xena sighed irefeEhe wasn't sure what she
would have done if Nexa had been hurt by her father

“Nexa, do you have anywhere else to go?” she firadked, dreading the answer. She
had a feeling that she knew what it would be.

“Only with you. Mama wanted me to go with you. Rledelp me be a good girl for
my Mama.” Nexa said, tears welling up in her eyéemit became clear that there
was a chance that Xena wouldn’t help her be a gob8y doing what her Mama
said.

‘Not fair. Xena thought as she saw the tears pooling irctystal blue eyes. How
dare the little blonde use the crying tactic tolgatto comply with her wishes!
Another look at those eyes so close to tears qufokind Xena shaking her head
while standing up. “Come on. I'll help you... bg@od girl.” she managed to get out
as she took the little blonde’s hand. “What are lpmking at?!” she barked at the tied
up slavers and some of the freed slaves that i@neg at her. They all turned away,
going back to what they were doing.

“Xena! You came back!” an excited Solan shoutethafamiliar golden mare came
trotting up the hill they had decided to make campmnce it became apparent she
wouldn‘t be back before nightfall. The smile on thwy/’s face, however, quickly
turned to a look of utter confusion when he heasdqueal of laughter and someone
yelling ‘Faster! Faster!” from behind the warriooman.

“Xena, you weren’t supposed to come back artiother kid.” Amarice said as the
Warrior Princess slowed Argo down, making it cledwo had made the excited
shrieks. Xena gave Amarice a look as she dismouhtddsaid they would talk about
it later. The young Amazon raised her eyebrowspieeiodding in acceptance. As
long as Xena was willing to talk about it with hater on, she had no problem with
the kid being there... yet.

“Nexa, this is Amarice and Solan.” Xena introdudieel blonde girl to her traveling
companions after finally getting her off of Argohd& girl immediately wriggled out of
Xena'’s grip, though, and ran over to the other two.

“I'm Nexa!” she introduced herself with a grin. Am@e and Solan looked at each



other before bending down to reach eye level viighdirl.

“Really? It's nice to meet you, Nexa.” Solan saithva small smile before reaching
out and gently shaking her small hand.

“She’s too young for you, Solan.” Amarice teasesl oy, who shot her a dirty look
that she chose to ignore. “How old are you anywal?” she asked.

“Three.” Nexa said, holding three fingers up. Amargrowled quietly at the answer,
which in turn made Nexa giggle. “You're funny.”

“Xena! You and | need to have a talk right now!g young woman demanded as she
stood up. Almost immediately the smirk that hadrbee Xena's face disappeared and
was replaced by one of innocence. “Don’t you trpadl that one on me, Warrior
Princess. You and | have a lot to talk about!” Aimatold her as she approached her
dark haired companion. Before she could protesg¢rein Warrior Princess was being
dragged off rather unceremoniously.

“I don’t think I've ever seen someone cause a m&aithg in her so fast since I've
known her.” Solan mused. “Did you do somethingeo ¢n the ride here?” he asked
suspiciously, although he still had a smile onface.

“Mood swings?” Nexa asked, thoroughly confusedaSahuckled before ruffling her
hair.

“Never mind. You'll understand when you’re oldehég assured her.

Strife observed the scene from afar, choosingapistvisible rather than pose as
some old man making his way down the road. ThealMeappiness of the events that
played out before him made him feel sick. He waulech rather see them at each
other’s throats. Unfortunately, he was not allow@dess with Xena.

‘| probably shouldn’t even be herbe thought with a chuckle. He just had to see the
object of his Uncle’s obsession, though. Strifedeekto see just who it was that the
God of War desperately wanted in his possessioraléteneeded to know why Ares
had just sent him to make the life of one littlecba Tartarus on Earth. After

watching the scene with the little girl, though,w&sn’t very impressed. Now that he
had seen what he wanted to see, the lesser Goedavarid disappeared into the air. It
was time to tell Ares that all had gone well.

Part 8

Two days after rescuing Nexa and unofficially adagpter into the family, the group
of four finally made it to Amphipolis. Nothing hathanged since the last visit that
Xena and Amarice had made. The weapon shops witkelsre they always were
and children still continued to play between thades. Familiar scents of desserts



wafted through the air, teasing the senses oftbeypbungest members of the group.

It was refreshing for the two older warriors toibe familiar town while their worlds
were changing. It seemed to balance out the clabsteir minds were in. It gave
them the chance to reflect on the choices theyéeaehtly made, along with the
decisions they were going to make in the futureleast, that's what they hoped they
would accomplish while they were in Amphipolis.

"Xena! Amarice! You've come back!" the familiar geiof Xena's mother called from
the tavern's entrance. It was actually luck that v@ught the owner of the inn
outside just as her daughter and Amarice camegidino the area. She would have
to thank Tara for not wiping down the dusty decit tthay, since that was what had
brought her outside in the first place. "Oh howi$$ed you two." she said as she
approached the two warriors. "And who are your neiwends?"

"Well Mother uh... this is the adopted nephew &fend of mine." Xena started,
nodding in Solan's direction. "The blonde boy isgtin front of Amarice smiled shyly
at the tavern keeper and quickly waved. "And thikléxa." Xena said as she looked
down in front of her where Nexa was supposed tsittieag, only to find an empty
spot. 'Now where'd she go?' she wondered, althshghvasn't worried. She had
discovered early on that Nexa had a habit of ggttimt of the saddle without her
noticing whenever they stopped. The stop in Amplspeas no different. Now she
just wondered how the little girl was able to sipwithout her noticing. That, and
where the little tyke had gotten to.

"Hi!" came the small voice of the little girl, whww stood in front of Cyrene. Xena
raised an eyebrow when she saw this. She woulditgi have to keep a closer eye
on the girl, just in case she decided that she edaiat sneak off and talk to her
mother. Who knew what embarrassing secrets angstiie older woman would tell
the little blonde child.

"Hello there, dear." Cyrene returned the greetiggnding down so she was level with
the girl. "What are you doing riding around with ulgughter?" the older woman
asked in a gentle tone. "Keeping an eye on henaaldng sure she stays out of
trouble, | hope." she said before reaching over@agully tugging Nexa's nose. The
blonde child giggled at the feeling, wonderinghit was how her Mama felt
whenever Nexa did it to her.

"My mama wanted me to go with her." Nexa told thiekieeper before leaning
forward. "But | can watch her, if you want. My Mardan't call me her wawwior for
nothing." she added on in a whisper. The innkebfpeked, not expecting an answer
like that from the little girl. She quickly shoolkf dner surprise, however, and smiled
at the blonde.

"You better, or I'll have to come chase you dov@ytene mock threatened.

"Don't worry. Xena's a good girl, like me!" Nexasagsed the older woman, a certain
amount of pride in her voice when she mentioned gowad she was.

"Oh really?" Cyrene asked skeptically, raising gabeow in her daughter's trademark
fashion before looking up at said daughter, sigigathat they would be having a
serious talk sooner than Xena would like. "Amarie®j and... Solan was it?" The
blonde boy nodded before she continued. "Why danitand Solan take your horse to



the stables? You know where they are. Xena and Wékppin you shortly.” Cyrene
ordered them, even if it was under the disguise iiggestion.

"Yes ma'am.” Solan said with a smile, salutingabburn haired woman.

"Don't get into too much trouble, Xena." Amaricaged her older friend, receiving a
glare from the Warrior Princess as she dismountgd AT here was no doubt that her
mother wanted her on the ground for the convensdktiey were about to have.

"Amarice, if you don't go take that horse of yotarshe stables now, Xena won't be
the only one in trouble." Cyrene threatened the 2ona Amarice visibly gulped
before nodding and quickly riding off toward thaldes. She had learned early on in
their partnership that Xena's mother was not a woyosa wanted to mess with. She
did raise the Warrior Princess, after all.

"Now then, Xena. Do you think you could tell me whglan and little Nexa here are
really traveling with you and Amarice?" she askdwewthe other two were out of
earshot.

"Mother, do you think that we could discuss thietawith Amarice present?" Xena
asked, her face betraying none of the uneasinassltle was feeling. There were only
two people that Xena knew that could make herdeehsy, and they were Gabrielle
and her mother. Cyrene seemed to think it overrbedoquiescing.

"Fine. But | want the explanation by the end of week; no later, young lady."
Cyrene said in a tone that would not allow an argutneven if Xena could think of
one. She was going to figure out what was goingdrer daughter's head, whether
the girl liked it or not. "And remember Xena: I'myr mother. | know when you're
lying." she reminded her daughter before looking/lat the blonde girl that had
moved to stand at Xena's side. She would have thdit. "How would you like to
learn how to cook, Nexa?" she asked. The blondle giyes lit up before she took
Cyrene's hand and was led into the tavern.

Xena watched them go, a nervous feeling that sidlyhaver got tying a knot in her
stomach. Not only would she have to explain torhether about Solan and Nexa, but
the little blonde girl had become her mother's retvadly. That could not be good.

The knot in her stomach tightened once more. Sisedefnitely in trouble.

Gabrielle gulped as she stared up at the judge lfremkneeling position on the
ground. The sun was beating down on her as shéddhigeher helpless position, one
sword at her throat and another at the back ohbek. The heat coming from
Apollo's treasure caused the heavy shackles caffmahd her wrists to burn her skin.
The humming noise coming from the townspeople ag ¢fathered for her judgement,
coupled with the bright sun made her head hurtr@h&s no doubt about it; she was
definitely in trouble.

The only thing that helped ease the twisted knat llad formed in her stomach since
the day she had been captured was the fact théeshild the truth when she was
forced to face the judge. It didn't help much, @ilouseeing as it was very unlikely
that the judge would believe her story. He waseatt of Perdicas' after all.



"Gabrielle of Potidaea, daughter of Hecuba and Hi&xes.” he addressed her in an
official tone before getting on with what everyomanted to see. "Do you deny killing
your husband, Perdicas of Potidaea?" he askedplis®yes boring into hers.
Gabrielle momentarily found herself wondering hamngone that looked so nice
could have such cold, hard eyes.

"I don't deny it, but your honor, | did it out cél§defense. Just like | told you three
nights ago." she said, trying again to get himrtdarstand why she did what she did.

"Silence! Do not try to ruin Perdicas' name witluybes." he ordered her.

"Oh believe me. Perdicas doesn't need my helprtp liis name." she scoffed. "Like |
told you before, Perdicas beat me. Do you realhkthwould this to myself?" she
asked, wincing as she shrugged her injured shaub#dore she could gauge the
reaction from the audience, the judge continuedjhéestioning.

"Gabrielle, is it true that you used to be a barbat you even attended Athens'
Academy of Performing Bards?" the judge asked, gingnthe subject. The blonde
woman blinked at the quick change of topic befarengering the question.

"Yes, but | don't really know what that has to dthvanything."

"Is it also true that before you married Perdigas, were an Amazon?" the judge
asked. Now Gabrielle was suspicious. She hadnt e Rosaline that, so she had
no idea how the judge knew about that part of ifer |

"Where did you hear that from?" she asked.

"Answer the question with a yes or no!" he orddredas the guards holding the
swords began to press the blades into her neckigBalbit her lip at the feeling
before answering in the affirmative. "Much bettdré'complimented her with a sneer
before turning his attention to the townsfolk ie ttrowded seating area of the small
judgement square.

"My friends... Three days ago, this 'woman' cameéolike all prisoners do in order

to plead her case. And, like all today's crimindig addressed them before turning to
Gabrielle, "she lied to me." Almost immediatelyosand hisses erupted from the
audience.

"I didn't lie! Perdicas was going to hurt Nexa!'estbjected, trying to get the crowd to
listen. "l wanted to leave with her. | just wantedeave. | never wanted to kill him!"
she told them, trying hard to keep her tears irtkh8he would not let them see her
cry.

"Do not be sucked in by her lies! She nearly trabpe in her web of false words
when she came to me. | actually found myself beigher after the guards came to
take her back to her cell." he admitted before iloghkack down at Gabrielle.
"Luckily, a messenger from the Gods warned me abeubefore | made a mistake."
Gabrielle's eyes went wide. Why would a God berestted in her? The only God she
had ever met was Ares, and from what she coul@bsut him, he was only
concerned about things that affected him.

"You have to believe me. | didn't lie!" she proezkbnce she overcame her surprise.



"You were a bard. Your whole job consisted of tgjlstories.” the judge pointed out.

"Exactly! | told storiestrue stories. Not lies." she said, thinking that she/ ima
getting through to him.

"Now that I find hard to believe." he admitted with a fordadgh. "You told stories
about Xena. Every one of them portrayed her as@ R@at's probably the biggest lie
I've ever heard anyone ever tell."

"She is a hero." Gabrielle growled, not liking thay the judge spoke about her old
friend. The former bard was surprised to find #fa& had no problem saying that. It
was true that Xena was still a hero, but she wasmgerher hero. She was no longer
the person that Gabrielle could count on to gebleiof trouble. The idea actually
angered Gabrielle more than it saddened her, leukapt her emotions behind her
mask so that the judge couldn't see what was gmirig her mind.

"Xena? A hero? Little girl, you are deluded." thege told her in a harsh whisper so
no one else could hear him before addressing thikcpance more. "This is the bard

of Xena: Warrior Princess. Using her skills as alba is no wonder she was able to
trick Perdicas into marrying her and then trickime believing her." he announced.

"I didn't trick anybody!" Gabrielle objected, ortly be ignored by the judge and the
townspeople.

"No doubt using her skills as an Amazon princelss,raurdered her husband. The
wound in her shoulder was most likely received wRerdicas tried protecting
himself from this murdering bitch." he concludednging down at Gabrielle in
triumph when the audience began yelling in agreémen

"I hereby sentence Gabrielle of Potidaea, murdar@erdicas, to a life of
imprisonment. Tonight she will be taken to the gnishat | believe fits her crime." he
announced, receiving a loud cheer from the crowatllthd gathered. Before Gabrielle
could object one last time, the guards were rengptheir swords from her neck and
grabbing the chain that linked her wrists together.

As the two guards led her back to the jail whilefiag angry villagers from
assaulting her, the former Amazon could only thabkut where she was going to be
sent. From what she could, the judge and Perdaa$ben good friends. Gabrielle
may not have known where she was being sent, leutval sure that wherever it was,
it was going to be a living Tartarus. As she wasgyhdy thrown into her cell by the
guards, she was also sure that she was in moigerthan she originally thought.

"God of War: 1. Irritating Blonde: 0." Ares chucllas he watched the judgement get
passed on Gabrielle. He had decided to watchat &g well, just so he could enjoy
the action without the annoying distortion from thall that he fondly referred to as
The Portal.

"Actually, Uncle... | do believe it's God of War: IZritating Blonde: 1." Discord
pointed out as she appeared next to him.

"Either way, | still come out on top." he remindasel with a scowl before continuing



to watch as Gabrielle was dragged back to hecgiil "What are you doing here,
anyway? Shouldn't you be bugging Aphrodite?" heedsk

"Yeah right. That hag gets to be very annoyingé' said as she combed a hand
through her dark hair. "l am here for a reasonygio | do believe it is time for you to
thank me for helping you with the little blonde btahe told him as she focused on a
strand of her hairls that a split end?

"Thank you? Ha! I'm the one that did all the work.iew voice chimed in. Both Ares
turned to find the dark haired figure of Strifeo#ling over to them. "I mean, | am the
one that had to convince the judge that dear, s@abtielle was a lying bitch, after
all." he smirked, rubbing his fingernails on hiatleer armor before blowing on them.
"So feel free to thank me any time, Uncle Ares."

"You know, I'm beginning to think | should just kiboth your asses and not thank
either of you. Then, I think | might go find somewunderlings, that won't be as
annoying and arrogant.” he threatened. This caost#tDiscord and Strife to fall to
the ground and begin groveling, no longer carirtgely were thanked or not. "You
two are pathetic." he told them, rolling his eyetha sad display before disappearing
into thin air, ready to go back to his temple aradcl his Warrior Princess kick some
more ass. Once he was gone, Strife and Discorddyitreach other, both mentally
shooting daggers out of their eyes.

"It's your fault he's mad, y'know." Discord toldvhas she stood up and brushed
herself off. "If you hadn't shown up and acted sxho, he wouldn't be pissed off at
us right now."

"You are delusional, Sis. You're the one that gat &ingry." Strife argued as he too
got up, although he didn't bother to wipe himstdha. "Oh Uncle Ares. | didn't come
for much. Just for your favor so | can shove iBinfe's face.” he imitated her,
prancing around like a deer.

"Keep dancing around like that, Strife, and I'mesywu'll be able to make it big in
dancing competition for sissies." Discord told him.

"You really think so? I... Hey wait a minute! Thaasn't very nice." Strife whined.
Discord just rolled her eyes.

"Face it, Bro. We both screwed up with Ares. Nowneed to figure out something
big to do before he finds someone to replace &'said, taking a defeated seat on
the ground, where Strife joined her.

"You don't think he'd really be able to find someaa replace us, do you? | mean,
who could replace me?" he asked as his hands édgedrvously.

"Someone who doesn't whine as much, that's for"ssine glared at him before
grabbing his hands, forcing him to stop playingwhts fingers. "Now, come on. We
need to go think of a plan.” she said before disappg in a flash of purple. Strife
sighed before disappearing after his sister jugh@sun was setting.

"It's beautiful, isn't it, Sweetie?" Cyrene asked tlaughter, joining the warrior out on
the porch of the tavern as the sun painted colossa the sky. Xena simply grunted



in response, earning her a light hit on the arrmfreer mother. "You had better
answer your mother with full sentences, young lady.

"Sorry. | meant to say 'Yes, it is a very lovelyiset, Mother.™ Xena told the owner of
the tavern sarcastically. She couldn't help ivds the last day of the week time limit
that her mother had given her and daylight waskiyfading. Cyrene smiled in
return, though, choosing to ignore the sarcasrharcomment.

"That's what | thought you meant." she said bel@o&ing back out at the sky. "Xena,
it's been three years. If you're not going to gcklda her, you should stop holding on
to her. It kills me to see you trying to hold orthe past." Cyrene advised her. "There
are things that if you hold on to too tightly, thewyck and break."

"Now | know where | get the small bit of philosopai talent from." she joked,
shaking her head at her mother's words before hgaback at the horizon. "It's not
that... I'm happy, really." she assured her mother.

"Xena, | think I know what it is that's bugging yotou don't want to tell me about
the children, do you?" Cyrene asked, althoughwzet now obvious what the
problem was, since it didn't have to do with Gdlwie

"You're very perceptive, Mother." Xena said saricadly.

"Don't take that tone with me, Missy." Cyrene thkf, smacking her in the stomach
to get her point across. "And | don't care how mitishbugging you; you're going to
tell me about those two children in there befoeerilght's over." she said before
heading back into the tavern, leaving Xena to coler thoughts.

The sun had already been set for hours by thethateXena finally walked back into
the tavern. She wanted to make sure that SolannN@ed sleeping before she told her
mother and Amarice about him.

"So Xena... there was something you wanted tagsll' Amarice asked as she
followed Xena into her mother's room.

"Yes Xena, do tell us what it is you've been wargyabout all day." Cyrene said from
her bed. She had apparently been waiting there sine put the kids to bed. Xena
sighed, before taking a breath to go into the sawqut leaving her son with the
centaurs.

While Xena began to reveal the demons of her pas¢t mother and traveling
companion, a very real demon in the form of annesaoman waited for her new
cellmate to arrive. The guards had told her thahé killed this one outside of the
ring, she wouldn't live to see morning. As muclslas hated life, that was a prospect
that did not interest her. There was still so mie¢hfor her to do; so many people left
for her to torture. The guards did not disappoartt Before the night was over, she
had her new cellmate.

"Well, well, well. | never thought I'd see you irpason." she admitted to the
unconscious body that the guards had thrown inteélé Getting up from her seat
against the wall, she walked over to the prone faneh turned it over onto its back.
"You look a little different, but I'm sure you'reth" she said, fingering a short lock of



blonde hair. "What would your precious Xena sashé found you in here?" she
chuckled, even though the unconscious woman cduidarl her.

"You know... you're going to have a tremendous hehd once those drugs wear off
and you come to your senses." she warned the wbefare noticing one of her
frequent visitors making its way over to the neweomiwWhy yes little Ares, we do
have a new visitor tonight."” she said as she rehoker and picked the black rat up
by its tail, placing it on her other hand "We shibgive her a warm welcome when
she wakes up, or Xena might be angry that we digydt her little friend correctly."
she whispered to the rodent as she stood up amkeadvbhck to her place against the
stone wall, stroking the rat as she went.

As the sun began to rise, the insane woman gigidefishe had just learned
something incredibly funny. Perhaps in her miné, ridt had told her something, but
that wasn't why she was laughing. No, the onlyghirat could make her laugh like
she was, was the fact that for the rest of her dife'd have Gabrielle to torment.

Callisto knew she was going to be one happy prisavigether the guards liked it or
not.

Part 9

Once she had finished with her tale, Xena lookdteaimother and Amarice. The
whole time that she had been telling the story l&tkbeen caught up in the past and
unable to pull herself out of her memories to jutlger her audience had been
reacting to her words. That's why Gabrielle hadchldbe bard in their partnership, and
not her.

"So... We've been traveling with your son this pestk?" Amarice asked once she
was able to overcome her surprise. Xena nodddaheilv there was something
familiar about him!" Amarice exclaimed, almost magiher chair tip over when she
punched the air triumphantly. "You may not haveedihim, Xena, but he sure does
have your attitude." she teased the older womag she resettled herself.

Surprisingly, Amarice had no problems with the fiett Solan was her friend's son,
although it was weird for her to think of Xena gsasent. Even if Xena had lied about
who the boy was, it wasn't like Amarice didn't hénee own secrets that she hadn't
shared with anyone yet. At least Xena kept hereséar a good reason. If anyone
knew about Solan, it was very likely that the baywhan't have lived to see the age of
ten. Cyrene, however, wasn't as understanding awiden

"You mean to tell me that I've been a grandmotbefdurteen years, and yoever
planned on telling me?" she asked. "Xena, how cgoldkeep something like that
from me? I'm your mother."

"That's exactlyhy | didn't tell you. If people knew that you hadanhation like that
on me, you'd be hunted down by every enemy of niags still free." Xena said,
trying to explain. "l don't like the idea of putyyrmy mother in danger because of my
actions.”

"Xena, you should have thought of that before yecame a fighter. Did you ever



think that maybe | was already put in danger jydbéing your mother?" Cyrene
pointed out. "Every decision that we make and dharg we do has consequences.
It's how we deal with them that determines our ati@r. Hiding something like this
from me when you had all those chances to tell.ridéell, that just makes you a
coward, Xena."

"Oh, and just what would you have liked me to dotmer? Just come by, tell you he
was my son, and then drop him off with you?" Xeskea, quickly becoming
exasperated with her mother.

"Isn't that what you're doing now?" her mother askamediately making Xena
cringe. That was exactly what she was doing, althahe had pictured it going better
in her mind.

"I think | should go now." Amarice interrupted thegument, beginning to feel like
she was witnessing an argument that was meanaraityf ears only.

"Go ahead, Amarice. I'll get you in the morning etceakfast is done."” Cyrene
excused the girl with a smile, her voice suddemiytip. "Now tell me, Xena: Were
you or weren't you planning on leaving Solan andd\&ith me?" she asked once
Amarice had disappeared up the stairs, her voicerbmg hard again.

"Mother, I-"

"Answer the question, Xena." Cyrene interrupteddaerghter. Xena wasn't getting
out of this one. The Warrior Princess let out & ©i§defeat before nodding her
answer. "l thought so."

"How did you know?" Xena asked, curious about hewrhother had known about
her plans.

"I told you before, Xena. I'm your mother, so | kneverything." Xena raised an
eyebrow at this, skeptical that her mother knewghieng. Although, sometimes it
did seem like the woman did know about everythiamg on inside Xena's head.
"Oh, alright. | knew because it was obvious." Cer@amitted. "Come on, Xena.
Don't tell me that you actually thought that | wabtthink you were going to let those
two children continue to travel with you." she aooed when she noticed the
guestioning expression on her daughter's face. Kaddhe decency to look sheepish
at this accusation..

"Xena..." her mother tsk'd before reaching up aressing her daughter's cheek.
"You don't really think I'd let them follow you amdmarice around on those
dangerous missions, do you?" she asked before slyduiaching her daughter's
cheek.

"Mom!" Xena groaned, pulling away from the offenglidigits. "You know | hate it
when you do that."

"That's why | do it." her mother explained withraigg smirk similar to her daughter's.

"So does that mean you'll look after them?" Xerkeedsgetting back to the subject of
the children. Cyrene sighed before nodding.

"Of course | will, but only if you meet a few imgant conditions." Xena immediately



knew she wasn't going to like what was coming.staf all, you need to tell me
about Nexa. She told me her mother said she wgs vath you."

"Amarice, Solan, and | found her mother after thagl been attacked by slavers. She
died right after pleading with us to go save thigeli girl. So we rescued her." Xena
explained, leaving out the fact that she had taethe entire slaving party and its
leader by herself. "When | found the little githestold me that her mother had told
her about me and that she wanted her to go with X@ma brought a hand up to her
face and pinched the bridge of her nose. All o #plaining was giving her a
headache, and she was sure it was just going teayst before she went to sleep. "l
didn't even know the woman, so | don't know why wioelld want her daughter to go
with me."

"Alright." Cyrene said once she was sure her daarghés telling the truth. "Now, the
second condition is that you be a part of therggivlhat means you'll have to stop by
here more often than once a year." Cyrene explaiKexda nodded, showing that she
understood; although she had the sneaking suspitadmer mother had also added
that one on so she could see her more often.

"Last of all, and you probably won't like this omeich, but you need to tell Solan that
you're his mother."

"You sound just like Gabrielle." Xena remarked befbnding an interesting spot on
the wall to stare at so she wouldn't have to Iddkea mother. Cyrene's hand gripped
her jaw and forced her to look down at the oldeman, though.

"Great minds think alike then." she said while nmgksure that Xena didn't look away
from her again. She really needed to make surentiralaughter understood she was
serious. "Xena, yowill tell that boy who you are. He doesn't deserveetthimking
that his mother is dead while she's standing ngt to him."

"Fine. I'll tell him after his next birthday." Xersecquiesced.

"Do you even know when his birthday is?" Cyreneeasker hands on her hips as she
stared her daughter in the eyes.

"Yes, Mother. | was the one that gave birth to hafter all." Xena growled, although
she mentally admitted that she had deserved that.

"Good. | suspect that it's a long time from nowgcsi you picked it as the day you
would tell him. That gives me time to think of a&pent for him." Cyrene said, already
trying to think of something to get a young mantiar fifteenth birthday.

"Can | go now?" Xena asked through grit teeth.

"Oh, yes. Of course you can, dear." Cyrene exchsedvaving absent-mindedly to
shoo her away. Xena took that as her cue to gedpdo she began heading for the
stairs. "Oh, and Xena," her mother called after &pping her daughter's ascent up
the wooden steps, "I'm proud of you for telling Lisnow you worry, even if you don't
like to show it sometimes, but you have to trusie to take care of themselves. It's
a part of developing strong relationships."

Xena didn't respond to her mother's words evenghadlie older woman was right.
Instead, she continued her journey to her bedr&lra.wasn't tired, but she didn't



know how to deal with her mother at the moment; laedbedroom seemed like a
good place to hide from her for the night, juselghe used to do when she was a
child.

"I love you, Xena!" Cyrene called up after her dateg. After a few moments of
silence, she heard a faint 'l love you, too' conifogh upstairs, making her smile to
herself. Her daughter certainly had changed ovep#st three years, and she believed
that it had been a change for the better. It wa@stament to her daughter's inner
strength that she could continue to better heesdtdf losing the one person that she
thought truly believed in helPérhaps that'svhy she continues to work so hard at
changing. Cyrene pondered as she began blowing out thdesamdthe room they

had all occupied.

"Sleep well?" Callisto asked as she saw her nelmaét coming to her senses. It had
taken far too long, in her opinion. A day was mtmt long for her new plaything to

lay around sleeping before finally waking up. Altigh she had to admit, the rats had
done a good job of keeping her entertained whigevgaited for the little bard to wake

up.

"Callisto!" Gabrielle gasped when her mind finaigistered the voice taunting her.
"Please let this be a nightmare." she quietly ptdgeany Gods that were listening as
she began scooting away from the direction thalistak voice had come from, only
to be stopped by the feel of hard bars pressimghat back.

"Nope! You are completely awake, my dear." Callgiggled before stepping out of
the dark corner of the cell and into the moonlidiait was shining into the shared
quarters. "And it's about time, too. It was becagremtremely tempting to just kick
you awake." she said as she knelt down next tblthvede former sidekick. "Didn't
your hair used to be longer?"

"What do you want, Callisto?" Gabrielle asked, cleng her jaw to stop herself from
flinching away when the willowy blonde began playinith the short strands of her
hair.

"Just to have a little chat." Callisto told herhvé shrug. "You see, it gets extremely
boring in this prison when people aren't fightiagen if the rats decide to come
visit." she explained, not caring if Gabrielle wedhto hear her explanation or not.
The former bard frowned.

"Not that I'm complaining or anything, but why hatteyou tried to kill me? The last
time we met, that seemed to be the only thing yetevinterested in." Gabrielle
asked, jerking her head away from Callisto's fisgar that the woman would stop
playing with her hair. The insane blonde poutedm@abrielle pulled away before
sitting down beside the bard.

"Why haven't | killed you yet?" Callisto asked,{jis make sure that was exactly what
Gabrielle was asking, before putting a finger todten, a thoughtful expression on
her face. "Well, little Gabrielle, the people tian this place don't want me killing
you. The only explanation | can come up with fattis because they must have
invested a lot of money in you."



"Since when do you listen to what others tell yould?" Gabrielle asked in a
skeptical voice.

"Since I've begun to realize that | like it her€allisto said with a shrug. "Don't get
me wrong, I'm all for hunting down Xena and destigyher name, along with anyone
close to her; but you already took all the fun @uthat.” The blonde bard blinked,
wondering just what the other woman meant by tiixdn't give me that look,
Gabrielle. I'm sure if you think about it, you#lalize what I'm talking about."

"l haven't spoken to Xena in almost four yeard, lsaven't had the chance to do
anything to her."

"And that's why you hurt Xena, the mighty Warriomeess, far more than | ever
could." Callisto said with a giggle. She frownedentshe saw that Gabrielle was still
confused. Then she remembered something. "Oh thiaglst! You weren’t with us
when she was taking me back to jail. You missedoutur entire conversation. Too
bad; your loss.”

“I highly doubt that.” the former bard muttered pkeally. “And why would Xena
talk to you? She doesn’t eveke you.”

“Well you certainly weren’t around for her to talx were you?” Callisto growled
before standing back up again and stretching mes.a&When she was certain that her
cellmate wasn’t going to respond, she headed lmabkitcorner. I suggest getting
some sleep, little bard.”

“And what'’s to stop you from doing something to migile | sleep?” Gabrielle asked,
not willing to trust the willowy blonde woman thsttared a cell with her.

“Simple. | have to fight tomorrow and | don’t wantbe off my game. I'd rather
experience life and all its agonizing glory whildly rested.” she said. While
Gabrielle didn’'t know what Callisto was talking afboshe did admit to herself that
she needed to get some sleep, too. She knew #ta didn’t, she probably wouldn’t
be able to face whatever the next day held in dtyrber. Unable to keep her eyes
open any longer, Gabrielle fell into a restlesgple

The next morning, as beams from the sun were begra shine onto her face from
between the cell bars, Gabrielle woke up in a sweaéemed that the fates were out
to avenge Perdicas’ death by giving her nightmafésm.

‘It's not fair. Even in death, | can’t escape hishe thought as she rubbed at her eyes
with her hands, trying to stop the tears that vibeginning to fall. “It's just not fair.”
she muttered, her voice cracking.

“Didn’t anyone tell you that life isn’t fair?” a noiing voice asked, reminding her just
where she was at the moment. “Oh, don’t cry, lived. Especially if 'm not the one
making those tears fall.” Callisto said as she edl&ut of her corner and knelt beside
Gabrielle, who was now staring at the rat that taken up residency on the willowy
blonde’s shoulder. “Oh, | see that Ares has caygtt attention. He’s been very
curious about you. Always chattering away, askingu were ever going to wake up
and if he‘d have to share his food with you.” Galbe turned her attention on Callisto
instead of the rat, wondering if the woman wasngkor not.



“Are you insane?” she asked when she realizedhtraénemy was being serious
when she spoke about the rat as if it was herdrien

“Only as insane as the next person in here.” wasatiswer she received before
Callisto stood up again and returned to her comd#rpugh it wasn’t nearly as dark as
it had been the night before with the sun shinmgNhich reminded Gabrielle of
something that had been on her mind.

“I've never heard of a prison that's outside.” shesed aloud as she painfully stood
up. Her legs were still a bit shaky, but she wase $hat she just needed to walk
around a bit. Curious about the place that she dvowst likely be spending the rest
of her life in, she turned and faced the barsn@kn the view in front of her.

It was a giant canyon carved into the ground byGbds. Across the chasm, Gabrielle
could see cells carved into the stone walls otdre/on, most of them hosting three
or more prisoners. Anybody that wasn’t in a celbvaaguard, each carrying a sword
and crossbow. The top of the ledge that she caddwas lined with archers. There
was no doubt that it would be impossible for anytmescape from this prison. She
sighed in defeat. Sheas going to be stuck here for the rest of her life.

“That’'s because nobody talks about this prismpeciallythose that do know about
it.” Callisto’s voice came from directly behind héut Gabrielle resisted the urge to
turn around and face the other woman. “The bestgiaut this place is all the way
down at the bottom.” the villainess told her, aathand pointing down to the floor of
canyon. “Down there is where the excitement happekes place and it's also why
nobody knows about this place. You see, Gabritle,prison also serves as an
underground fighting arena.” Callisto explaineddrefgiggling. “Get it?
Underground?”

“You're lying.” Gabrielle said, refusing to belietleat anybody would pay to watch
other people fight each other.

“Oh, but I'm not, little bard.” Callisto said wita chuckle before wrapping her hands
around Gabrielle’s arm and leaning forward. “Whetttér way to make money while
eradicating criminals? After all, we're all jusbanch of murderers here.” she
whispered into Gabrielle’s ear.

“I'm not a murderer!” the bard objected, shakindliSto off before turning around,
green eyes flaring.You are the murdereNou are the one that belongs here, not me!
You are the one that let your hatred of Xena leadtgalestruction!” she yelled at the
willowy blonde, shoving her with every sentencetophasize her point. When she
heard herself yell the last sentence, she stoppbkdritracks.I'am a murderet.she
thought before realizing that Callisto had wrappedhand around her neck.

“Oh, you are going to pay for even thinking abautahing me, little bard.” Callisto
growled. Before she could do any serious damageewer, two guards were banging
on the bars of the cell to get her attention. Lagkover at them, she noticed that they
all had their crossbows pointed at her.

“We told you already. You aren’t to kill her unlgss in a fight.” the one on the left
reminded her.

“So let go of her, or you won't live to see youxheiatch.” the other one threatened.



Callisto rolled her eyes before releasing a sigh.

“You ruin all my fun.” she said before throwing Gegdlle against the stone wall, a
loud thud echoing in the cell when the bard madeami. The guard on the right
immediately fired one of the bolts from his crosstat her. She showed him what a
mistake that was by catching the projectile andwimg it back at him, hitting him
square in the chest. “Oopsies. | guess my hangeslip’d tell the management that
you need a new partner, if | was you.” she toldrédraaining guard.

“You just wait, bitch. One of these days, you'rengpto go too far.” the man said, a
scowl on his face. “Remember: Kill her now, and{idae shot with so many needles,
you'll look like a pin cushion.” he warned her befshouldering his crossbow and
grabbing the hands of his now dead partner. As nagdie hated it, he would have to
do as the murderess suggested and get anotheempditiat was the third one in as
many months that he had gone through.

“Now you see what you made me do?” Callisto askatr{eélle once the guard had
walked away. The bard was leaning against the wsilhg it to support herself. “Oh,
did I give you a booboo?” the villainess asked vaitbmirk, making the former bard’s
mind turn to Nexa. She hoped her daughter hadmgaitXena alright and that she
was being taken care of. She wished she could teher instead of in this prison.

“I'm sure that by the time you get out of here, Yiduave a lot more than the one |
just gave you.” Callisto assured her before healdauk to her corner to be with her
rats, leaving Gabrielle to think about her daughter

“Nexa, is something wrong?” Solan asked from thenbh of the tree he was hanging
upside down from. Xena had told them about thettraeshe and her brother, Lyceus,
used to play on. The little girl had been talkimpstantly as they made their way
there, even as she watched the older boy climbeprée without her.

When he didn’t receive an answer from the litthe, @olan dropped from the branch,
twisting himself as he dropped so that he landelisifeet and didn’t hurt himself.
Nexa seemed to be staring at something when hedbakher. Following the girl's
gaze, his eyes landed on the tall weeds that sunlemiithe tree. He didn’t see
anything, though.

“Nexa... Nexa!” he called her name, snapping Imgédrs in front of her eyes to get her
attention. After a few tries, it finally worked. ‘@a, what were you looking at?” he
asked, receiving a shrug in return.

“I dunno. A hard place with rats.” she replied befesmiling up at him. “Will you
teach me?” she asked.

“Huh?” Solan asked, thoroughly confused by the estjuNexa pointed up at the
treetops above them. “Oh, that. Sure; I'll teach fiow to climb.” he told her before
leading the little girl over to the trunk of thede tree. “Watch closely.” he said
before beginning her lesson on tree climbing.

The blonde boy jumped and grabbed on to the lolr@stch of the tree before getting
a grip on the base of the tree with his feet. Greaccomplished getting situated, he



pulled himself up with his arms, while pushing witis feet. After a few seconds, he
was sitting on the branch, smiling down at Nexa.

“Tada!” he told her, making her clap her hands togewhile laughing. He bowed as
he received the applause from his small audienfedslipping backwards and
hanging upside down once more.

“Up! Up!” the girl said excitedly, hopping up andwn as she pleaded with the older
boy. For a moment, Solan wondered if it would a loi&é to bring the girl up with
him. Then the moment passed and he was gentlyirgadbwn and grabbing Nexa
by the wrists. A few seconds later, they were [sstinging on the branch.
Unfortunately, Solan wasn't quite strong enoughdatd the little girl long enough to
get them both up onto the tree branch, and Nexadeuad slipping from his grasp
before crash landing on the ground below them.

“Nexa!” he cried out before losing his balance &idting from the branch he was on,
landing on his back next to the little girl. Turgion his stomach and getting on all
fours so he could get a better look at the smalhdé, Solan found himself looking
into laughing blue eyes and smiling face. “Are ywitight?” he asked. “I didn’t mean
to let go.”

“Again! Again!” Nexa shrieked before sitting up amdapping her small arms around
the boy’s neck in a tight hug.

“Nexa, | can't... breathe.” he told her, tryingpgoy her arms off of his neck before he
passed out from lack of air. For a three year thlel girl had quite a grip.

“Sowwy.” she apologized as she pulled away from,stil smiling. She lost the
smile when the boy ruffled her hair.

“It's alright. | should be the one apologizing finropping you.” he told her with a
sigh. He had really screwed up. He just thoughtshkifrto be lucky since nothing bad
had happened.

“Don’t be sad, Solan. I'm alwight. That's why 'm&ma’s big wawwior.” she said
proudly before standing up and striking a pose @ahaays made her Mama laugh, her
hands on her sides and her chin in the air. It ewjkst as well on Solan as it did on
her mother.

“Come on, Nexa. | think we've had enough excitenfenbne day.” the blonde boy
suggested as he stood up from the ground. The gimile disappeared, replaced by a
pout.

“Aw... | want to go up again.” she told him, crasgiher arms to complete the sad
look she was giving him. Solan only shook hisnglher that he didn’t want to risk
her getting hurt. She didn’t know what the worgktimeant, but she got the message.
It seemed she wouldn’t be having anymore fun ortre after all, even after she had
worked so hard on pouting with Solan.

That same afternoon, back at the prison, Calliste preparing for some fun of her
own. The fights that she had told Gabrielle aboettentaking place, and she was up
next. She couldn’t wait to entertain herself withatever victim it was that they



shoved into the ring with her. Gabrielle was fuat there was only so much Callisto
could do with her before being threatened by trerds1

“Your turn.” the guard from that morning gruntegheming the door to the cell. Unlike
with most prisons, they didn’t use restraints aaiok. Anyone that tried to escape
from The Canyon was as good as dead because aifdhers that they had constantly
keeping guard from above and the amount of guaatsthey kept in the actual
canyon.

“Watch closely, little bard. You'll be joining inrothe fun soon enough.” Callisto told
Gabrielle before exiting the cell, leaving the bardvonder just what kind of people
ran this place. Even worse, what kind of peoplealbt paid to come see the
prisoners fight? She shook her head, not wantimpitwemplate those thoughts. The
ones that replaced them weren’'t welcome eitheritlsgiemed unpleasant thoughts
were the only ones that would visit her that night.

Callisto had said that she would be fighting sd&ime didn’t want to, though. She
wasn't like the people here. She couldn’t standleeight of killing another person.

‘Yeah, that's why you killed Perdicashe mentally scoffed at herself. She had been
telling herself, and everyone else, for the last teeks that killing Perdicas had been
different from murder, but it wasn’t getting thrdutp anyone. Including herself.
‘There had to be another way to get Nexa away friomwithout shoving that knife
into his side.she thought as she watched Callisto fight, hezliead pressing against
the bars. Although she wouldn’t consider what Gadlwas doing fighting. It looked
more like the willowy blonde woman was merely ptaywith her opponent. It

quickly became apparent that she had become béagidgp with him, however, when
she shoved her sword through the man’s gut.

Gabrielle looked away, unable to watch the bloadrdnto the ground of the canyon.
She could feel the small amount of food that slehea to eat that morning
threatening to rise up out of her stomach. It tade&w moments for her to suppress
the nausea that she was feeling. Once she finathposed herself, she looked back
down where the fight had taken place.

The guards had circled Callisto, their crossboaméd on her just in case she tried
anything. Although Gabrielle couldn’t see very wietim her position, she could have
sworn she saw the willowy blonde snap her teetinatof the soldiers before
dropping her weapons and raising her hands up emlyc Once they had her
cooperation, the guards led her back up to heraéiough no one dared to try and
throw her in like they did with the rest of thegamers.

“Enjoy the show, little bard?” she asked once thards were gone. “I sure enjoyed
putting it on.” she remarked with a chuckle.

“You really are insane.” Gabrielle told her, notloering to give an obvious answer to
a stupid question.

“I try.” Callisto said before winking at the bloné®ad heading back to her corner,
leaving Gabrielle to her thoughts once more.



Part 10

Back in his temple, the God of War was using ThedPto watch his second-favorite
source of entertainment: Gabrielle. He had to atimait Strife and Discord had done a
good job, and it had impressed him that they alstiald the brains to think of
something so brilliant.

"Gabrielle and Callisto in one cell. You two reatlytdid yourselves on this one."
Ares praised them. The two minions practically smexmat the comment. It was a rare
day indeed when the God of War complimented sométttseeonly been a week, and
already she is being pushed to her limit by Callisll have to give that crazy blonde

a token of my gratitude while she's still somewdaate."

"I think he's a little late for that." Strife mutesl under his breath to Discord, who
smirked in reply. Strife had seen Callisto andwlag she acted. There was no doubt
in his mind that she was missing one or two impurpeces in her mindShe talks

to rats, for Zeus' sakethe thought as a shudder ran down his spine. ¢ladtilike her
at all.

"Hey! It looks like the guards are paying your phagg a visit, Ares." Discord said as
she pointed at The Portal, pulling Discord outigfthoughts. "And would you look at
that? They had the courtesy to bring her some nethes."

"Oh look, little bard. They brought you a new outfCallisto commented with a
giggle when the guards threw in a bundle of claghliThey must have known just
how bad those peasant garments were beginningko Maybe | should thank them
later." the blonde thought for a moment before stgaker head. "Nah. Wouldn't want
them to get egotistical, would we?" Gabrielle jgstored her as she went to examine
the clothing that was thrown into the cell.

"This is armor." she pointed out when she heldhgptop. It was roughly her size and,
while leaving her lower back exposed, it would adver entire torso if she put it on.
Etched into the leather was an image of a womachperon a crescent moon.
Gabrielle immediately recognized the symbol of Ameazons and wondered how a
piece of their armor could manage to find its watp ithe prison.

"Aren't you the observant one? No wonder you'rard.b Callisto chuckled as she
walked over to the shorter blonde. "Oh, aren'tjystithe luckiest little bard in the
world? The Amazon that wore this armor was prallyiea animal in the ring until |
killed her." she informed the young woman, causiaprielle to drop the top she was
holding up.

"They don't really expect me to wear a dead pessdathes, do they?" she asked,
staring down at the pile of assorted garments.

"Well you don't seriously think they'd let you figh those rags, do you?" Callisto
asked, referring to the dress that Gabrielle hauoh ls¢uck in since she killed her
husband. It had definitely seen better days, whiah made evident by the many tears
and blood and dirt stains.

"I'm not going to fight." she said defiantly, croxgher arms. "l may be stuck in this



prison, but | am not going to fight just to entertasome rich snobs with a sick sense
of pleasure.” Callisto simply laughed at the smmalleman's defiant words.

"What makes you think you have a choice, littled®arhe fools that run this place
aren't going to let you simply waste away in héne betting that someone paid a
fortune for you to be taken here. They're going/émt to earn that money back with
whatever winnings you make in the fights." she axy@d. "If you don't fight, the
guards will simply beat you until you decide yotather take your chances in the
arena." she added on, quickly dashing any hop&abfielle refusing to fight.

"How come you get your armor?" she finally askesjding towards the familiar
black leather armor that Callisto was wearing.

"This is what | was wearing when | was brought h&we you really think anyone was
going to try and makme change?" she said with a shrug. After tuckingaysitrand

of hair behind her ear, Callisto bent down and @itkp the pile of discarded

clothing. "Now then, you should probably try on ymew outfit before the guards
come back and tell you it's your turn to fight.esduggested as she shoved the armor
into Gabrielle's arms before slinking back to hamner.

"Why are you being so nice to me?" the blonde asiseshe watched Callisto's
retreating figure.

"Oh, don't take it personally. | don't like youamything." the villainess said. A few
moments of silence went by before Callisto saigiist can't wait to see how Xena's
little bard kills someone. It must be somethingvedch.” Gabrielle stared at the dark
corner, wanting to respond, but unable to. She @dhtd say that she wasn't a killer,
but the fact that she was even in the prison disggtahat point. So, she simply chose
not to respond to the comment, and instead begdmig through the new clothes.

They were definitely different from what she wasdiso wearing when she traveled
with Xena. Apart from being made of leather, she hever worn anything that was
made to be so decorative. The back of the top wwad Wwith red and blue feathers;
and the leather strap that tied around her waibtlmateeth of carnivorous animals
hanging from it. There was another strap thattieithe leather that went around her
waist and went across her back and over her toisg, in the front. The bottom half
of the armor consisted of pleats and a skirt.

The dark, leather pleats had a rather complex desigking it obvious that whoever
made it had put a lot of time into them. The pleese in the shape of feathers, each
one different from the other. The skirt that shaildovear underneath was made of
soft, black fur that Gabrielle guessed came fronoH. To complete the ensemble
was one shoulder guard, two bracers, and a pagrafals that laced all the way up to
her knees.

"Could you um..." Gabrielle wasn't quite sure havsay what she wanted Callisto to
do, feeling rather foolish about what her requestiled come out as. The truth was,
she didn't want the crazy woman to see her ch&lgemay have been in a prison,
but she found it hard to get rid of the modesty #hee had been cursed with. It
became apparent that she wouldn't have to worrytaballisto sneaking peeks at her
when she saw the insane blonde talking to herganhaJust to be sure, however, she
changed as fast as she could.



"Hm... It seems there was a reason Xena kept yaundrafter all." Callisto chuckled
as she stood up from her corner and walked ov&atwrielle once the girl was
changed. "l don't know why you had such a problath wearing these..." she said as
she came up behind the bard. Gabrielle shuddered siine felt Callisto place her thin
hands on her shoulders. "You look much better tharkiller that wore these last.”
the blonde purred into the smaller woman's earriélédds eyes narrowed at the last
comment, and the small bard pulled herself outaifi€€o's grasp.

"Let me get this through to you, Callisto." shatetd as she turned around. "I. Am.
Not. A. Killer." she told the woman, getting up@sse to her face as she could
without touching her. Although she knew Callistouln't kill her, she had learned
her lesson the last time she had touched the woStandidn't fancy the idea of being
thrown into a wall again. Although, she had expgseme sort of retaliation from the
woman, besides the crazy laughter she received.

"Then what do you call yourself, little bard?" Gstib asked when she finally stopped
laughing. "Hm? It seems that you and | must had#éfarent definition of the word
‘killer'. You see, to me, a killer is someone whafanother person's life." she said.
When she didn't receive an answer from the yourngavg she smirked and leaned
forward. "What's the matter, little bard? Did hayyour definition proven wrong
make you speechless? Or are you just busy tryitakin the fact that you've
become like me?" she taunted the smaller blonde.

"Shut up, Callisto!" Gabrielle yelled before tacidithe other woman to the ground. "I
am nothing like you!" she said as she aimed a pah€allisto's face. The willowy
blonde stopped it, however, and used it to flip Kzdle over so that the bard was on
the bottom and she was on top, pinning the othenavis arms to the hard ground.

"Ooh. So Xena's little kitty has claws after aknew there was a reason she kept you
around." she said before Gabrielle spit in her.fa8be does tricks, too! This is just
turning out to be my lucky day!" she exclaimed &dly before leaning forward and
giving Gabrielle a rough kiss on the mouth, engagine plan that had been
developing in her head over the last week.

It would be nice to brag to Xena, if she ever sh@woman again, that she was able
to obtain what the dark-haired woman wanted: Glbiseheart. Of course, it wouldn't
be in the way that she originally intended, witknée or sword, but either way
worked for her. When she saw how broken Xena was &abrielle had married
Perdicus, she began to wonder how the woman weeldffshe lost her heart to the
woman she hated most.

Gabrielle, unaware of the plans running througHi§tals head, was thoroughly
surprised by the rough kiss that caught her offgjuaut it only took her a moment to
get over it and head-butt Callisto. Once the insaoman's hands were off of her
arms, she shoved Callisto off of her and rollethtoside, before jumping back to her
feet. The former bard immediately began spittingng to get the taste of Callisto's
tongue out her mouth, while rubbing her hand achessnouth vigorously, trying to
get the feel of her lips on her to go away.

"What the Hades was that?" she breathed out orecevat done. She was careful to
remain in a defensive stance, just in case Caliigtd that again.



"A girl has to have some fun, doesn't she?" theiowy blonde replied with a shrug,
tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her earsites," she continued with a smirk,
"you started it."

"You really have gone insane, if you think that wiaes starting it." Gabrielle told her
before relaxing out of her fighting stance and nagthack to the bars of the cell.

"l thought it was great foreplay.” Callisto toldrhblowing the same stray strand of
hair out of her eyes just to have it fall backnont of her face. It seemed it was
having as much fun bothering her as she was hawmgenting Gabrielle, who just
ignored the comment she made. Instead, she begdlowher thoughts to wander as
she stared up at the blue sky. She hated it.

Before Perdicus, when she was happily traveling Wina, a clear sky was
something she could gaze at forever while comingitip a new way to tell a story. It
always reminded her of her best friend's eyes, #ungeelse she could have stared
into forever if it wouldn't make her friend suspigs. Even when she was with
Perdicus, even if she never got that same feehegised to get with Xena, a blue sky
never bothered her. At that moment, however, sheetao bring the sky crashing
down to the ground.

After almost four years of enduring beatings froman she should have never been
with, Gabrielle had lost the one thing she had gbneugh them for; she had lost her
tiny, blonde world. At least when she had Nexa waigh, Gabrielle could forget about
Perdicus for a little while and enjoy the blue shat reminded her, not only of Xena,
but of her daughter as well.

‘The Fates are cruel to create a Tartarus like tme above Hades' realnshe
thought as she pressed her forehead into the baes cell. If | don't look up, I'll lose
whatever connection it is that | have with the ohlese! she mused silenthyBut if |

do look up, | remember that | lost thé@abrielle sighed as she sank to the ground,
defeated. It took her a moment to register thedéwlet tracks running down her
face. She hadn't realized that she had been crying.

Xena woke to sound of small sniffles coming frormgsone laying beside her and the
feel of something warm and wet on her shoulder. W8tee looked down to see who
had snuck into her bed, she found herself stantgwatery blue eyes framed by dark
blonde hair.

"I'm sowwy, Xena. | didn't mean to wake you up.eétbmall blonde apologized as she
wiped her eyes. The warrior princess smiled saftynething that only Gabrielle had
ever seen, before placing a gentle hand on th's geld.

“It's alright. Now will you tell me what's wrong?She asked as she stroked the soft
hair beneath her hand, trying to comfort the litfie. Nexa seemed to think about it
for a moment before shrugging.

‘I don’t know. My Mama is sad, and | don’t know wHymakes me sad, because |
can‘t make her happy.” she explained before sndflagain. Xena mentally sighed
and sat up, pulling the girl up with her. Comfogtipeople was definitely not her



strong suit.

“Nexa, you were probably just dreaming. I'm sureilyMama is happy.” she said
before thinking about something for a moment. lé $s sad, though, it's probably
because she misses you.”

“But | don’t want Mama to be sad because of me Xa\eniffled before rubbing her
nose on her arm. Xena made a face, mentally decttat she would have to teach
the kid better ways to get rid of a runny noseplefoing back to trying to comfort
the child.

“I think | know a way to make her feel better.” Xesuggested. Nexa looked up at her
with hopeful blue eyes, practically pleading hetdlb “Try thinking of her right now.
Tell her how much you love her.” The small blond @ Xena said, thinking as hard
as she could of her mother. “You know, you and yaother aren’t really separated.
She’s in here with you.” Xena tapped the girl'ssthehile Nexa'’s eyes were closed.
“And all you have to do to be with her is close yeyes and think of her.” she
continued before laying back down. “You should galbto bed, Nexa.”

“Can | stay with you tonight?” the girl asked a® $&id down and rested her head on
Xena's shoulder once more. It reminded her of wiemMama used to take her to the
lake while her Daddy was gone. She heard Xenal®fire mumbling a 'yes’. The

girl smiled to herself before snuggling closer & Mama'’s friend and slipping back
to sleep.

While the small girl slept, Xena found herself walgake and her thoughts were
beginning to pester her. She was supposed to lstdlreand mean warrior princess,
and she had just shown a little girl a gentle #d¢ she thought she had lost. It made
her question what kind of influence Nexa had ot Bhe must have had some
affect on her if she had made the Warrior Prinsésg in one spot for longer than two
days. They had been in Amphipolis for a week, arda&wasn’t even feeling restless
like she thought she would.

‘Am | getting soft’she wondered as she absent-mindedly began stydikénblonde
hair beneath her when she felt Nexa begin stirgiggn. No. The Warrior Princess
doesn’t get soft. Maybe I'm just... going througplese€.she thought, trying to
convince herself that she was still as tough asushkd to be. It was then that she
realized what she was doing with her hafddaitor.” she thought as she stopped her
hand from moving and let it fall limply beside Nex@he decided, however, to stop
thinking about for the nightAs long as nobody else sees me being nice, my
reputation will be finé This thought convinced her that everything wolbédalright,
and it wasn’t long before she was being pulled battkMorpheus’ realm.

The next morning, Xena woke up to find Nexa ststied beside her, practically
burrowing into her side. It almost made her fea thaat she would have to wake the
little girl up by moving; almost, but not quite. &bmirked when she got out of the
bed and Nexa gave a little shriek at the loss obbey heat.

“Come on, kid. I'm sure Mother has food on the ¢atolr you by now, and is
wondering where you are.” she told the girl, whepe@nded with a yawn and a sleepy
nod before clumsily climbing out of bed and follogiafter Xena. When she realized
that the girl may have some trouble making it dalaenstairs without falling down
them, Xena placed a steadying hand on her shoaldemade sure that she was able



to make it down the steps without incident.

“There you two are. | was beginning to worry tHdtHave to give your breakfast
away.” Cyrene said when she saw her daughter anghil charge come down the
stairs. “Go on and eat. Solan and Amarice are @yraaithe table.” she ordered them.
She grabbed Xena’'s arm as she walked past, thandipulled her down to her level.
“If they continue on like they are, you're payirg the damages to my tavern and
cleaning up their mess.” she whispered before selgeher daughter and heading
back to the kitchen, leaving Xena to deal with¢hadren. Deciding that she would
rather not spend her dinars on anything AmariceSwidn broke, Xena entered the
dining area of the tavern.

“Take it back! Take it back!” Amarice yelled as dield Solan in a headlock. “If you
don't take it back, | swear I'll pull all of thatdnde hair out piece by piece and make
it into a pillow!” she threatened as Solan triedtaiggle against her.

“What is going on here?” Xena asked when she walkiedthe room and observed
the damage that had been caused. Chairs weredlgper and one of the tables was
broken. Broken pieces of a plate littered the fl@ong with the remains of
someone’s breakfast. Meanwhile, Tara, the new esstthey had hired, was jumping
up and down from the sidelines and cheering theté@nagers on. The sound of her
voice quickly put an end to the girl's cheeringyulgh, along with the wrestling that
Solan and Amarice were doing.

“He started it!” Amarice said after she let go @hhpointing an accusing finger at the
blonde boy.

“Hey! | did not!” Solan objected. “You're the onledt called me immature, so you
started it.” he reminded her before sticking hrsgioe out.

“Oh yeah that's really mature.” she said sarcastically. “Justigkthrowing those
eggs at me was the definition of maturity.”

“Well both of you are acting like children rightwd Xena informed them. “In fact,
the only one that’s acting like an adult right newexa, and she’s three years old!”
she said, nodding at the young girl. Nexa lookedrom her plate of food when she
heard her name to find everyone staring at herd®hber best impression of Xena'’s
‘look’ before going back to eating. When Xena lodkeck at Solan and Amarice,
they both looked slightly ashamed before going liadke table.

“What do you think you're doing?” she asked whea shw them sit down. They both
looked up at her with confused expressions on taeges. “While I'm here, | keep
trouble out of mother’s tavern. You two sure loideltrouble to me.” she explained.
“So get out and don’t come back until tomorrow.”

“But Xena!” they both objected simultaneously asytstood up from their seats.

“Out. Now.” she ordered them. “Or do | have to hgat out like common thugs?”
she asked with a raised eyebrow. Amarice and Sm#nshook their heads before
making their way out the door. It seemed that tweyld be on their own for lunch
and dinner.

“Do you see what you did?” Amarice hissed at thg &®they walked together



through Amphipolis.

“Me? Like | said, you started it.” Solan retortesilee walked with Amarice. The
Amazon sighed and shook her head.

“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now. Xena finishetishe said before pulling Solan
out of the way of a man and his cart. “Learn togla damn cart!” she called after the
man, shaking her fist at him. “Men. Can’t do angthright.” she muttered.

“Excuse me, but I'm right here.” Solan said, altbune was grateful to Amarice for
pulling him out of the way.

“I know. That's why | said it.” she told him smugbefore walking off. Solan watched
her go, muttering to himself plans of revenge. He&about to go find the ingredients
he would need for his plan when he felt a strongdhan his shoulder. He turned
around to find Xena raising an eyebrow at him.

“What did | just hear about you putting snakes makice’s bed?” she asked
curiously. He smiled sheepishly at her and rubbedbiack of his neck.

“Oh nothing.” he assured his older friend beforedsa popped into his head. “Hey
Xena, do you think we could go hunting together@’alsked, a bright smile on his
face.

“And why would | want to do that?”

“Well... | am staying at your mother’s house, ati#ty and | do want to be able to
help.” he told her. “And I kind of don’t know how tunt very well.” he admitted in a
rush before looking down at the ground. When sbhe’'tianswer, Solan looked up to
find an amused smile on her face. “What? Kaleipda’'tlhave enough patience to
teach me how to hunt!” he explained.

“Come on, you little urchin. I'll teach you to huyrtut only if you promise to be nicer
to Amarice.” Xena told him. When he looked likevaas about to object, she put a
finger to his lips. “Ah ah ah. It's either that, oo deal at all.”

“Fine.” he said, crossing his arms. “Can we gettethnow? | want to learn before
you leave.” Xena thought about it before shrugging.

“I guess it couldn’t hurt any.” she decided bef@ading him out of Amphipolis and
toward the surrounding woods. When they returnesvehours later, looking like
they had seen better days, Xena realized whattakeispting to take him hunting
had been.

It turned out that Solan had a problem with killwdd animals. When she brought up
the fact that he ate animals all the time, he ha@ldtold her that he still hadn’t been
the one to kill them. She couldn’t argue that. Phesalso had worse luck than
Gabrielle did. She never knew that bees could bk bothersome little pests. When
Solan accidentally hit a hive with his staff, howevXena learned that the stinging
insects could hold a grudge.

“Xena, what happened to you two?” Cyrene asked wheyentered the tavern. They
were both covered in dirt and looked a little da®plan had a few bee stings
covering different parts of his body and Xena hadrape going up her arm.



“Hunting, mother... hunting.” she answered. “Come $olan. You need to get a hot
bath.”

“But, you said that Amarice and | couldn’t come baatil tomorrow.” he reminded
her.

“Forget | said anything. You stink and | don’t wamiu running off my mother’s
customers.” she told him before pushing him indimection of the staircase. She then
turned to her mother, who gave her a knowing lawk sent Tara off to draw a bath
for Solan. The girl muttered something under heatlr before doing as she was told.

“Xena, | don’t know about that girl sometimes.” €ge said while shaking her head.
“I know she told you that she wanted to start mgkip for her crimes, but did you
really have to insist that she become my new helper?”

“She grew up without a mother. | thought sendingtbe¢he best mother | know
would help her.” Xena told her.

“Oh Xena. Now you're just trying to flatter me st | don'’t yell at you. Well, it's
working.” Cyrene told her before going in to ki llaughter on the cheek. She
stopped halfway there, thinking better of it. “Xelan’s not the only one who
needs a bath. Nexa and | will go find Amarice agibher that she can come back
while you go wash up.” she said before going offirid her young helper. “Oh, and
do hurry. Wouldn’'t want to scare away my custonietena rolled her eyes before
going up the stairs, taking the steps two at a.ttehe had to admit, though; Sthe
need a bath.

“Amazon!” Gabrielle looked up from the ground where heard one of the guards
address her. “Get up. The crowd's waiting.” he todal.

“Look, you don’t understand. | can’t go out thdi not a fighter.” Gabrielle told
him, although she did stand up. Callisto’s wordsenechoing through her mind,
reminding her that if she didn’t fight, the guamdsuld find a much more painful way
for her to die.

“Yeah right. And I'm the son of Zeus.” he scoffeslla unlocked the cell and opened
the door. He was careful not to keep his eyesfdfi@insane woman in the corner,
knowing that she’d take any chance to kill him.

“Actually, he’s a little taller and has darker haiBabrielle informed him, earning a
glare from the guard. “He also travels with a blemdan, unlike you. See, your
partner has black hair, and it isn’'t as long.”

“Look. Either you come out on your own, or we’llrae in there and get you.” the
guard growled, although he didn’t fancy the ide@rmtering a cell with Callisto in it.

“Oh, Il invite you to try. I've been a little boresince my last fight.” the other occupant
of the cell said with a quiet chuckle. “Here piggiggy, piggy!” she taunted him,
gesturing for the guard to come into the cell.

“Fine! I'll go with you!” Gabrielle said as she med out of her prison. “Happy?” she



asked as the guard closed the cell once more.

“Very. Now move it.” The former bard did as she valsl, walking down the rocky
incline that led down to the floor of the canyomeTsound of the men in the prison
cells made her uneasy, and slightly glad that sigebdeen put in the same cell as
Callisto. At least she would be able to push thewy blonde off of her if she tried
something, like she had earlier. Just thinkinghat imade her want to wash her mouth
out.

“Choose a weapon.” one of the guards said whenfthished their descent. Gabrielle
looked up to find a weapon rack lined with any waragpshe could think of, plus a few
that she had never seen before. Too bad she hadéabow to use any of them.
Fortunately, she saw a staff at the very end ofdbk, right next to a large sword and
a battle axe. Her eyes lit up with hope. If she aathff, perhaps she could survive
this place without killing anyone.

“Hal! This should be interesting. Alright, little enGo out and show your stuff.” the
head of the guards said, grabbing her by the leathep that held her armor in place
and practically throwing her into the fighting aréafew laughs could be heard as she
caught herself with her staff rather ungracefidlpng with a few catcalls. Then the
laughter turned to cheers when her opponent entlesdarrow fighting arena,
causing Gabrielle to gulp.

The man wasn’t big, maybe a little taller than slaes with a slight build, so his size
wasn’t a problem. The problem was that she haduglfit in almost four years, and
now she was being thrown into a life of fightingaaxst her will. Her opponent
seemed to be a favorite of the crowd, telling hat he had been there a long time.
The problem was that he was using a pair of weaff@ishe had never seen before.
The looked like knives, but the hand-guards cuwgld forming a trident. Even the
reassuring weight of the staff couldn’t bring bale& small glimmer of hope that she
had had just a few moments ago. The man didn’t lggremuch time to think about
how doomed she was, though, because almost asasdenentered, he was launching
himself at her.

Gabrielle brought the staff up just in time to Kdhe first blow from the strange
weapons. Unfortunately, the shoulder that Perdmagsshoved a knife in before she
killed him began to protest the us, causing héoge her focus for a moment. The
man used the distraction to kick her to the grodngt as he was about to jump on
her, she rolled out of the way and aimed a swigh teér staff at his kneecaps.

The man flipped backwards over the staff and thwaw of the knives that he held,
aiming for the middle of her back. Gabrielle quickirned and caught the weapon in
her staff just in time to stop it from entering lobest. She mentally thanked Xena for
teaching her how to listen for attacks with herybdfore pulling the strange knife
out of her staff. She was about to throw the kaik&y so the man couldn’t get it
when she realized he was attacking with the other 8he sidestepped to get out of
the path of the blade, but not in time to avoidehére attack.

She felt the same pain in her side that she dirshoulder when Perdicas stabbed
her, but her opponent didn’t give her time to dveellit. Before Gabrielle knew it, the
man was kicking her in the chest, knocking thergfesknife out of her hand as she

fell to the ground. As she tried to regain her threand her staff, the man jumped on



top of her. When he lifted the knife up to give fimal blow, however, Perdicas’ face
flashed in front of Gabrielle’s eyes.

She was taken back to her marriage with the ba#itatchad caused her so much pain
in the first place. She was back to being the scatite who was too afraid to leave
her house, because if she did, Perdicas might beemgrier at her. Gabrielle didn’t
want to go back to that. She didn’'t want to be Resl punching bag anymore. She
wouldn’t let him take her back to being that, eithe

“I won't let you!” Gabrielle screamed before grabyithe knife that lay beside her and
shoving it into the side of the man that was pigriier down. His own knife had been
inches away from her chest. She watched as thesnegas widened, although she
was still seeing Perdicas on top of her, as sheltrignife deeper into his side until
the hand-guards wouldn'‘t let the blade go any &rth wasn't until the dead body of
the man collapsed on top of her that Gabrielleézedlwhat she had done.

Her eyes widened as she stared up into the blagk @inthe dead man on top of her.
As hard as she tried to look away, the surpriseld tm the man’s face entranced her.
Gabrielle laid there underneath the body of the st@nhad just killed, her mind
trying to comprehend what she had done.

“Get up, scum!” one the guards ordered her. Whendstin't move, the man pulled
the dead body off of her and roughly pulled helndofeet. “I said get up!” he growled
before pushing her forward, toward the rocky ph#t ted back up to her cell.
Gabrielle began to walk, although she wasn’'t awéie All she could think about
was the look in her opponent’s eyes as she kilied &nd it was making her sick to
her stomach. She didn’t even notice when the gleartier to a healer and he began
stitching up the wound in her side before shetlmstmuch blood.

All Gabrielle noticed was the coppery smell of amming from her hands, and the
feel of it running down her arms. It was sickeniligrally. Halfway up the rocky
path, she threw up the meager amount of food tiehad eaten that day which
earned her a smack in the back of the head frorgubed when he stepped in it. Still,
the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach wouldydtaway, even when they reached
her cell and threw her back in.

“I have to say, little bard, that was quite thepsise.” Callisto said once the guards
closed the cell and left them alone. “I could $ezdngriest little fire in your eyes,
even from this high up.” she chuckled. Gabrielleoiged her, choosing instead to lean
her head against the bars. She had hoped thabdhenetal would make her head
stop throbbing and the sick feeling in her gutstavie. As soon as she closed her eyes
to relax into the cool feeling pressing againsttresad, though, the image of the man
she had just killed reappeared and she remembersdlihshoving the knife into his
side.

Gabrielle immediately opened her eyes before thmgwip again. Now she was going
to need a bath...

Part 11

The dark haired young woman nervously shifted get &s she stood on the porch



that led into the inn. She was trying to decide tiweeto go in and request to see
Xena, or if she should just go back home. Theragemed to be the most logical
choice, seeing as she wasn't even supposed tetse but the first choice was the one
that would get her what she wanted. Unfortunatgtg, didn't have the nerve to walk
into the tavern, so she decided to go with the &ramoice and go home. When she
turned around, however, she ran right into the wostee had been looking for.

"Lila?" Xena asked, causing the young woman to loplat her. Gabrielle's sister
shifted nervously as she tried to speak. All thedsshe had planned on saying to
Xena when she arrived had left her as she stared tine warrior, who was holding a
small, blonde child. It was the child that remindheat why she was there.

"Xena, | need to talk to you. Do you think that lbayve could have a little privacy?"
she asked, her mind finally working again. The wanaised an eyebrow but nodded
before setting the child on the porch and whisgesiomething in her ear. The girl
squealed with delight before taking off into tha.ihila looked back at Xena after she
watched the blonde run out of sight. "She's notgas she?" she asked.

"Mine? Of course not." the older woman told heglshg her head. "Do | really look
like the maternal type to you?" she asked. Lilaelyislecided not to answer that, and
instead requested that they go somewhere withpksssle.

"It's kind of personal.” she explained when Xersaed down at her with unnerving
blue eyes. The warrior shrugged and began walkiey drom the tavern, expecting
the younger woman to follow. Lila didn't blame fer acting this way toward her;

they didn't exactly like each other. Then agaie,l&st time she had seen Xena almost
five years ago, she treated everyone with the sadikerence that she was being
treated with now.

"What are you doing here, Lila?" Xena asked as teadied through the crowded
streets of Amphipolis. "I doubt your parents arpgyabout you leaving home to
come see me, of all people." she said, causingd.itdush.

"While that's true, I'm a grown woman now, so | darwhat | want. | even married
well." the young woman told her, turning sidewagsisat she avoided colliding with
a group of children playing in the street. "Helganderful, understanding man. He's
the one who brought me here, even though he knewargnts were against it."

"l bet he's in their good graces now." Xena remédarcastically. Lila glared up at
the taller woman.

"Look Xena. | didn't come here to listen to yourcsatic comments." she told her.

"Then why did you come here? Because | don't thomkcame here for a social visit
with me." Xena hissed at her as she suddenly tuanaahd, causing Lila to run right
into her.

"I'm here for my sister!" Lila replied after shegegned her footing. The sudden out
burst from the young woman made Xena's thoughtedoma halt. She had figured
that the only reason Lila would ever come to hes w#&otidaea were in trouble, and
that was only if no one else would help them. Steenexpected the girl to come for
her because of Gabrielle. "Is that a good enougsore for you, Warrior Princess?"
she asked, pulling Xena out of her trance.



"Come on. | know where we can talk." she said l@efire began walking again. The
tree that Lyceus and her used to play on wouldhegerfect spot to talk with a decent
amount of privacy.

"Alright, what about Gabrielle? Is she in troublé®@na asked once they came to the
shaded area beneath the large tree.

"l have no idea. That's why | came to you." thenger woman said with a shrug as
she took a seat and leaned up against the trutile dfee. "Mother told father and |
that you had come and informed her that Gabrieeried Perdicas. We were all very
happy for her and couldn't wait for her to comekb&e were a little curious about
why she hadn't returned in the year that she had berried to him, but we figured
that she was just busy, being a newlywed and all.”

"But...?" Xena asked, prompting Lila to go on. $laged it when people drug out the
news. It was frustrating.

"Xena, we still haven't heard from her. The lastetil saw my sister was four years
ago, when she came home from traveling with yourelpged Meleager.” she
continued. “Mother and Father think that you liedhiem, but | know that my sister
would never travel with someone that made a hdlyirmg.” Lila said. Xena could
almost feel herself overflowing with guilt. She Haetl to Gabrielle the day that she
said she would come visit her. Now something mightvrong with her, and it would
be all her fault.

“So you came here to find me?” she asked, hidiegrther turmoil that she was going
through.

“Xena, | know you didn't lie. | came here to ask your help. | need to know that my
sister is alright, and you’re the only person ktrio care about her enough to find out
if she is okay.” Lila explained. Xena mentally dexhherself as she heard the words
coming from Lila. It seemed that she had betraysdnly Gabrielle’s trust, but her
sister’s as well. There was only one thing sheathihk of to make things right.

“I'll find her Lila.” she assured the young girllgeing a hand on her shoulder. “And
when | do, Potidaea will be the first place we stop

"Are you serious?" Lila asked. She had been expgetibit more resistance from the
Warrior Princess, considering how little they likeaich other, so she had made a
whole list of reasons why Xena should feel inclinedhelp her. It looked like she
wouldn't be needing that list after aAnd | worked so hard to think of it, tostie
thought.

"Do I look like I'm joking?" Xena responded befoeaching a hand out to help the
young woman up. Lila tentatively took hold of ittapulled herself back to her feet.

"Xena, | don't know how to thank you for helpingn really worried about Gabrielle,
and | wouldn't know who to turn to if you refusedhelp.” she admitted.

"You're Gabrielle's little sister. We may not likach other, but that doesn't mean |
won't help you when you need it." Xena assured'Net.to mention | need to make
things right between Gabrielle and rmghe added on mentally. "Go tell your husband
that you two are free to stay here as long asikeu You can stay at my mother's



tavern." she ordered the young woman before hedsiing to the city.

Lila practically beamed at her good fortune. Withng on the job, she would
hopefully see her sister soon. She also wouldr# b@aspend the night outdoors
again, since Xena was letting her and her husb@ydhs the tavernLe€o may be a
good man, but he was definitely not raised to bewdoorsmanshe thought with a
shake of her head as she followed after Xena.

Later that night, Cyrene's inn was filled with tems Amarice kept shooting glares at
Lila and her husband while Cyrene shot glares mtdaeghter from behind the counter
she was wiping down. True, she didn't mind that&lead promised the couple that
they could stay with them for the night, but sheulddhave liked it if her daughter had
had the mind to ask her permission first.

'‘Being a warlord must have convinced her that shieget whatever she wants, when
she wantsthe innkeeper mused as she stopped glaring aldugihter and instead
chose to watch Amarice throw dirty looks at Liladdreo. She found it amazing that
even from halfway across the room, the young Amaid make the young couple
uncomfortable while they ate.

"What is your problem?" Lila asked, finally tirefltbe looks she was receiving from
the auburn haired teenager.

"What's my problem? You're my problem. | mean, labkou!" Amarice told her.
"You can't be much older than me, and yet youhesaly married. What kind of self-
respecting woman would throw her life away whenIsag so much more to give?"

"Excuse me, but | don't consider wanting to hatenaly throwing my life away."
Lila told her, standing up from her seat at théeabAnd furthermore, | know plenty
of self-respecting women who get married."

"Lila, ignore her. She's just trying to get you gngthe young man said, placing a
calming hand on his wife's smaller one that wasmg®n the table. Lila wasn't
listening, though.

"In fact, most of the women | know have familieée1 sure your mother didn't traipse
around the countryside, trying to be a warrior& spat at the other girl.

"I do not 'traipse'!" Amarice argued, standing tgf her own table and walking over
to Lila's.

"Ladies, calm down." Leo pleaded gently. By now ¢inéire tavern was taking in the
scene between the two women with great intereshyhd&them were expecting the
verbal fight to turn into a physical one. A few waven calling out for one; one of
those few being Tara.

"You calm down!" they yelled at the blonde man ditaweously, making him throw
up his hands in defeat. There were definitely sdisadvantages to marrying a
daughter of Herodotus and Hecuba. They were bdteraely stubborn.

"Don't talk to my husband like that!" Lila order@dharice before shoving the other
girl backwards. She was the only one allowed tbatgher husband.

"I'll talk to him however | like." Amarice growleds she shoved Lila back. Leo just



dropped his head to the table and tried to blo¢ktmifight that was going on.

"Amarice! Lila! That's enough." Xena shouted assh#ed over to the arguing duo.
She had been watching with mild amusement at g that was going on, but now
that it was beginning to get out of hand, she dstid cut in. She didn't feel like
spending her free time fixing up any damages tleedfsthem made. She raised an
eyebrow when the two of them seemed to ignoreN@body ignored the Warrior
Princess.

Without warning, she grabbed the back of Lila'sdrand Amarice's armor. Lila
shrieked in surprise as she found herself being\pttdown over Xena's shoulder.
Amarice merely grunted when Xena practically drafjger away from the table and
threw her over her other shoulder.

"Put me down! Put me down this instant, Xena!" h#dled as her legs kicked in the
air.

"What's the matter, Lila? Afraid everyone will ageyour dress?" Amarice mocked
her. Lila's eyes narrowed as she reached her arts an attempt to strangle the
Auburn haired woman.

"Put me down so | can pound her, Xena!" Lila comdeghas they began ascending
the staircase.

"Oh, I'd like to see you try. What are you goinglt® Hit me with a broom?" the
young Amazon asked. "Oh no! Please don't!" she &aighing fear. Xena simply
rolled her eyes at the two of them. Amarice wasigaworse with Lila than she did
with Solan.

'‘And | thought that wasn't possiblehe thought as they finally made it to the top of
the stairs. Xena then walked over to Amarice's raowh kicked open the door before
dropping the Amazon. Amarice hit the floor withoaidl 'thud'’, and it took her a
second to recover from the surprising drop. Bytime she had regained her
composure, however, the door had been slammedsdubcked from the outside.

"Well, I never thought I'd be locked in my room eagain." she groused before
walking over to her bed and sitting down, resigteetler fate. Besides, she did have
to admit that she probably shouldn't have actedviineshe did.It made me feel
better, though.she thought with a grin as she laid back on ledrdnd stared up at the
ceiling. She just couldn't understand why someooeldvwant to get married so
young and throw away whatever potential they hagive to the world.

Meanwhile, Xena was throwing a very upset Lila aiht® bed of one of the vacant
rooms in her mother's inn. Before the young won@riccobject and run out of the
room, Xena was shutting the door and locking & he had done with Amarice's
room. She could hear the girl getting up from ted bBnd walking over to the door,
yelling obscenities at Xena the entire time white pounded on the barrier between
them. The Watrrior Princess just rolled her eyesnagdile thinking that Lila and her
big sister had a lot in common.

By sunrise the next morning, Xena was already sagldrgo while waiting for
Amarice to join her. Lila and her husband had detithat they would be leaving
shortly after Xena, and they were already hitchiiv@r horses up to the wagon that



had carried them to Amphipolis. Both Xena and Cgrerere relieved, since that
meant Amarice and Lila would not be around eaclkerdibr much longer.

"Sorry I'm late. | had a few tag-a-longs that wattldake no for an answer." The
familiar voice of the teenager pulled Xena's gazayafrom Argo for a moment. The
scene she saw made her stifle a chuckle. Solampraascally hanging from
Amarice's neck, while Nexa had wrapped herselfraildhe young woman's leg.
"Yeah, laugh it up, Warrior Princess. Just remenittsea long ways to Volos.” she
growled as Solan dropped to the ground and Nexgolef her leg.

“Am’wice, | go up!” the little blonde commanded, re@rms lifted so the teenager
could pick her up.

“And what makes you think I'm going to do that?” Ance asked before crossing her
arms defiantly, although the look on Nexa'’s facenmdliately made her regret asking.
The small blonde’s eyes narrowed before she kigkedrice in the shin. “You little
brat!” the teenager hissed as she reached dowrefaore leg.

“I go up!” Nexa commanded again before jumping itite lowered torso of the
Amazon. Amarice wrapped her arms around the liitleon instinct before realizing
that Nexa had tricked her. “Told you.” she saidhagarice straightened again,
ignoring the chuckles that were coming from Solan.

“You're a cocky little thing.” Amarice commentedfbee looking at Xena. “I think
she’s been hanging around you too long. She‘s bagirto act like you.” The other
warrior simply shrugged, hiding her amusement atdisplay that Nexa had put on.

“Xena, | wanted to ask if | could come with you8l&n finally said once he was sure
he could speak without breaking out into laughttsr.had been thinking about it since
he found out the night before that Xena and Amasioald be leaving to find
Gabrielle.

“And why would you want to come with us?” Xena askmredly as she checked
Argo’s reigns before moving on to check her saddle.

“I want to be able to protect your mother and Néxesaid, as if asking if that was a
good enough reason. Xena looked at him for a motvefiore shaking her head and
turning back to Argo. “Okay, fine. My birthday isming up soon and | want to spend
it with you.” he admitted, causing Xena to stop wtze was doingl knew it! | knew

it was a stupid reason! | should have just lidt# berated himself when he heard her
sigh.

“Solan, you can come.”

“Yeah, | knew that was a stupid reason. | don’tri@ayou for making me stay... wait,
what?”

“I said you can come with us. | don’t know why yeould want to spend your
birthday with me, but | won’t deny you the chancghe told him, sighing to herself
once more. “But you have to promise to behave.”alied on when she caught the
glare from Amarice that was sent her way.

“I promise!” Solan exclaimed excitedly before wragpXena in a hug. Feeling
uncomfortable with the contact, she awkwardly me¢darthe hug before the boy



released her. “I'll go get my things. | won’t beatp” he said before running out of the
stables and heading back to the tavern.

“l go, too?” Nexa asked, looking at Xena with hapefyes. The warrior chuckled
before shaking her head.

“Sorry, Nexa. Not this time.” she said as she adffthe girl’s hair, ignoring the
protests she received.

“Next time?”

“Maybe.” Xena replied, earning a small cheer froexhl as she took her from
Amarice. The Amazon sighed in relief when the hahdfas taken out of her arms.
“Want to go help Mother in the kitchen?” she askellittle girl, who nodded
vehemently. Xena chuckled before heading for thertg leaving Amarice to saddle
Ice.

“Why are you here, little bard?” Callisto askedsas watched the smaller blonde
throw up what she had eaten that day. A week had by, and Gabrielle had fought
in the arena once more, where she had killed a§a®ing Xena’'s so called pure bard
killing; and seeing the look of pure hatred whea shoved those knives of hers into
the body of her opponents... It would warm Callsteeart, if she had one.

“What makes you think | would tell you?” Gabrielisked after she finished retching.
She leaned her head against the cell bars and Wwgreshouth. The burning sensation
reminded her of what she had done not too long ago.

It had been the same as the first fight, only skenh chosen the staff as her weapon.
The first match in the underground fighting ringtther shoulder couldn’t handle the
strain of using a staff. So, she had decided tadheseveapons that her first opponent
had used. The guards told her they were called @adsfrom what she could tell, she
could use the weapons to simply knock an oppongnivith the blunt handles. She
hadn’t counted on seeing Perdicas’ face whenewefalght, though.

“I have got to get out of here.” she muttered uridarbreath as she looked up at the
night sky. The crescent moon reminded her of treggon her armor, which in turn
reminded her of the man she had killed that nilghdok all her self control to keep
her stomach down.

“Now why would you ever want to get out of here® ot so bad.” Callisto’s voice
remarked from behind her. “The company’s not sq ke#ter.” she chuckled.
Gabrielle jumped when she saw a rat on the hartdMas so close to her face. “Oh,
don’t be like that. Ares just wanted to say hello.”

“And you wonder why | want to get out of here...al@ielle remarked, rolling her
eyes. “If | stay here any longer, I'll end up likeu.”

“And what'’s that supposed to mean?” Callisto askedhe dropped her rat to the
ground, suddenly defensive. “It wasn’t this prigbat made me how | am, little bard.
It was your precious Xena.”

“Xena is not to blame for your choices in life, {Zb.” Gabrielle growled, turning
around so that she was facing the insane woman.



“She ordered my village destroyed. She killed myifge. She created me.” Callisto
said with a shrug.

“Callisto, Cirra was a mistake! Xena didn’t ordeburned. Her men got out of
control.” the smaller woman explained, trying htvalefend her old friend. Despite
the fact that the warrior had gone back on her w@abrielle still couldn’t help her
reflexive instinct to defend her reputation.

“Look here, you irritating blonde!” Callisto said ahe wrapped her fingers around
Gabrielle’s throat and shoved her up against the diathe cell. “I don’t care what she
told you. Xena is the reason why | no longer hayamother and sister. Xena is the
reason why | had to grow up alone. Xena is theoredim like this!” she hissed,
ignoring Gabrielle’s fingers that were clawing at lhand. “Do not try to explain
away her actions!” she said before dropping thellsmalonde.

“The only way... to stop the circle of hate... ishaAtove.” Gabrielle said, repeating the
words that she had told Xena many years ago asistido regain her breath.

“Oh please. Love hasn’'t been working very wellyou lately, has it?* Callisto
taunted her. “Besides; like | told Theodorus: Lave trick that nature plays on us to
get us to reproduce. It doesn’t exist, little basthe said before leaving Gabrielle to
wallow in her pain.

Gabrielle simply turned on her side and looked hgthkt the moon again. She knew
love existed. Her love for her daughter was what ker going when she was with
Perdicas. Her love for Nexa gave her the strergggitand up for herself. Her love for
her world kept her hope of escaping this prisoveali

‘If love didn’t exist, Gabrielle silently mused as she traced the stéttsher eyes,
‘then | would have died a long time agbhis thought scared her, and caused her to
stop making shapes with the blinking stars abdveightened her that she could still
put so much belief in something that she coulded; shat she could base her life on
it. She fell asleep pondering why she could stlidve in love after all she went
through, while Callisto couldn’t.

She hadn’t been asleep long when the sounds otshod weapons reached her ears.
Unfortunately, it was Callisto’s insane laughteatthinally pulled her out of her
slumber. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she thakeo find the insane blonde
standing next to her, although she was lookingidetthe cell instead of down at her.
Wanting to know what it was that had captured Glls attention, Gabrielle looked
outside the cell and gasped.

Prisoners were running around everywhere whilegytregds chased after them. A
storm of arrows rained down from the edge of theyoa as the prisoners fought to
escape, but the attacks were futile. They werapitheir own guards along with the
prisoners.

“It seems you weren't the only one that didn’t wemend up like me.” Callisto

giggled as she continued to watch the chaos. Geweas about to respond, but the
willowy blonde’s hand was snapping between the batke cell and grabbing a

guard before she could get the words out of hertm@&he realized the guard that she
had grabbed was the one that she usually tauritedveé been waiting a long time for
this, Dear.” she purred before snapping the maat&knThe now dead guard fell to



the ground with a sickening thud, making Callisiggée. “I've always wanted to do
that.” she admitted before bending over and puliiregfallen body closer to the cell.

“What... What are you doing?” Gabrielle asked asfslught to keep her stomach
down. Callisto’s gaze lifted from the dead bodyledf guard and Gabrielle found
herself staring into the woman’s brown eyes. Frobenlbok in them, the former bard
guessed that this was a rare moment of clarityhieblonde.

“What does it look like I'm doing?” she asked beftrolding the keys up in front of
Gabrielle’s eyes. “We’'re getting out of here, anhdrt I'm taking you back to Xena.”
she explained as she stood up, pulling Gabrielleitip her.

“What? Why?” Gabrielle was thoroughly confused.Clallisto helping me?’ she
silently wondered.

“Well | can’t kill you in front of her if we're sti stuck in here.” the blonde said with a
giggle as she reached around and unlocked thenpredb

‘Nope. Just herseliGabrielle mentally sighed before Callisto rougplylled her
through the now open cell. “Callisto, stop!” sheened the woman, digging her heels
into the ground to stop herself from being moved.

“Oh what is it now?” the blonde asked before kickbackwards at one of the guards
that was coming up behind her. The man yelled dedtéis balance and fell to the
ground.

“I'm not going to let you use me to hurt Xena.” Gialle said, trying to escape the
woman'’s grip.

“Who said you have a choice?” she asked beforeidgekswing from the guard and
kicking him again. Before she could say somethisg,ehe man was coming at her
again. “Do you mind? I'm trying to have a discussiere.” she growled before
kicking the guard, this time sending him topplingepbthe ledge. “Oops. Well, that
got rid of him.” she said with a shrug before tugpgon Gabrielle again.

“I said no!” the smaller blonde repeated, pullinghe opposite direction. She quickly
had to move out of the way of a sword, however cigave Callisto the chance to
pull her to her.

“You’re coming with me, and that’s that.” the ingawoman growled before heading
up the path, Gabrielle struggling behind her. “@Hl, you cut it out? If it makes you
feel better, you can try to escape when we reaehojh” she told her as she threw
another guard over the ledge.

“Callisto! I am not going to go with you!” Gabriellprotested before doing something
she never thought she would stoop to doing. Sheghtahe arm up that Callisto’s
hand was wrapped around and bit down hard on tier etoman’s fingers. The
willowy blonde shrieked in surprise, loosening gep enough so that Gabrielle could
escape her grasp and make a run for it.

“Get back here, you irritating little blonde!” sigelled before flipping in the air and
cutting off Gabrielle’s escape. “You don't justdine and run away.” she growled
before tackling the former bard. Gabrielle wincedshe made contact with the hard
ground, but managed to pull herself quickly. Shmulght her arms up in time to stop a



punch at her face from Callisto.

“Get off me!” she yelled, trying to roll away. Cislio was having none of that, though.
One of the insane woman’s hands found its way tori@le’s neck and held her in
place so she couldn’t escape. She was about tkkhedittle bard out when she felt
an arrow pierce the skin of her upper left arm. &g Gabrielle’s eyes widen at the
sight of the arrow sticking out of her arm and badmirk.

“Looks like we’ll be working together if we don’tamt to die here.” she said as she
released the other woman’s neck and flipped offesf landing behind the guard that
had shot her. As soon as he turned around, sheditle crossbow out of his hands
and pushed him over the edge with her good armIdaiked over to see Gabrielle
handling her own guards, although it looked like sfasn’t having much luck. An
loud shriek left her throat as she ran into thg faahelp. The only one that got to kill
Gabrielle was her, and only if she had an audiemage up of Xena.

Standing back to back, the two enemies made &dligght against the onslaught of
guards, but they could only go so long before isiguto tire. The guards just kept
coming at them, making Gabrielle wonder how marypte actually worked for this
prison. She even noticed that some of the peopleattacked them were prisoners out
for revenge, usually for killing a friend of theirsthe arena. The never-ending
enemies were beginning to take their toll on thewen the insane Callisto. Even in
her tired state, however, Gabrielle was still dblsee the archer at the top of canyon
loading his crossbow out of the corner of her eye.

“Callisto, look out!” she yelled in warning whenestealized that the archer was
aiming at the willowy blonde.

“Kind of busy here!” Callisto responded as she ledfcan overhead strike with a
sword that she had taken from one of the dead guatte smaller blonde was about
to warn her about the archer, but the crossbowahaddy been fired. Gabrielle found
time slowing down as she confidently reached iheodir. It sped up again when her
fingers wrapped around the shaft of the crossbdtv bo

‘| caught it? she thought as she stared in disbelief at th@aaim her hand. It was her
last conscious thought before a guard took advarséger distraction and knocked
her out with the hilt of his sword.

When Gabrielle awoke, she was back in her cellratta throbbing headache. The
rest of her body hurt as well, but her head wasioguher the most discomfort. She
reached up and gingerly felt the sore spot withfingiers, making herself wince. She
had most definitely been hit in the head.

“It's about time you woke up. A day really is a gptime to make me wait for
someone to talk to.” a familiar voice called frone tcorner of the cell. Gabrielle
looked up from her hand and in the direction thalli€to’s voice had come from. The
moonlight shining into the cell only illuminatedlhaf the insane woman'’s face,
which Gabrielle thought suited her personality strange way.

“They didn’t kill us?” the former bard asked in ptise. She hadn’t expected to live
through the night.

“Of course they didn't kill us. We put on quite lzosv last night.” Callisto said with a



giggle. “In fact, they want us to work togethethe fighting ring from now on.
Apparently, we make quite a team.” she continuddrbestepping out into the
moonlight, making Gabrielle gasp. There was a lautgrunning diagonally across
Callisto’s face that hadn’t been there the day teefo

“What happened?” she asked as she stared at thedwiblooked like Callisto was
lucky that her eye hadn’t been taken out.

“Well, after you decided to save my life, one of thuards decided to knock you
unconscious. It was a little hard to keep fightoygnmyself after that.” the other
woman explained. “Someone got in a lucky shotllis@abrielle couldn’t believe
what she was hearing. Callisto had been cut athessce by someone and she was
waving it off? Before she could ask if her cellmatgs insane, Callisto asked a
guestion of her own. “After all this time, do yoeatly care for Xena so much that you
would give up your freedom to keep her from being’

‘... Yes.”

Part 12

When she opened her eyes, everything around Glabniat dark. At first, she wasn't
sure if she had actually opened her eyes, it wakmda Gradually though, a small
light began to shine in the distance. It wasnihirimore of a dull glow, but it was
there. As the seconds ticked by, however, the hgigian to get brighter and Gabrielle
could feel a warmth building in her chest. Onaoeas finally bright enough to see,
Gabrielle started taking in her surroundings.

The area around her was a barren wasteland, amelsiimahg from burning trees. The
sight made Gabrielle sick to her stomach, but saeaged to stop herself from
throwing up. Trying to ignore the smell of burnifigsh and wood, along with the
sight of the dead bodies, the former bard walkedhtds the source of the light that
illuminated the macabre land she found herself in.

With every step she took, she found less bodiesasamelight that she hadn't been
aware of was beginning to lift itself from her chds fact, it looked as if the land was
trying to repair itself the closer she got to tight. Small saplings were beginning to
shoot out of the ground, along with a few flowdtrsvasn't magnificent, but it was
much better than seeing burning bodies hanging frembranches. When she finally
reached the source of the light, however, Gabnedtle surprised by what she saw.

Giving off a light brighter than she had ever seas an image of herself, back before
Perdicas. It seemed that the light radiating franimage was pushing the darkness
back and giving the trees and flowers the stret@tirow. Her curiosity getting the
best of her, Gabrielle reached out and touchedeghlecation of her younger self.

As soon as she touched it, the image shimmeredéafelting into a puddle. The
former bard gasped as she jumped back, afraickigahad broken something that she
shouldn't have. When the light continued to comenfthe silvery puddle, however,
she stepped forward once more and went down dawal so she could get a better
look at the strange puddle. Again, she was shobiedhat she saw: Solan.



What made it even stranger was the weird sensttairshe was moving while

getting wet at the same time. When she thought ttesshimmering images in the
puddle made themselves clearer and she beganliterehat was going on. She was
asleep, and her dreams had taken her to anothdsaaipe. It was something that she
learned came along with her prophetic dreams, aftheshe hadn't had one of those
since she left Potidaea. Trying to figure out whtlhsamscape she was in, she took in
the images that were in the shimmering pool.

There was an auburn haired young woman dressethazén garb riding on a grey
stallion beside her. Gabrielle furrowed her brovglas tried to figure out who she
was. Unable to figure it out, she continued hensog of the area.

"Argo!" she cried in excitement when she noticegltiare's head in her line of vision.
"So... This must be Xena's mindscape." she museteakoked around. It explained
all the dead bodies hanging from the burning tritedn't, however, explain why she
was the source of the bright light that illuminadeha's mindscape. She filed the
information to think about later. At the momentedtad more important business to
deal with. Finding out what was going on with hif fsiend, for example. Looking
back into the shimmering pool, Gabrielle watchedagp slowed down and felt
herself dismount from the horse...

Rain was pouring down and clouds blocked out et lof the moon. The only thing
that allowed Xena and the others to see was thbadtaof lightning that occasionally
lit the sky. The interval between the lightningwewer, left them in complete
darkness, so Xena had stopped Argo and dismouhited, she had hoped to be in
then next town by now, but the stormy weather haeed them down. None of the
travelers were very happy about having to travelugh the rain, either.

"Are you sure we cant' make it to the next townatdeast somewhere the rain can't
get to us?" Solan asked as he dismounted aftevdh@r. The older woman shook
her head and took the bridle off of her golden mArearice dismounted Ice as well,
but had to tether him to a tree near the paththegtwere traveling on so that he
wouldn't take off. Unlike Argo, he hadn't beennied to return to them if she let him
loose. At least, that's what she told Xena anywalgs.truth was that the young
woman didn't trust the stallion to stay put becahesavas a male.

"No, Solan. Without the moon, it's dangerous te @&l night,” Xena explained as she
pulled two bedrolls off of Argo, handing one to &ul and began taking the saddle off
of her horse.

"Not to mention that if we run Argo any harder, shight be run straight into the
ground," Amarice added on for Xena. "She can't leahdth your weight and
Xena's."

"Oh." There was something about the way Amarice gdhat made Solan think that
she thought it was his fault they were stuck ouharain.

"Don't worry. Now that the lightning has finallyogtped, we can camp under the trees.
That should stop some of the rain."”

"Yeah. Maybe we'll find some place dry," Amaricdfed as she pulled her own
bedroll off of Ice and followed after Xena into ttrees.



"What? Afraid the water will make you melt?" Soksked with a chuckle. "I heard it
does that to bitches." Xena nearly stumbled oveoha feet when she heard her son.

"Xena, didn't you tell the brat here that he hatlébave on this trip?" Amarice
growled. Xena turned around and looked at Solan.

"Yes, | believe that was the deal. | guess hedl tf traveling with us already if he's
using that kind of language."

"Yeah. It has been a week since we left, afterTddat can seem like such a long time
to a littleboy."

"It's a shame, too. We're almost to Volos," Xend,daigning pity.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry!" Solan apologized in a framvoice. He didn't want to be left in
the next town until they came back for him. "l'#Have, | swear."

"Hm..." Xena said, looking as if she was contemptpher decision. Of course, she
already knew that she was going to let him stay SHems pretty sincere to me. How
about you?"

"I don't know. He might be faking it just so we &deave him behind," the younger
woman grumbled. Solan may have been Xena's soth&udidn't stop her from
being annoyed by him.

"No, I mean it! | promise, | won't say anythingeslshe said as he looked pleadingly
up at Xena. The warrior seemed to think aboutriefeew moments before nodding

her head and walking away again. "Hey wait! Was #h¥'es, you can stay' nod or a
'We'll drop him off in the next town' nod?" he eallafter his retreating friend's back.

"It means you'll be staying with us, kid," Amaricad him before following after
Xena, ruffling Solan's hair as she walked by. luldgprobably be the only time she
got to tease him without him being able to retali®esides,she thought with a
smirk, 'he'kind of cute when he's frustrated@hat thought nearly stopped her in her
tracks. She hadn't just thought that Solan wad totking behind her, she saw the
boy trying to stop himself from doing somethingget back at her for treating him
like a kid. Amarice mentally slapped herself whae saught herself thinking how
adorable he looked when he was angry.

"Alright. This should be a good spot," Xena annath@ulling Amarice out of her
thoughts. The teenager mentally thanked her otdrd for interrupting her thoughts;
she definitely hadn't liked the direction that tlvegre going in.

"Thank the Gods. Any longer in the rain, and | rhaye drowned," Solan remarked
before shaking his head to dry his hair.

"Watch it!" Amarice exclaimed as some of the wabeaplets from his hair hit her.
'‘Okay, whatever attraction | held for him, just Jeshe thought angrily as she leveled
a glare at the blonde boy, who gave her an apatogtile.

"Sorry," he apologized before laying out the beldiwt Xena had given to him
earlier. Amarice pulled her own bedroll off her band laid it out on the ground,
careful to pick a spot as far away from Solan a&scgiuld.



The next morning found Amarice waking up from aless sleep before Xena and
Solan. She let out a sigh of relief as she sabefmre rubbing her sleepy eyes with a
balled up fist. She couldn't believe what was happeto her. She hated men, so why
was she feeling like she did towards Solan? The knlber stomach gave her the
answer when she looked over at the sleeping bquastion.

'Ew! He's five years younger than me; and Xesais at that! she thought, nearly
gagging at the thought of being in a relationshigh\8olan. Couldn’t | have at least
fallen for someone that was a bit older and notgbe of someone that could tear me
limb from limb if she wanted@he asked herself silently. She waited a few mus)e
pleading with her mind to sop thinking about himat th wasn'’t obeying her.

“Something bugging you?” A familiar voice whisperecher ear, making her jump.
Amarice had been so caught up in her thoughtsstithadn’t even noticed that Xena
had woken up.

“Uh no... nothing’s wrong! What would give you thdéa?” she stammered as she
tried to untangle herself from her bedroll and dtap.

“Usually you’re up and moving around by now,” Xes@nmented as she watched the
girl in amusement. There was definitely somethindhe girl’'s mind. if she couldn’t
get out of her own bedroll.

“Oh uh... just couldn’t sleep well last night. bdit really feel like getting up.”

Amarice told her, but Xena could tell she was lyige’d let her friend get away with
it for now, since it didn’t seem to be anythingises, but she was definitely asking
about it again later. “Well then, | think I'll jugfet a head start on you two. | mean, the
kid does deserve to sleep in a little.” The Amaqaictkly began rolling up her bedroll
before starting out of the forest.

“Amarice...” Xena called after her, a smirk on Fere. The young woman turned
back around with a questioning look on her faceoit™on’t know how to get where
we’re going.” A sheepish expression graced Amasiteatures before she replied.

“I'll just uh... wait by Ice then,” her young compian said before walking off again,
leaving Xena to wonder what was going on in hedhea

‘There’s definitely something on her mirghe thought with a chuckle before walking
over to her son. “Solan... Solan, wake up.” The qmaned as he tried to crawl
further into the bedroll. “Solan, if you don’t ggp now, I'm just going to leave you
here,” Xena threatened him. Needless to say, ihivemg before the blonde was
quickly getting out of his bedroll and beginningaack it up.

“I'm ready to go!” he told her with a salute asst®uldered his sleeping gear. Xena
simply rolled her eyes before heading off in theclion that Amarice had gone in.
Once they met her at the horses, Xena whistledrfigo. The faithful mare came
running in and she quickly mounted her, pullingg®alip to sit in front of her.

Forced to follow after Xena so that she wouldntlgst, Amarice ended up thinking
about Solan again; and frankly, by it was beginnnget on her nerves by the time
the sun traveled closer to the western horizonrdvas no way that she could be
falling for Solan. He was so much younger than her!



‘That never stopped Xena from falling in love witib@elle, her voice of reason
reminded her.

‘That was different! At least Gabrielle was oldearitSolan! she argued with herself.

‘Love is love, no matter how old you atle voice told her. She was beginning to
hate that voice with a passion.

‘That’s not the point. | don’t love him. He’s toonarying for me to lovékhe told the
voice.

‘Ha! You're just upset that he doesn’t tease yowabse you're a woman, but because
of who you actually aréthe voice pointed out.

‘Okay fine. How about the fact that | have only kndwn for a few weeks, and
whenever we’re together, we get into some kinggbt? she asked, thinking she had
the voice outsmarted.

‘Easy. Love at first sight. Love can also be easilstaken as hatred for a person who
isn’t used to the feelingthe voice answered smugly.

“Look, | can’t love Solan! He’s Xena'’s son and shkick my ass if she ever found
out!” Amarice shouted, causing her stallion to penervously. When she finally got
him under control again, she looked up to see Xpgwang at her, and Solan trying to
divide his attention between his mother and heh. lid | say that out loud?”
Judging by the look on Xena’s face and Solan’s newtstion, she had.

“You're my mother?” he asked, now focusing all &iention on Xena. “Why didn’t
you tell me?” Xena was, not surprisingly, at a ltlsvords. She had no idea how to
explain her situation to her son.

“Solan, you know what kind of person | used toYeu've seen what my enemies are
like. | couldn’t risk you growing up like me, or nenemies finding out about you.”
she explained as best she could.

“So | was a liability to you,” he stated coolly.Hat's all | am, right? A risk for you,
and dead weight for her,” he continued, indicatimgarice with a nod of his head.

“Hey!" Amarice objected. Hadn'’t she just shoutedttbhe loved him? That was what
got Xena into this mess, wasn't it?

“Solan, that's not what | meant and you know itgn& growled in response to his
statement.

“How should I know what you meant? You lied to nb®at who you were. You let
me believe that both of my parents were dead ftakht fourteen years!” Xena stayed
quiet, hiding her inner turmoil as she tried tafig out a way out of this situation.
The argument was only made more awkward by thetiatthey were both in the
same saddle, since Solan still hadn’t gotten ofkigfo, which she was grateful for.

As long as Solan was still on her horse, it melaat he wasn’t thinking about running
away.

“Since you’'ve known me, have | ever treated yoe liklidn't want you?” she asked,



her level voice not betraying her true feelings.
“How do | know that wasn't all an act?” he askedylg, refusing to look back at her.
“You don’t. You just have to trust me.”

“Because you've really given me a reason to trostryow,” Solan remarked
sarcastically.

“You trusted me before we came on this trip,” X@a@ted out with a raised
eyebrow. She knew it wasn’'t much of an argumentesbefore they had started the
trip, Solan hadn’t know that she was his mothee by mumbled something under
his breath, but didn’t bother to repeat for Xend&ew it became apparent that he
wasn’t going to say anything more and that he wagrihg to run away, Xena spurred
Argo into movement again. Although they still madi® Volos by nightfall, the rest

of the ride had been made in an uncomfortable cglen

“Amarice. Make sure Solan doesn’t run off,” Xendened the young Amazon as she
dismounted Argo. Both Amarice and Solan’s jaws gexf but for different reason.
Solan couldn’t believe his mother would leave hiona with someone that just
claimed she loved him, and Amarice couldn’t belitwat Xena was still talking to her
after what she said.

“You can’t be serious. You can’t leave me with h&blan objected as he watched
his mother lead Argo.

“I can and | will,” she told him before looking daat Amarice. “Try not to blow any
more secrets. | don’t want to have to cut your tengut because you weren't able to
keep a hold on it.” After successfully threatenihg bigmouthed teenager, Xena let
go of the lead and headed for the house that she Wwas Gabrielle’s.

“So um... I'm really sorry,” Amarice apologized awérdly once Xena was out of
earshot. She was pretty sure that she didn’t mweenhtion what she was sorry for.
Solan looked back at her for a moment before fafongard again.

“Can we not talk about it right now? Like my soledimother said, you shouldn’t

risk blowing any more secrets,” he told her coléynarice sighed and shook her
head. She was beginning to see the similaritiesdet Xena and her son; mainly that
when they were angry, they stayed angry. She taly screwed up things this time.

Meanwhile, Xena wasn't getting an answer at the dbe was knocking on.
Beginning to lose her patience, she began cir¢hedhouse. The windows were all
boarded up, making it obvious that no one had beé&me house for a while. The
building didn’t have a backdoor, either, so sheeehap at the front door again with
about the same amount of information that sheestawith.

“Excuse me, miss... but that house has been shiatr @plittle over a month now. It's
scheduled to be burned down next week,” came thee\ad an old man from behind
her. Xena turned around and faced the man thatallkasg to her. He was leaning
heavily on a small, wooden cane, and wore a lorgyib cloak that went down to his
ankles. The hood was left down, easing some of Xer@&ves.

“Can you tell me why?” she asked calmly, althougher head she was running



through possible situations. The old man shoolgteging head.

“Sorry miss. | didn’t come here until after it wamarked for destruction,” he told her
sadly. “You could probably go ask the judge, thaudé controls a lot of what goes
on in this town. He lives just down there.” The atdn pointed a shaky hand down
the street, showing her one of the larger hous#sitown. Xena nodded her thanks,
all though she probably could have figured out wttee house was on her own
because of its size, before heading in the diradt®had indicated.

“I'm here to see the judge,” she announced whereskered the large building. She
could feel all of the eyes in the room turn to lag she couldn’t blame them. She
doubted that they had women decked in armor comtagheir town very often.

“That would be me,” a man called boredly as he edl&ut of one of the adjoining
rooms. “Is there something you needed?” He wapifiigp through some of the
documents in his hands rather than paying her ratiention. He seemed to think that
she wasn’t much of a problem. Xena would changeliéfore she left.

“Why is the building down the street schedulededhrned down next week?” she
asked, cutting straight to the point.

“I'm sorry, but that is classified information. Grthe townspeople are entitled to that
information,” he told her, not bothering to look fipm his papers. That turned out to
be a mistake when he found himself being grabbetidyhroat and lifted into the air
by an impatient and angry warrior princess.

“I think you'd better make an exception in thisedshe growled at him as he
dropped the papers in his hands and began fragtatéémpting to get free from her
grip. She lazily dropped him to the ground and khekide him as he gasped for
breath. “So what do you think? Are you going td ne¢ what | want to know?”

“I told you,” he gasped as he stared at her wigglgfonly townsfolk are entitled to
that kind of information. Select townsfolk, at ttidie barely had time to gulp when
icy blue eyes narrowed at him before he felt twasjeo his neck.

“I've cut off the flow of blood to whatever littlbrain you have. You now have thirty
seconds left to tell me what | want to know,” shiermed him as he struggled to
breathe. “Now I'll ask again: Why is that houserggeiorched?”

“There was a murder there. A woman killed her hagldaXena was still, thinking
about his answer. “I'm telling the truth! Take ff!dhe exclaimed when it looked like
she was going to let him die. The warrior let hunffer a few seconds more before
finally taking the pinch off and grabbing him byetbollar of his shirt. Pulling him up
with her as she stood up, she began questioningbam.

“The woman; what was her name?”

“Gabrielle, of Potidaea. We found her husband deddeir home one night, and she
was trying to escape in the forest. We never fdwgrddaughter, so we assumed that
she killed her as well, and buried her before gryimescape,” the judge explained as
he stared down at the woman holding him up. Judgynthe look on her face, she
didn’t like the information he was giving her.

“Are you sure that was her name?” Xena asked, sgakim slightly. The judge



nodded vehemently.

“I swear it is. | judged her myself,” he assured. fde woman thought about this for
a moment before putting him back down on the grotteimmediately began
smoothing the wrinkles out of his tunic and wiphng bangs back once more.

“What... What happened to her?” Xena asked, al@oaid to know. She was still
trying to wrap her mind around the fact that Gdleibad killed Perdicas. At the same
time, though, she was trying to think of a reasdry she would be forced to kill him.

“She’s dead, of course. You can't really think thatd allow someone like that to
run around in society, do you?” the judge told tenasn’t exactly a lie, either.
Perdicas’ killer was as good as dead where shemasays. When the woman didn’t
answer him, the judge continued on with his sttygah, she came in with some sob
story about her husband beating her,” he relay¢detoavoman in front of him. He was
so busy fixing the collar of his tunic that he didsee the flash of anger in the
woman'’s eyes.

“You mean to tell me that you sentenced her toldatier she told you that her
husband was hitting her?” Xena growled. The juddfaough aware of the angry tone
in the woman'’s voice, was not going to back dovemfrdefending his position.

“l admit, |1 almost believed her, but a very goodree informed me that she used to
be a bard and was very good at spinning talesraskihig people with her words,” he
told her. Xena’s fist clenched as she heard thissn&he knew that Gabrielle would
never use her skill with words to trick anyoneshe said she had been abused by
husband, then it was the truth. She proceededl thégudge this.

“By the way, the next time a woman comes to younalag that someone is abusing
her, you'd better listen,” she threatened him betbrowing a punch at his face.
Caught off guard, the judge didn’t have time to maky attempt to dodge the punch.
He was knocked out before he hit the ground. Shgatiglare at the people staring at
her before she left, Xena headed back for the bptsgeng hard to ignore the painful
ache in her chest.

“Xena, what's wrong? Where’s Gabrielle?” Amaric&exs when she saw Xena
coming back empty handed. It was also obviousghatwas trying hard to keep
herself from losing her composure in front of them.

“Nothing. Let’s just go. We need to get back to Angwlis,” she said emotionlessly
as she mounted Argo. She was careful not to makeartact with Solan, who was
apparently ignoring her.

uxena__n

“| said let’s go!” she barked at Amarice beforeling Argo into motion. They jerked
around so fast that Solan had to make a quick foraihe saddlehorn to stop himself
from falling off the mare. The dejected young wongaickly followed after Xena,
not wanting to be left behind.

It wasn’t until Argo began to froth at the moutldamas covered in a large amount of
sweat that Xena finally stopped the horse. Amaguidéed up beside her, Ice panting
heavily beneath her.



“What is the matter with you?!” Amarice yelled arhShe had been beginning to
wonder if Xena was ever going to stop.

“Nothing is the matter with me. If anything was wgp I'd know not to tell you,”
Xena said bitterly, shooting a glare at the Amaasishe dismounted Argo. Solan
quickly followed after, but immediately grabbed bedroll and headed as far away
from them as possible.

“Okay, that’s it Warrior Princess! | admit | madengstake, but it was an accident!”
Amarice yelled at her as she dismounted Ice. St&tdéven bother to tether him to
one of the trees this time. “You were going to keth anyways, so | don’t see what
the problem is!” she pointed out.

“The problem is, | was still trying to work out haw tell him,” Xena told her.
“Because of your ‘mistake’, my son hates me. | hppa declaration of love was
worth it.” The dark-haired woman turned aroundnplag to end the conversation
there, but Amarice put a hand on her shoulder amed her around.

“It was an accident. I'm sorry, okay? | didn’t mefan it to come out!” the teenager
explained, desperately trying to get Xena to urtdacds

“Don’t be sorry. Just improve.”

“Excuse me? I'm tired of ‘improving’. | think | h@&improved enough! At least
people know how | feel. You're the one that wowvee tell me what's wrong with
you right now!” Amarice yelled at the warrior prggs, jabbing her in the chest
angrily.

“Oh, poor Xena. About to lose her new sidekick rafiteding out that she lost her old
one,” a familiar, but unwelcome, voice chuckledt mg after, Ares materialized
behind Amarice. “Tell me, mighty Warrior Princeksw does it feel to be the cause
of your best friend’s death?” he asked as he tostleja forward so that he was next to
the Amazon.

“What is he talking about, Xena?” Amarice aske#irng a step to the side so she
wasn’t so close to the God of War. Although he hyeeder showed up on their
travels, she didn’t like him. To her, he represdreerything that a man was.

“Oh... you didn’t even tell her what happened tanfittle friend?” Ares asked,
shooting a glance at Amarice. “Well, let me helpifi the gaps. You see, her little
bard Gabrielle is dead. That's why she’s been setupell that, and the fact that it is
practically her fault that she’s dead.” He addedhmnlast part with a smirk.

“That’s a lie. Xena cares about Gabrielle,” Amarsgat at him. “She would never do
anything to harm her.”

“Ha! Xena, you really have kept her in the darkw@thehat happened, haven't you?”
Ares laughed before crossing his arms. “Well, mkhyou should explain this part,
Xena. I'm obviously not much of a story teller.” Withat, he faded away into
nothingness, leaving Xena with a very confused Acear

“What was he talking about, Xena?” she asked, nefu® believe what Ares had
said.



“What did it sound like he was talking about? Beseaaf me, Gabrielle’s dead. It's
exactly like he said,” Xena told her as she pudldzkdroll off of Argo and began
laying it out on the ground.

“Xena, Gabrielle can’'t be dead because of you. Naeen't seen her in three years!”
Amarice reminded her.

“Exactly.” The cryptic answer only served to friagr Amarice even more.

“Xena, will you please tell me how it’s your faultéhe asked as gently as she could.
If Gabrielle had been able to get her to talk albunys, she surely could. Xena was
quiet for a moment, staring at Argo’s saddle befooking up at the starry sky.

“Perdicas, Gabrielle’s husband, beat her. Shedkhien. She got sentenced to death
by the judge for murder,” Xena explained, somehcanaging to keep her voice
even.

“Xena, | don‘t see how that's your fault,” Amariedmitted quietly. The other
woman'’s gaze shifted from the sky and went to hsteiad.

“Amarice, if | had gone back to visit her like lidgd would, none of this would have
happened. | would have found out about Perdicak] aauld have gotten her out of
that mess. Instead, | was a coward and never vasht bthought she was better off
without me,” she explained. “Now she’s dead, afgdnity fault.”

“No! Xena, I'm not dead! I'm here!” Gabrielle yetleat the silvery pool as she
watched the scene play out in front of her. Shadroubelieve what she had seen.
That no good judge had lied to Xena, and thenlithatard Ares had made her think it
was her fault! “Xena, I'm still alive. None of this your fault!” she shouted,
desperately trying to get her friend to hear hae &uldn’t bear it if her friend went
through life blaming herself for a death that ha@ven happened. Before she could
get through to her friend, however, Gabrielle Fetself waking up.

“No! She needs to know I'm still alive! She needkhow that she isn’t to blame for
what happened!” Gabrielle shrieked as she foughktap in her friend’s mindscape.
Her efforts were futile, however, and she soon ébherself blinking back into her
own harsh reality. Mainly, a reality with curly lnlde hair and a scar across her face.

“I'm glad you finally decided to wake up, little [wh You make too much noise when
you're asleep,” Callisto told her boredly as sleged into the beady eyes of a rat that
she was holding up in front of her face. Gabrigjl@red her, however, as she got to
her feet and began pacing around her cells. ltwaglays after the prison break, and
the escape attempt by the prisoners had inspirbdd&Ha to come up with a less
dangerous way to escape. So far, she hadn't béencatiink of anything.

“Oh, come now Dearie. Don’t ignore me,” Callistouped, looking up from her rat.
“I've been waiting all day for you to wake up.” Gadlle stopped pacing and glared at
the other blonde.

“Callisto, | need to get out of here. Excuse menfor wanting to put up with your
sarcastic comments and insane rambling,” she st baking Callisto by surprise



with her comment. The willowy blonde didn’t showttiough.

“I'm hurt, Gabrielle. You can’t possibly be thinigrof escaping tonight. | mean, it is
our first fight in the ring together. | thought thveas going to be something special,”
Callisto reminded her, standing up and walking deehe pacing bard. She placed a
slim hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder and leaned fodwegnoring the fact that the other
woman was trying to pull away from her. “I thoughé&t ourrelationship was

special,” she purred before Gabrielle elbowed hehé stomach, successfully
pushing her off of her.

“Let me get this through whatever sane part of yourd that you have left: There is
nothing between us,” the smaller blonde said bejoreg back to her pacing. “As for
the fights... I'll just have to deal with them &gy come.” Gabrielle sighed before
sitting back down on the ground. Security had beereased since the escape
attempt, making the fortress even more impenetrdible former bard was beginning
to lose hope of escaping.

“Well, you'd better start dealing now, little baftggcause here comes the guards to
take us down,” Callisto commented, her voice tinggti excitement for the
upcoming fight. “Did you know that because we’rghting together, we get to fight a
bigger group? Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“Loads,” Gabrielle replied sarcastically as onergualocked the gate and three more
kept their crossbows pointed at them, just in ¢hsg tried to make a break for it. As
they walked out of the cell, Callisto snapped a ohthe guards, earning herself a
smack in the back of the head for her stunt.

“Ooh... someone’s going to be in trouble later.&€™ing-song voice that she used
didn’t hide the obvious threat in her words, anelgnard visibly gulped. He quickly
began going over a list of friends that could polysiake his shift later that night.

As for Gabrielle, she was silent. She just wanteget this done and over with so that
she could go back to thinking of some way to esthpéerison. Even as they led her
down the ramp, her eyes were scanning the canyaofoe kind of weak point. She
quickly became discouraged when she couldn’t fine oy the time they reached the
weapons rack. Callisto immediately chose the swairdpurse, and Gabrielle decided
to go with the sais again. She was determinedatm lbow to control herself so that
she didn’t kill with them, no matter what it todgefore she had a chance to put the
sais in their proper hiding spot, the guards shdwrcand Callisto out into the arena.

“You ready?” Callisto asked, a surprisingly seriexpression on her face. Gabrielle
looked herself over for a moment before shakinghead.

“I'm never ready,” she responded quietly as sh& todefensive stance. The willowy
blonde chanced a glance at her fighting partnesrbeturning her attention to the
other prisoners that were being led down the nhtarap.

“You'd better get ready, then, because if you besantiability, I'll kill you myself,”
she threatened. She could feel Gabrielle’s staee sifie said these words. “You don’t
really think I'd let someone else kill Xena’s badd you?” she asked, a smirk
twitching at the edge of her lips. Gabrielle hadinme to think about that comment,
because their opponents had just entered the arena.



There were four of them. The smallest one was fmglaahead taller than Gabrielle,
and he was wielding a staff that was slightly talfen him. The other three were
roughly the same height, and wielding various t@oded weapons. Gabrielle was
pretty sure she could make their size work agahesh, but the man with the staff
could end up being a problem for her. She was giwm more time to think as the
insane shriek from her fighting companion annourtbedstart of the fight.

Gabrielle was immediately attacked by one of thgdamen that chose to use a two-
handed sword. Luckily, her quick reflexes kickedand she was able to bring her
sais up and trap the blade between the handlaseofNot wasting anytime, she
turned her wrist so that that her sai had a bgttpron the blade of the sword before
flipping backwards, kicking the man in the chinsag pulled the sword out of his
hands.

‘How did I...? Before she could finish her thought, she rememt@h@vhat happened
the last time she questioned her abilities anchgotnind back into the fight. Just in
time, too, because another of the larger men hadeld to come help his buddy out
by wrapping his bulky arm around her neck. Befarecbuld snap her neck, she
stomped on his foot while elbowing him in the sids.soon as his grip loosened, she
slipped from his grasp and took a defensive stapt@een her two opponents; not a
good place for her to be. To make matters worsefidseé opponent had gotten his
sword back. Luckily for her, neither of her oppotsewere very smart, and they
charged her. Thinking fast, she ducked and rolldédbbthe way of the swordsman’s
blade, causing it to plunge into her other opposestbomach. Not taking the time to
think about the death she had just caused, sh&lggiot to her feet and wound up
behind the man with the sword, who was still shddket he had killed his own
friend. She didn’t give him anymore time to thirboat it as she plunged one of her
blades into his shoulder and used the other tokhon unconscious. Her own
opponents taken care of, Gabrielle looked ovee®whow Callisto was doing.

The willowy blonde was, unsurprisingly, handlingsef nicely. She never tried to
disarm her opponents or knock them out. She weaigkt for the kill, which was
made obvious by the large body of one of her opptsnhat had been trying to show
off with an axe before she shoved her sword thrdugh She was now boredly
playing with the man that wielded the staff, anel thowd was loving it. Callisto soon
became too bored, however, and the man ended tupgttte blade of her sword
shoved through his face when she sped up her siauke he couldn’t keep up with
her. Then it was over.

Just like the last times Gabrielle had fought,whe led to the weapons rack, where
she placed her sais. Just like the last timeswsisded back up to her cell. And just
like the last times, she threw up. Fighting withaatner hadn’t made it any easier on
her. The only thing that had changed was thaterfiiht, she had been paired with a
psycho.

A week after Gabrielle’s first team fight with Qatb, Xena, Amarice, and Solan were
finally riding back into Amphipolis. The whole rideack had been filled with an
uncomfortable silence. Solan was still angry ataemho was still angry at Amarice,
who was still feeling bad for announcing that Xeves Solan’s mother. Also, any
conversation that she attempted with the youngeréaen teasing, was met with
uncharacteristic politeness that she wasn’t uséaito him.



Even though they didn’t mention it, Cyrene and Neaald feel the tension radiating
off of the three travelers. After allowing the afteon to rest from their travels,
Cyrene made the decision to find out what had haggheand that meant going to her
daughter. Which meant at least an hour of standlitgide of Xena’s bedroom with
Nexa beside her as she tried to work up the nerge into her moody daughter’s
room.

“We go in?” Nexa asked, looking up at Cyrene cuwslguThe innkeeper returned the
little girl's gaze before nodding her head.

“Yes. We're going in,” she sighed before using key to unlock Xena’s room and
opening the door. What she found was Xena layingesrbed and staring up at her
ceiling. The sight reminded her of when her daughees just a girl. She would often
find her up in her room, staring at the ceiling wieer she felt lost, or angry, or
depressed. Needless to say, her daughter endgebngiisg a lot of time in her room
when she was in child. Cyrene wouldn’t be surprifstie knew how many pieces of
straw made up her ceiling.

“What is it, mother?” her daughter asked, keeplreggmotion out of her voice.
Cyrene blinked, having been lost in her memories.

“I could ask you the same question,” she remarlsesha stepped into her daughter’s
room and shut the door after Nexa followed her. little girl immediately ran to
Xena'’s bed and climbed up, quickly nestling herskse to the dark warrior.

“You're the mother that knows everything, so yollitige what's going on,” Xena
reminded her as she subconsciously wrapped hea@umd the girl that had joined
her on the bed. She sighed before shaking her Heaally screwed up, mom.”
Cyrene could hear the effort it took her daughtetegep her voice level, and it even
cracked at the end of the sentence.

“I'm sure you didn’t screw up, honey. Just tell meat happened,” she encouraged
the distressed girl as she walked over and to@atamn the edge of the bed. Xena
huffed in annoyance as her mother began strokingded, but she didn’t pull away
from her touch.

“Amarice loves Solan; Solan hates me; and | praliyikilled my best friend,” she
explained. Cyrene’s eyebrow rose at these statesnasrghe watched over her
daughter.

“I think you may need to explain a little bit modgna.”

“Solan found out that | was his mother because Agedlurted it out while

proclaiming her love for him; and now he hates orenbt telling him and letting him
believe his mother was dead for the last fourtesnrs;” she added on; and despite the
pain that Cyrene could see in her daughter’'s e¢@sa wouldn’t allow herself to cry
over what she had just told her mother.

“Go on...” Cyrene gently encouraged her, tryingéd her to talk about the last thing
she had mentioned.

“Mom, Gabrielle is dead. | didn’t visit her likedld her | would, and she’s dead
because of it,” she finally explained, the teargitneing to form in her eyes. Cyrene



was about to say something else, but when Xenaiomext Gabrielle’s name, Nexa
spoke before she could.

“Momma’s not gone,” the small girl said simply, long up sincerely at Xena, who,
in turn, looked at her mother in question. Cyremeigged, indicating that she had no
idea what the girl was talking about.

“Nexa, we're not talking about your momma. We'rlkitag about a friend of Xena’s,”
Cyrene explained gently. The little girl was havimane of it, though. How dare they
try to tell her that her momma was gone!

“No! My Momma is Gab'yell! She tells stoy’s aboueKa!” she insisted, looking into
eyes as blue as hers.

“Nexa... what happened to your Momma?” the waragked, now extremely
interested in what the girl had to say.

“She told me she loved me and that she had to goniia gave me to the nice lady
and asked her to take me to you. You found me aveht with you, just like she
wanted,” she said. “Momma’s alive. | feel it.”

Xena looked up at her own mother in disbelief. Thagt been holding onto
Gabrielle’s child for the past three weeks, andatiag to her, Gabrielle was still
alive. Xena’s mind was telling her that it was jtist hopeful wishing of a three-year-
old, but the feeling in her gut was telling herttN@xa was right. Gabrielle really was
alive. Now, she just had to find her.

Part 13

Solan stared out his window, watching the womandwe knew was his mother get
ready to leave him once more. When he had firstdoout that he would be staying
with Cyrene, he had wanted a room that looked tdsvélre stables so that he could
see when Xena was leaving; that way, he could ldown and ask to be taken with
her. He was beginning to regret that choice nowhb&new Xena was his mother.
When he watched her get ready to leave, it felt sfse was abandoning him all over
again. Not that he didn't blame her. He hadn't #ijx&een polite to her on the way
back from Volos.

"Serves her right. She shouldn't have lied to rhe,8aid to himself, trying to reason
his actions towards Xena while they were travebagk to Amphipolis. He was
unaware that he had an audience of one standithg idoorway until the small voice
spoke.

"Xena's going away again?" Solan turned aroundmaaxisurprised to see Nexa
standing in the doorway, her head tilted slightlytte side in question. Solan smiled
slightly, before turning back to the window.

"Yes. She's leaving again," he answered her chigrélthough it was obvious that
he was trying to hide his true feelings. Nexa, lilee mother, was extremely
perceptive when it came to emotions, though. Ugungk -but careful- steps, Nexa



covered the distance between her and the oldembaoy time.

"You're sad," she pointed out as she stared ujs @rbfile. Solan, startled by the
voice that was so close to him, looked down. Heaébhimself staring into
guestioning blue-green eyes. He sighed and walkey &om the window, taking a
seat on his bed instead.

"You're too smart for your own good, you know,"tbl her with a small smile as he
motioned for her to come sit next to him on the.déeka happily obliged and was
soon jumping onto the vacant space next to thedeldoy.

"That's what Xena tells me," she said, pride fglimer small voice, before getting back
on topic. "Why are you sad, Solan? Xena's goingptoe back."

"How can you be so sure? What if she's just leausbere so that she can go back to
adventuring? She's obviously done it to me befdelan didn't know how Nexa had
done it, but the little girl had just gotten himgpill what had been bugging him in a
matter of minutes.

"Because my Momma told me that Xena would nevendba someone she loves,"
Nexa said simply.

"Nexa, you hardly knew your... Momma... before kieyou," Solan pointed out
bitterly. As soon as the words were out, thoughfelteashamed of himself for
bringing it up. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean it liké sounded," he apologized, trying to
prevent the sad look that was forming on Nexa's femm turning into actual tears.
He wouldn't be able to look at himself if he malde $mall girl cry.

"My Momma didn't leave me because she wanted texaNstarted, trying hard to
keep her tears in check. She knew that Solan hadalht what he said, and that he'd
feel bad if she started crying, but she still wdrttedefend her mother's actions. "She
was pwotecting me. Because she loves me. And Xeyes lyou.” Solan stared down
at Nexa, who had been successful in keeping hes &edoay, before standing back up
again. An apologetic smile appeared on his fadeeagached his hand down and
grabbed her smaller one.

“Let’'s go say goodbye to Xena.” Nexa nodded heeagrent, and they both headed
out of Solan’s room. Although he wasn’t quite stimat Nexa was right about his
mother, he would try his best to believe it. Besjdehen he had eavesdropped on his
mother’s conversation the night before, he had doout that Nexa’s mother was
Gabrielle; who else knew more about his mother tref?

Once they reached the stables, they saw Amarikagalvith Xena. Solan

immediately wanted to turn back. Instead, he jtegiged walking and waited. He was
still uncomfortable with the fact that she had gbdwut her feelings towards him,
and he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to deathé@th. Not wanting to get into an
awkward situation with the older girl, Solan declde wait until she was finished
talking to Xena. He figured that it wouldn’t huat listen in, though, once he heard his
name mentioned in the conversation.

“I am really sorry about Solan, Xena. | know yodrdt want him to find out like
that,” Amarice apologized, shifting uneasily as sheke. When Xena looked at her,
she immediately found something interesting abapga on the ground and directed



her attention towards it.

“Amarice, | know you're sorry. And | understand ndvat it was an accident that,
although preventable, did happen,” Xena assured$ishe finished adjusting Argo’s
saddle. “I'd be more worried about your relatiopsiith Solan right now. It's not
everyday that a fourteen year old boy hears somgahthey love him.” Amarice’s
face colored slightly, although her auburn haieeffifvely hid the blush. Once she felt
the blood leave her cheeks, she raised her gazetfre ground.

“l actually wanted to talk to you about that,” sk@mitted, her hand subconsciously
reaching out and beginning to stroke Argo as at@aalm her nerves.

“Amarice, I'm not going to rip you limb from limkof feeling this way about Solan.
Hurt him in anyway, however, and I'll make you wi$tat was what | did to you,” she
said as she began packing her things onto Argo.rismaouldn’t tell if Xena'’s threat
was meant to be taken seriously, or as a jokeeEwtkay, it didn’t matter. Solan
obviously didn’t return her feelings.

“You won’t have to worry about me breaking his hg&ena,” she muttered. “That’s
actually what | wanted to talk to you about.”

“Amarice, that’'s the second time you've said tliRdease, get to the point,” the
warrior princess told her, now facing the Amazothwier arms crossed. “Well?” she
asked when Amarice still didn't talk.

“I think I should leave for a little while,” the ymg woman finally said. Before Xena
could object, she went on to explain. “Things &a&ly awkward between Solan and
me now, and | don’t know if | can stand seeing Bimg away from me every time | try
to talk to him,” she managed to get out before iling her gaze back to the ground
once more. “I just want things to be the way theyawbefore,” she added on in a
whisper. Xena looked at the young woman, who was sttowing a vulnerable side
that Xena had never seen before.

Gone was the cocky teenager that acted more grpwvtinam she really was, and was
sure she would never fall in love. In her place wagared little girl that had learned
the consequences of losing her heart to anothdnuabhwanted things to go back to
normal so that she could feel safe again. Xena Krn@w experience that things
would never go back to being the same, and shéhtlgounger friend as much.

“Listen to me, Amarice.” The dejected young womited her head up and Xena
found herself staring into watery eyes. “Don’ttleis one experience keep you from
loving again. You took a risk. Not on purpose, ofise, but you did take it. Just
because it didn’t pay off this time doesn’t meawain’t pay off the next time you take
one,” she told Amarice, who began to wipe her esgethat her tears wouldn't fall.

“I'll keep that in mind, Xena,” she said with a 8l@ before cracking a small smile.
“When you find Gabrielle, you should take a riskyotir own.” Xena simply rolled
her eyes.

“Yeah, yeah... Get going, Amazon. You wouldn‘t wanybody to see you going
soft,” she told her. Amarice let out a choked labgfore leaning forward and
wrapping Xena in a goodbye hug. Surprised, Xenanawdly returned the hug before
releasing Amarice.



“I'll be back once | have everything sorted oypydmise. You won't get rid of me
that easily,” she said with a smirk.

“And whoever said | wanted you to come back?” Xezased her, earning a playful
punch in the arm from Amarice.

“Someone has to help Gabrielle keep you out ofttieithe Amazon told her with a
smirk before walking into the stables to get hendwrse ready to go. Xena shook
her head before turning back to Argo.

“Ready to go, girl?” she asked, stroking the golgere’s neck. Argo neighed,
nodding her head up and down. “Me too,” Xena chextkBefore she could mount the
horse though, Solan and Nexa appeared at her side.

“Am’wice is leaving, too?” Nexa asked, looking upX@ena with curious eyes. The
warrior nodded before crouching down so that she lexgel with Nexa.

“Why don’t you give me a hug and then go say goedioyher?” she suggested. Nexa
smiled brightly before wrapping her small arms adXena’'s neck. Xena returned
the hug before sending Nexa on her way to say g@ottbAmarice. Once the girl was
gone, Xena stood back up and turned her attenhddodan.

“So... you're both leaving?” Solan asked, keepirggtbne as neutral as he could. The
last thing he wanted was Xena knowing that he feapib to understand why she had
done the things she did.

“Yeah.” Xena studied Solan’s expression, tryindigore out what was going through
her son’s head. It was obvious that he was hepwifitg, however, when she realized
that there was no way she could figure out whava® thinking. Long moments
ticked by before Solan spoke again.

“Be careful, okay? | don’t want to lose my mothimoaer again,” he said. He had
planned on just walking away after he told her,tbhat something rooted him to the
spot. Before he knew it, Xena placed a hand oslsilder and was giving him a half
smile. He could tell that she wanted to pull hinoia hug, but the stoic warrior
persona wouldn’t allow her to do something likettlsaving her the trouble, Solan
moved forward and gave Xena a quick hug beforernmuway. The moment between
the mother and son was ruined, however, when teagdhAmarice shriek.

“Xena! Why did you send Nexa in here to kick meRiharice asked as she carried
the blonde child out. Nexa had a grin on her factha Amazon carried her out.

“I sent her in there to tell you goodbye,” Xenadsarying hard to keep a straight face.
Amarice rolled her eyes before handing the girlrdgeXena.

“You know her goodbyes involve kicking me,” she wgled before she noticed Solan.
“Well uh... I should be going. I'll see you arountkna,” she excused herself before
going back into the stables and mounting Ice. Enitdong before she was exiting the
stables and heading away from Amphipolis. Xena edder as she left, knowing
that she would see the girl again before she khew i

After sending Solan and Nexa back to the inn agthgagoodbye to her mother, Xena
was back on the road again. It was strange trayélyrherself after having a



companion for so long. At the same time, thougtvas nice to have some space. At
least, that's how she felt the first day traveliygherself. By noon of her second day
on the road, Xena couldn’t wait to be with Gabeaedhjain. By the time she reached
Volos, she had taken to having entire conversatatis Argo, just like she used to
do.

A small smile appeared on her face as she entieestbtvn, but it was quickly
replaced by a cool mask. Although she was anxiodisid out where Gabrielle had
been taken, a feeling in her gut was telling theriathat something was wrong. The
feeling was confirmed when she saw a circle of feebpddled together in the center
of the town.

“What's going on?” she asked as she pushed hethwaygh the crowd. No one
answered her, but Xena was able to follow theiegazhe ground once she made her
way to the front of the crowd. What she saw wasughdo dash almost any hope of
her ever finding Gabrielle.

Lying in the middle of the crowd, in a pool of lw#/n blood, was the arrogant judge
that Xena had spoken with two weeks before. Theiararould have sworn she felt
her heart stop during the long seconds that shedsé the dead body that had held

all her hope of finding Gabrielle. Xena found hérkaving to blink back tears of
frustration as her gaze joined those of the towngiee She had been so close to being
reunited with her friend, just to have the hop@egb out of her hands once more.

Refusing to allow herself to become too emotioKaha pulled away from the crowd
and began investigating the area. Perhaps thersamas clue that would help her
find the murderer.

“Miss? What are you doing?” one of the men askezhaxXdidn’t even bother to
glance back at the group of people when she andwere

“I'm trying to figure out who killed your judge. loase you didn’t know, people
usually don’t just show up in a pool of their owlodd by themselves.” The sarcastic
answer was enough to rile a few of the townspeople

“Look lady. This is our problem. We’ll deal withdturselves,” a man told her. Xena
ignored him as she continued to look for anythhmagf tould assist her. “Hey!” the
man objected when she turned over the judge’s badys is none of your business,
warrior, so | suggest you get out of here.” Befoeecould say another word, Xena’'s
chakram was pressed to his throat.

“This man knew where | could find my friend, whigtakes it my business. So |
suggest that you be quiet before | make you lose yoice. Permanently,” she
growled at him threateningly, pressing the edgeenfchakram into his neck. The
man brought up his hands in surrender, knowingtieatras no match for the woman.
Satisfied with his surrender, Xena removed the @ralirom his throat and placed it
back in its holster. Without another word, she fleé& scene. No one ever saw her
place a chain necklace in her armor, right nexteiobreast dagger.

Once she was sure she was alone in the forest, {dleal the chain out from
between her breasts and began examining the peth@dmtangled from it. It was two
swords crossed over a shield. She knew who it lgeldmo almost immediately.



“Ares...” she growled before pocketing the chainki&ce. “Ares, you bastard! You
get your ass down here, right now!” she calledafhe Heavens. She was determined
to get to the bottom of this before the day was.ove

“No need to shout, Xena. My hearing’s just finefaamiliar voice said from behind
her. A low chuckle erupted from the God of War'sotit as he lowered his head
beside Xena’s ear and began speaking to her. “Nbat 18 it you wanted, my Warrior
Princess?” Xena jerked herself away from him amded around.

“We both know damn well what | want, Ares,” shedtbim as she crossed her arms
and glared at him.

“Ah ah ah. You onlythink you know what you want,” Ares tsk’d as he begaalicig
her. “Youthink you want to find your little blonde bard.”

“And | suppose you're going to tell me what | rgallant?” she asked, keeping her
eyes on him as he circled her like he was some ddipadedatory animal.

“That’'s what | always liked about you. You're albtepredict almost any move your
opponent makes,” he told her before drawing hisrdvand lunging at her. At the
same time, Xena drew her own and blocked the atfdwdy stood there, locked in
place. “See what | mean?” he asked with a chuckle.

“I hate to disappoint you Ares, but you're extreynetedictable,” she said before
kicking him away from her. “Now tell me. Why did ydhave someone kill the judge?
Afraid | was going to find out where Gabrielle issfe asked, keeping her guard up.

“Oh Xena. You have such a one track mind. Is Gébradl you think about?” Not
waiting for a response, he flipped over Xena ammaight his sword down on her neck.
Or at least, where her neck had been. Metal hiahast Xena blocked the attack and
spun around so that she was facing Ares.

“I wouldn’t be talking, Ares. | seem to be the oolye you think about,” she pointed
out. “At least | have a chance with Gabrielle.”

“Oh, now that’s just hitting beneath the belt.”

“No. Thisis hitting beneath the belt.” Before he could moXena brought her foot

up in a kick, landing a blow to a very sensitivetjod the male anatomy. Although he
couldn’t feel the actual pain, the shock of actubiing kicked there made Ares back
off a few paces. “Now then, Ares... tell me whatant to know. Where is Gabrielle?”

“Like | said. One track mind,” he said as he shedthis sword. There had been
enough playtime, and if his plan worked, there’dvme than enough time later to
play again.

“Tell me, Ares!” Xena shouted at him, beginningyet impatient. “Where is
Gabrielle, and why have you been meddling in orgd®”

“Oh, so now I've been ‘meddling’ in your lives?” bsked, making imaginary
guotation marks around the word ‘meddling’.

“Ares!”

“Whoa! Now there’s that fire I've been missing, X¢hhe exclaimed with a smirk.



“Maybe if | wait long enough to answer, you'll usd¢or me, instead of against me.
What do you say Xena?” Xena’s eyes narrowed inrange

“What makes you think | would ever want to join Yshe asked, her voice
dangerously low. Ares ignored the threat in hecgpcalmly crossing his arms before
answering.

“Information. You head my army, and | make sure fiad your little blonde friend in
no time,” he offered.

“So that’s what this has all been about. You didhas just to get me on your side. Is
that it?”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“You are an idiot. Gabrielle would never want meytoback to what | used to be just
to find her,” she told him.

“You're Gabrielle is dead, Xena. Who knows whasthew Gabrielle wants,” he
chuckled before disappearing into thin air, igngrfena’s angry yell as she grabbed
her chakram and threw it where he used tolbs.good to be a Gad

“You miserable bastard! Get back here!” Xena cadlétdr Ares as she pulled her
chakram out of the tree it had become embeddad/lnen it became clear that he
wouldn’t be coming back, she punched the treeustfation. She could feel tears
stinging the back of her eyes once more, but slused to cry. Now was not the time
to let her emotions get the better of her. Now thastime to find her friend. And as
much as she hated to ask for it, Xena was goimgéal some help.

After leaving the woods and going back to the toXena found Argo and began her
journey back to Amphipolis. A plan was forming ierthead as she rode. She was
going to find Gabrielle without Ares, no matter htomg it took. The words that Ares
had spoken, however, had instilled a sense of gyg@nher. Something told her that
she would have to find Gabrielle soon, or she wdnsgé her bard completely.

A week after leaving Volos, Xena was back in Ampiigg much to Cyrene’s
surprise.

“Xena, | didn’t expect you to be back so soon,” mather greeted her when she
walked into the tavern.

“Me neither. Something happened, though, so I'mkpyaXena told her. “Mother,
when does the next messenger come through herezisged suddenly.

“Let’s see... three days from now, | believe,” Gyesaid. “Xena, what happened?
Where’s Gabrielle?”

“That’s exactly what | want to know, Mother,” Xengplied as she began pacing the
floor, trying to think. “Unfortunately, I'm goingotneed some help if | ever want to
find out.”

“Xena, will you stop pacing for a moment and juedt me what happened in Volos?”
Cyrene asked, blocking the path that Xena had iadiing back and forth over.
Xena was quiet for a moment as she stared dowerahbther while trying to keep



her stoic warrior mask on, but Cyrene could selat igrough it; right down to the
pain in Xena'’s core.

“The judge was killed before | could get there, M@t and | have no idea where
Gabrielle is,” she explained once she was sureshle talk without losing her
composure.

“Oh Xena...” Cyrene said before placing a comfgrtand on her daughter’s cheek.
“I'm so sorry.” Before she knew it, the tavern keepvas holding on to a silently
crying warrior princess. A warrior princess thae $tadn’t seen cry since she was
twelve. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the wetnessher shoulder, she wouldn't have
known Xena was crying. As she ran her hand inesrdn Xena'’s back, she began to
whisper comforting words into her daughter’'s ediod’ll find her, Xena. | believe in
you.”

Part 14

As the sun began to sink below the horizon, Lilanid the wagon pulling into
Amphipolis once more. It had been at least a meimte she had heard from Xena
when a messenger from Cyrene's tavern came bearmessage from the warrior
princess a few days ago. Now, the warrior princessled her to come back to
Amphipolis. Lila had been fearing the worst therentrip.

Xena had told her that Potidaea would be herdig if she found Gabrielle.
Obviously, that hadn't happened; and now Xena reetliell her something that she
didn't want her parents to hear.

"Lila, stop fidgeting. I'm sure what Xena has tg gall be good news." The feel of
her husband's hand resting on her forearm madeditee out of her melancholy
thoughts.

"l hope you're right, Leo," she said with a sigtfiobe a scowl appeared on her face.
"I'm not fidgeting!"

"What do you call it, then?" Lila looked down ar liands and discovered that she
really had been fidgeting. A slight pout appeareder face as she turned her head
and watched the small shops go by. "That's whHatudht," Leo chuckled. The rest of
the ride went by in silence. Luckily, they were squulling in front of Cyrene's tavern,
where they would be meeting Xena.

"Ready?" Leo asked, looking over at his wife. hilas quiet for a moment, her mind
going through a whirlwind. Did she really want todw what Xena had to tell her?
She didn't know if she'd be able to handle it & tiews was anything but good. She
felt her husband place his larger hand over hadggaue a reassuring squeeze. Lila
closed her eyes and came to a decision.

'Gabrielle's my sister. | deserve to know what'si\gan, even if it's not what |
expected.Taking a deep breath, Lila opened her eyes agaimodded her head. "As
ready as I'll ever be," she told him before gettiogvn from the wagon. He was by her
side in no time, and she found her hand subconslgislipping into his for comfort.



Once she had mentally prepared herself, Lila ledrthy into the tavern with her head
held high.

It took a few moments for the busy inn-keeper tbagothe familiar couple that
walked into the tavern, but she greeted them witieadly smile when she finally
saw them. Once she was finished dealing with anyangstomer, she quickly
approached them and wrapped the two friends irga hu

"It's good to see you so soon. Xena should be lvegaknoment,” the older woman
told them as she pulled out of the hug, "Two freonfl Xena's showed up rather
unexpectedly, and she had to go talk with one tl@mat one of them. Whatever it is
my daughter prefers to do when people don't listdmer.” Cyrene shook her head
slightly when she said the last part.

"We understand. Do you want us to go put our stpfin the room we stayed in last
time?" Leo asked when it became apparent thatwalsn't going to say anything.

"l had the room reserved specifically for you tw8yrene replied with a smile before
her attention was brought to one of the waitresshs,was holding a mug of ale over
one of the patrons that had been giving her a e "Tara! Don't you even think
about it!" The teenager's head shot up and looked at the stern inn-keeper, who
was now tapping her foot. Giving Cyrene a sheegislie, Tara brought the mug
down to her side once more and walked away to saore of the hungry customers.
"I don't know what I'm going to do with her. Itike trying to raise another Xena,"
Cyrene admitted as she shook her head.

"I'm sure she'll turn out alright then," Leo toldrtwith a smile before leading his wife
to the staircase and ascending the steps. Sooootipde was in the familiar room that
they had been allowed to stay in the first timey/tb@me to Amphipolis to see Xena.

"Leo, I'm not sure if | can do this. What if... Whsomething horrible has happened
to Gabrielle?" Lila sat down on the bed and wrappedarms around herself. Leo
came and sat beside her, wrapping his own armsdroer.

"Lila, you and | both know that you'll listen to athXena has to say. If something bad
did happen, it's better for us to know than beitethe dark," Leo reminded her,
gently kissing the back of her head in reassurafedelt Lila sigh before resting her
head on his chest.

"If you say so," she said sadly, closing her epesn attempt to bring back all the
resolve that she had had when she got off the wad@neyes snapped open,
however, when she heard yelling coming from outdridling away from her
husband, the dark haired girl got up from the betl@alked over to the window.
From her vantage point, she could see the fanwlarior princess, but it was
impossible to see who she was yelling at.

"For the last time, no. Absolutely not!" The daikired warrior was putting her foot
down. Finding Gabrielle should be her problem,ex@ryone else's! When her friend
merely smirked at her, she continued her rantirbatmuch quieter voice. She had
seen Lila watching her from her window, and shadsant the girl to find out
because she couldn't control her volume. "l appteche offer, | really do, but this is
my problem. You don't have to do this."



"Xena, Gabrielle is my friend, too," the sandy bdidemigod reminded her. "lolaus
and | truly want to help."” The large man crossexdanms over his chest, waiting for
Xena to respond. "Face it, Xena. You're good, lkahehe best need help
sometimes," he pointed out.

"How did you even find out?" she asked, more irgt&@ in finding out how Hercules
had found out what she was going to do before e knew what she was going to
do than she was in conceding to his point.

"Let's just say that not all Gods are like Areg"daid with a shrug.
"I don't think I need anymore godly interferencégha growled in response.

"She only wants to help you and Gabrielle. Evdmeif reasoning is a little... self-
centered." He muttered the last part to himseHeaeemembered his half-sister's
attitude, and the reasons she had for telling liouathe problem between Xena and
Gabrielle. An angry fire in Xena's icy eyes flagdhe information.

"Are you telling me the goddesslof/eis the one that wants to help me take on Ares?
Please tell me you're joking."

"She may seem a little... egocentric," Xena snaatetlis, earning a look from
Hercules, "but lolaus has been getting close tpdrat | believe him when he says
there's more to her than she wants people to leeliddena still had a look of disbelief
on her face, so Hercules tried a new tactic. "&m e to you, didn't she?"

"If she really wanted to help, she'd use thoseygpdivers of hers to bring Gabrielle
back to me," Xena argued as a last defense.

"Like you said: She's the goddess of love. Do yeally think Aphrodite would stand
a chance against Ares if he caught her interfanrgs plans to get you back on his
side?" Hercules pointed out. Xena was silent, reottuag to admit that her friend was
right.

"Fine," she finally said before walking away. Themdgod smiled to himself as he
followed after her, glad that he had been ablestoxg@na to see things his way. He
knew that Xena knew he was right from the very bemgig. She was just too stubborn
to ask for help or receive it without a fuss.

"Hercules, | do believe that your friend here mayobe of my favorite patrons now,"
Cyrene called out from the bar when they enteredatiern, nodding towards the
table that lolaus occupied. "Oh, Xena!" The warstmpped her trek over to the table
with Hercules and turned around. "Lila and Leowvedi not too long ago. They're
getting settled upstairs if you want to talk tortheow."

"I'll be right back, Hercules." The large man waven off before taking a seat at the
table with lolaus, who was currently trying todit of Cyrene's food into his stomach
in one night.

Not wanting to keep Lila waiting any longer, Xenak the stairs two at a time. She
wasn't exactly sure how she was going to tell Wikt she had learned, but she knew
the girl had to find out someday. Once she reatihedop of the stairs, Xena made
her way to Lila's room. She stood outside of itdanoment, trying to collect her



thoughts and think of a way to break the news tdrend's younger sister. As ready
as she could be, she opened the door.

"Lila, there's something | need to tell you aboatitysister," she said, shutting the
door behind her as she began to reveal what hgeehag to Gabrielle.

After many interruptions and tears on Lila's pAgna was finally able to finish the
story an hour later. Leo sat holding his cryingaygomforting her the best he could,
while Xena tried to tell her that she would do gtleing she could, and possibly a few
things she couldn't, just to get Gabrielle backa touldn't be calmed down, though.

"Why did we have to push her so hard into marryimg?" Lila asked through her
tears, her voice muffled by Leo's shoulder. "Whinttiwe see what he was really
like?" Not having the answers to his wife's quasijd_eo held his wife while Xena
tried her best to pull the young woman out of haltg

"Lila, no one knew what Perdicas was like. Everdhd, and I'm an expert at judging
hostility," she reasoned. "He had everyone fookedl even though we can't do
anything about that now, we can try our best tesasabrielle." Lila sniffled as she
pulled her dark head away from Leo's shoulder aipgavher tears on the sleeve of
her dress.

"She shouldn'haveto be saved. She shouldn't even be gone!" Lilatpdiout

angrily, although she missed the flicker of gudta@ss Xena's face. The dark-haired
young woman was correct; Gabrielle shouldn't haenlout of her life. If she had
just paid one visit to their home, Xena would henede sure that Gabrielle never
went missing. But, she had chickened out each simeedecided to go. Each time she
decided to put off going was another day that Gédllercould have been beaten.

"I know sheshouldn'tbe gone, Lila, but she is. You're going to havddal with it
until we find her again. So either you quit playihg blame game and pinning it all
on yourself and help find her, or go back to P&alwith Leo and forget that any of
this ever happened,” Xena told her, deciding thagh love was about to become a
familiar concept to Gabrielle's sister.

"You don't even know if she really is alive. Youractically basing the idea on
words of her three year old daughter, and thelne'possibility that she isn't even
Gabrielle's daughter!" Lila countered.

"She is alive, Lila. Otherwise, Ares wouldn't haxied to cut a deal with me." Xena
pinched the bridge of her nose, fighting off thadeche that was beginning to form.
Repeating what had happened to Gabrielle had bmaetianally draining, and Lila's
yelling wasn't helping. She was glad she had dddidesend Nexa and Solan outside
to play earlier. She didn't need Nexa to hear ddabting that she was Gabrielle's
daughter. She had a feeling the little girl wouddupset if she did.

"And how are you going to find her? Just wandeuadGreece until you find some
kind of clue?"

"Lila, I think maybe you should wait until you'valmed down a little before asking
Xena all these questions,” Leo suggested, begirtningb her shoulders slightly in an
attempt to calm her down. The younger woman wasitaiooobject, but the hands
gently massaging her shoulders were producingdbeet! effect. "Xena, maybe you



should come back in a little while. She shouldd@aly to act civil by then," he
whispered as Lila's eyes began to close. Xena rbalde left the room, giving Lila
the time to catch up on some much needed resadtolvious that the three days of
worrying while traveling to Amphipolis, and theralaing about her sister, had been
taxing on the dark haired young woman.

After quietly closing the door, Xena headed backmistairs. The conversation with
Lila had actually gone much better than she thoughould, but she still wished she
hadn't been the one to upset Gabrielle's litti@sso much.

'If he wanted to help so much, Hercules could tdhoree that part,Xena thought to
herself as she reached the base of the stairs tleeegh she knew it had been better
that she told Lila.

"So how did it go?" Hercules asked when his dadaft joined him and lolaus at the
table.

"l just told Lila that her sister was beaten by tlusband they all wanted her to marry,
killed him, and that | have no idea where she mwHlo you think it went?" Xena
asked coldly. lolaus, who had been reaching faeegpof meat off of Hercules' plate,
stopped mid-reach at the tone in Xena's voicearapment, it seemed like all of the
noise in the tavern died. Seconds later, the agipicked back up and lolaus was
slowly pulling his hand back away from Herculesitpl

"Xena, things are going to turn out just fine. bdbthat Gabrielle will be lost to us

for very long with you out there searching for héer friend assured her as he placed
a large hand over hers, quickly pulling back whiee gave him a cold look. She didn't
want to be comforted right now. She didn't eventware in the tavern; she wanted
to be out looking for Gabrielle. And if it werefdr Lila, that's exactly what she

would be doing.

"Look Hercules... | know you're just trying to hehut leave me alone for awhile,
okay? I'll be alright," she told him as she goftftgm the table. She knew what she
needed, and that was a good work out. Leavingiwefriends behind, Xena left the
tavern and headed for the outskirts of the smsll 8he knew of a spot in the line of
trees that protected Amphipolis that would be adggot to get rid of the stress that
had been weighing down on her.

It wasn't long before she was entering the cleahagjshe used to visit when she was
younger. Even before she started using a swordgntad space in the woods
provided her a sanctuary. As she closed her eyasiames of running to the woods
whenever she got into a fight with her mother aleolbrother began flooding into her
head. Even Lyceus hadn't known about the clearing.

Xena opened her eyes, ending the memories, befaching back and pulling her
sword out of its sheath. Her icy blue eyes refl@ct the sharp blade as she got into a
ready stance. Without a sound, she began fightiegnhaginary opponent she created
in her mind. The warrior princess lost track of timee as the fight between her
invisible opponent continued. As the deadly daretevben her and the air progressed
into the night, the only audible sound was comnagf the attacks she made on her
imaginary enemy. By the time Xena finished, sweatted her hair to the side of her
face.



Exhausted, she sank to the ground, dropping herdstedhe ground beside her. It
had been a long time since she had worked hehsglhtard during drills, and the
outlet had allowed her to take her frustration@usomething other than those close
to her.

“Xena?” The tentative, boyish voice made Xena tienhead. Even though the sky
had darkened long ago, it was easy for Xena to ranak&olan’s fair hair coming
towards her. “Xena, are you alright?”

“I'm fine, Solan. How long have you been standimgiothere?”

“Nexa and | saw you on our way back from the tree ¥ld us about. | sent Nexa
back to grandmother’s and decided to follow yowg'tbld her as he sat down beside
her. She gave him a questioning look, but then nebeged that he couldn’t see as
well as she could.

“Why?”

“I guess | was a little worried,” he admitted shiety. Xena found that hard to
believe, considering that he had been so angryhettor not telling him who she
was. She told him as much. “I may be... upset yath... but I can still worry, can’t
I?” he told her. Xena chuckled in amusement. “Wéat funny?”

“I thought worrying was supposed to be my job,” &bid him.

“Hasn’t anyone told you that you’'ve been working tward lately? | think maybe it's
time someone showed how worried they were aboufgoa change,” he responded
with a smirk.

“Good to know you're looking out for me, even whgn're... upset with me,” she
said.

“Me?! Oh no. | was talking about Grandmother,” $o$aid jokingly, flashing her a
smile before standing up again.

“Of course you were.” Xena got to her feet as wellurning her son’s grin with a
hesitant smile of her own as she picked up herdwand put it away. Although things
weren't perfect between them, it was nice to knbat her son didn’t hate her.
Thinking back on the conversations that she heandhlave with Nexa lately, she
realized it was nice to know that he was tryinfjgare out her reasoning for her
actions, too.It may take a while, but | may end up having bo#blle and Solan

in my life; she thought as she led the way back to the city.

When they got back to Cyrene’s tavern, her motbler Xena that Leo had been down
to tell her that Lila had calmed down significanfBeciding she should get it done
and over with, the warrior princess left Solandol after Nexa while she went
upstairs to talk to Gabrielle’s sister once more.

Passing the door to Hercules’, and then lolausitodena came to Lila’s and Leo’s.
Once again she had to mentally prepare hersedice the younger woman. Taking a
deep breath, Xena went into the room and shutabe loehind her, scaring Lila, who
was staring out the window once more.

“Oh, Xena! You're back. Look, I'm sorry about hovadted earlier,” the younger



woman started to apologize before Xena held upnd.ha

“Lila, there’s no need to apologize. Gabrielle’siygister and you love her very
much. | actually expected things to go much worXefia assured her before looking
around. There was something missing from the rdmhghe couldn’t place for a
moment. “Where’s Leo?”

“Well, after he talked to your mother, he decidegpend some time with those
friends of yours. Speaking of friends, where’s Aim&? I’'m not saying that | miss her
company or anything, but isn’t she supposed todue gidekick or something?” Xena
watched in amusement as Lila paced around the rswwaightening certain things
out, as she talked. No doubt she was trying toistélye calm state she was in by
distracting herself.

“Amarice decided she needed a little time to hésekhe could work a few things
out,” Xena said in response to her question asvsitehed Lila straighten out the
blanket on the bed. The younger woman pausedrusraent before letting out a
frustrated sound.

“Look Xena, | just need to know... How are you gpto find Gabrielle?” she finally
asked, unable to refrain from asking any longer.

“I have many skills, Lila. | also have a few goohds that are willing to help find
her,” Xena told her. “Did you know that even theghty Hercules wants to help find
your sister?” She watched as Lila’s eyes wideneslimprise.

“You mean that's who Leo’s...?” Xena nodded, guggsvhat Lila’s question was.
The surprise only lasted for a few moments, howeaed was soon replaced by the
familiar discouraged expression that had been offelee since she was called to
Amphipolis. “What if no one can find her?”

“Then | go to plan Beta,” Xena told her.

“What's plan Beta?” Lila asked curiously. By th@koin Xena'’s eyes, she didn’t think
she’d like it.

“Ares,” Xena said simply. That was all she needaesay for Lila to see Xena’s true
feelings for her older sister.

“You love her... don’t you?” A sad smile appearedLda’s face when Xena didn’t
answer her. “Xena, she wouldn’t want you to givesuprything you've worked at for
her. No matter how much has happened to her, | khawGabrielle wouldn’t want
you to go back to Ares because of her. And as muant to find her, | can't ask you
to do something like that.”

“I guess we’ll just have to find her then, won’t WieXena said before leaving Lila
alone in her room until Leo came back.

Later that night, Xena'’s eyes shot open at the dadfiiner door opening. Her body
tensed as she stretched her senses in an attefigpireoout where the intruder was.
Xena relaxed, however, when she heard a smalleshifore feeling the bed move at
the new weight crawling up beside her. Even thatugdidn’t happen very often, Xena
always knew when it was Nexa that was joining her.



“What has you up at this hour, Little One?” sheesikk a quiet voice, her internal
clock telling her that there was still a few hourgil the sun even came up.

“Scared,” said the little girl as she crawled untter covers. Xena’s arm instinctively
curled around the small child as Nexa got comfdetdidlama getted a booboo.”
Nexa sniffled once more as she wiped her eyes. tdrifuwvhat to say, Xena pulled
the girl closer and kissed the top of her head.

“Don’t worry, Nexa. We'll get your Mama back as so@s we can, and then you can
help fix all of her booboos,” she promised, notyail Nexa, but to herself as well.

“Kay, Xena.” The small girl's voice was a bit sthar now that she had been assured
that she could help her Mama. “Love you,” she nrattesleepily before drifting back
into Morpheus’ realm, leaving Xena to ponder whed bad said.

At first, she thought that Nexa had only been hgwiad dreams about what it had
been like before she came to Amphipolis, when sieel lwith Gabrielle and Perdicas.
There was something telling her that there was nwite though. It seemed like every
fiber in her body was trying to tell her that Nexareams and Gabrielle were
connected somehow, but the thought was almostdamuious for Xena to consider

it. Almost. Tucking the thought in the back of Imeind, Xena closed her eyes,
wondering just what Nexa had seen that had scheelitie girl enough to come
sneaking into her room.

“I can’t believe you let that attack get throug@dllisto snickered, leaning forward
and examining the bandage around Gabrielle’s middie smaller blonde laying on
her back couldn’t help but glare at the insane woiyefore returning her attention
back up to the roof of her rocky cell.

“Ouch!” she yelped when she felt pressure placetherwound in her side. “What do
you think you’re doing?” she asked, turning hercheaface Callisto once more.

“Making sure you don't drift off to sleep,” the wolwvy blonde explained, attempting
to look innocent and failing miserably.

“Callisto, it's a side wound, not a concussion,@alle pointed out, feeling like she
was talking to a child.

“I know that. I'm not an idiot, as much as you liteethink 1 am,” Callisto told her.
“You just make too much noise when you sleep. Rat you don’t make a lot of
noise when you're awake.” Gabrielle took a deeptbretrying not to lose her temper
since she knew that would just make Callisto happie

“I don’t think you’re an idiot. Just crazy,” sheidaadding the last part on in a
whisper. “And what do you mean | make too much @eiken | sleep?” she asked,
genuinely curious.

“Most people, sane or not, don’t scream when tleesteeping,” Callisto told her
before pressing on the wound again.

“Ouch! Will you cut it out?! I'm not going to sleemy time soon! It hurts enough as
it is without you touching it,” Gabrielle snappether.

“It wouldn’t hurt if you hadn't let that little runwith the knife get in between us,”



Callisto told her with a chuckle. Gabrielle shot helirty look from her position on
the floor.

“Maybe if you had offered a little more help, instieof taking the other guy’s fingers
off one by one, | wouldn’t have gotten hit,” shenireded the willowy blonde. She
regretted even thinking about the torture thati€tallhad made one of the other men
go through when she felt her stomach flip. Stiflangroan, she scooted a little further
from the insane woman.

"Oh, but it was so much fun. You should have seerldok on his face," the willowy
blonde said almost cheerfully.

"l did see the look on his face. That's exactly \uts/partner's dagger got through,"
Gabrielle pointed out. "And I'd appreciate it ifyavould stop talking about it like it
was some kind of game. That was another man org,thad you tortured him before
you killed him!" Callisto rolled her eyes at Gallieés words.

"Oh, like you should really be talking right nowCallisto sat back on her haunches,
boredly examining her finger nails. “Get off thagln horse of yours before you fall
off. You're probably the biggest hypocrite | kndyesides Xena. That must have
rubbed off on you. Obviously her fighting skillsldit."

“Excuse me?” Gabrielle asked, glancing over to wl@allisto was sitting as she
waited for an explanation.

“You heard me, little bard. You may be the worstrdauer I've ever seen, but you're
a murderer all the same,” Callisto said as sheilmoad to stare at her hands. “So
before you go preaching to me about my means ef@mment, think about where
you are.”

“I am not a murderer,” she protested, althoughyatke had begun to suspect that
Callisto was right. “At least, | don’t kill for fuh

“Then why do you kill, little bard? Hoping you'ltay alive long enough to see Xena
again?” The willowy blonde’s gaze jerked up fromn hands, and Gabrielle found
herself staring into angry brown eyes before Qallisgained her composure. “What
makes you think she’s even coming for you? Sheirgytdidn’t save you from
whoever it was that put you in here,” she said babm she looked back down at her
nails. “Hm... You have more light over there. Diget all the blood out from
underneath my nails?” she asked, splaying her fenget so Gabrielle could see
better in the moonlight. The former bard ignoreel shibject change and sat up.

“You don’t know anything about Xena. All you know/that you want to kill her for
something that isn’'t her fault,” Gabrielle saidittgng her teeth against the pain in her
side as she got to her feet. Chocolate brown @jesvied her.

“I suppose you think you know all there is to knalout her, then?” Callisto asked
sarcastically. “Well then tell me, little bard froRotidaea. Tell me about Xena.
What's so great about your warrior princess then't see, besides the fact that she’s
a murderer like you?”

“She’s not a murderer, you are!” Gabrielle yelledyaly.

“Ah ah ah, Gabrielle. Xena created me wkbemurdered my family,” Callisto



reminded her as she stood up.

“I told you before that what happened wasn't Xerfaidt. She lives with the guilt
from Cirra every day.”

“Good. That's the way it should be,” Callisto salshe crossed the cell and stood
toe-to-toe with the former Amazon. “Murderers shiblfve to live with the blood on
their hands.”

And what about the blood on your hands, Callist@@brielle asked quietly, causing
the willowy blonde to look at her with a puzzledoexssion. “In your quest for
revenge, you turned into the very person you héate.ve probably killed just as

many as Xena has,” she explained. Callisto leaaltort laugh before placing a bony
hand on the smaller blonde’s shoulder. Gabrieiel tto pull away, but Callisto’s grip
was surprisingly strong.

“All of the blood that I've spilled is on Xena'’s hds. If she hadn’t destroyed Cirra,
none of this would have happened.”

“And if you hadn’t chosen the path of revenge, yaewer would have become a
murderer,” Gabrielle told her sadly before managogull herself away from the
insane woman. As she painfully made her way td#rs of the cell, which was now
becoming her favorite spot in the cell, Gabriekel la lot more on her mind than she
did when the day first started. Although she didveint to admit it, some of the things
Callisto said had gotten to her.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the cell, Callstas shooing away her rat friends.
For once, she wasn’t in the mood to talk to thehe &dn’t want to admit it, but the
last thing that Gabrielle had said to her reallytger thinking. She hated thinking.

Part 15

"How many times do | have to tell you, little bard@u have to stay three steps ahead
of your opponent if you want to ever see your presiXena again." Gabrielle glared
at the woman across from her as she wiped thedfdodr hand across her mouth.
She wasn't surprised to see blood when she pudletldnd away. There was always
some part of her that ended up bleeding after berduaily fighting sessions with
Callisto. And even though she had been stuck sighson for four months now, she
still wasn't a match for the insane blonde whery gparred.

She couldn't remember exactly when the fightingdes had started, but Gabrielle
had a feeling that it was soon after they had haat argument about who was to be
blamed for Callisto's actions.

Gabrielle groaned as she felt herself being josedke by her companion. The
wound in her side still hurt from her previous figBhe rolled over onto her
uninjured side, hoping it would make the other wors@p shaking her.

"What do you want?" she finally asked when it bezapparent that Callisto wasn't
going to stop bugging her any time soon. Wherhall greeted her was silence, she



rolled back onto her back and opened her eyes. fdoviliar brown eyes bore into
her green ones, and she couldn't help feeling adrtous. Even though she had
already been sharing a cell with Callisto for a nttorshe always kept in mind that
Xena was her worst enemy, and she would do anythiggt back at the warrior
princess.

"You know exactly what | want," Callisto growleddre reaching out and caressing
Gabrielle's cheek. The former bard jerked her haady and glared at the willowy
blonde. "Unfortunately, you won't give me whatdllgwant right now," she
continued. "And if you don't learn to fight, | wbgét the chance to kill you in front of
Xena."

"Is there a point to this conversation?" Gabriedieked in a low voice, losing her
patience with her cellmate.

"Isn't there always a point to our conversation€allisto responded with a smirk.

'No, Gabrielle thought before she was suddenly pulleavith the other woman. She
yelped when Callisto shoved her into the cell baysoring the threats coming from
the guards.

"Come on, little bard. Show me what Xena taught'yine crazy blonde told her with
a sneer, pressing on her harder. Trying not tokrabout how much stronger Callisto
was, Gabrielle tried to push the other woman off Rallisto was able to keep a hold
on her, though, and suddenly Gabrielle felt like sfas back with Perdicas again.
With a desperate cry, she managed to slip out frader Callisto's hands and duck
under her arms.

"What are you doing?!" Gabrielle asked, her voicgéd with anger and a little bit

of fear. She received her answer in the form astaafmed at her wounded side. She
clumsily jumped back, losing her balance and fglloack to the ground. Callisto
used the opportunity to jump on top of her, holdBaprielle's shoulders down and
head-butting the bard in the face. Gabrielle samrsbefore she looked up into angry
brown eyes.

"No wonder Xena never came to your rescue. Witttifig skills like yours, you're
just a liability to her," Callisto remarked as thl@zed bard tried to regain her focus.
"l can't allow you to be a liability to me. | alrdg told you once that | would kill you
myself if you became one. By the looks of it, ybedome one some time soon." A
thoughtful look found its way onto Callisto's faéeleast, Gabrielle thought it was a
thoughtful expression. Her vision was still too ofifocus to tell. "Now, | don't want
to kill you just yet. It's so nice to see Xenascpyus bard lose a piece of her soul
every time she kills,” she mused thoughtfully. @Gdllerglared at her.

"Get to the point," she said through grit teeth.

"Patience, little bard," Callisto tsk'd, wagging @finger at the smaller blonde. "I
was thinking about this last night, and | came ugh\an idea." Gabrielle waited for
Callisto to explain.

"And this idea would be...?" she asked as patieaglghe could when Callisto
decided not to continue talking.



"You mean it's not obvious?" Gabrielle glared. "Were just doing it. For a bard,
you don't pay attention."

"Your plan is to beat me into a bloody pulp?" shegsed with a slightly raised
eyebrow, a look she had learned from Xena.

"No, that's not until we meet up with your warrfmncess," Callisto said. "And in
order for you to live until we meet up with Xenaiang you're going to have to learn
how to defend yourself better in the fights."

"I've lasted this long haven't I?"

"On adrenaline and luck. As amusing as it is tocliatou clumsily kill someone, it'd
be much easier on the eyes for me if | could wgdehkill them with some finesse,"
Callisto told her. Gabrielle tried to tell if sheas joking, but she could not detect any
hint of sarcasm. The woman really did get enjoyroenbf watching her Kill
someone.

"So you're going to..." Gabrielle trailed off, udako finish the thought.

"I'm going to teach you how to fight, little bardZallisto told her with a smile that
sent chills up Gabrielle's spine.

"You're going to teach me how to kill, you mean..."

And teach, Callisto did. Everyday, the two of thewuld spar, Callisto barking out
commands every so often. The lessons always ehdeshtme way, too: with
Gabrielle on her back, panting for breath, and stawe comment from Callisto that
she guessed the insane woman thought was seduttiaes definitely different than
what the bard was used to. When she was with Xbeayarrior princess usually
seemed to have a never ending amount of patiener sire was trying to teach
Gabrielle how to use the staff. If Gabrielle mesgpdvith Callisto, she usually paid
for it.

And while she didn't get to practice with her stig, lessons still helped her build her
strength. She just wished the woman would teacthderto fight without using
techniques that killed. Of course, just becauséstadidn't teach her how to fight
without killing didn't mean that Gabrieluldn'tfight without taking a life.

After every lesson with the insane woman, the baydld practice what she had
learned, changing the moves slightly so they wefatal. Callisto would
continuously mock her, asking why she bothered.\i&®ealready a murderer, after
all. She did her best to ignore the insane womanthere were always days when
certain things Callisto said would break her cotragion and stick with her through
the night. Especially after any fight that she losttrol in.

There had been some men in the arena that shetfeateaad reminded her of
Perdicas. Or, they would hit a spot on her bodytagder a memory that she had
tried to bury. As hard as she tried, she couldmitol when the flashbacks happened;
and she couldn't control herself when she wasgriate past until it was too late.

"Why so quiet, little bard? Am | a bad conversagilst?" Callisto teased as she aimed
another punch at Gabrielle's face. The smallerddaquickly moved to the side and



wrapped her hands around Callisto's wrist. Usihgfehe force she could, she
flipped Callisto over. The older woman saw the moeming, however, and once she
hit the ground she used the grip she already hadadmielle's hand to throw the
smaller blonde into the wall, her armor absorbittgelof the collision.

Before Gabrielle could try to get back up, Calligtas coming at her again and
aiming a punch at her chest. Gabrielle just baredpaged to roll out of the way,
wincing when she heard Callisto's fist make contattt the hard ground they were
sparring on.

"Callisto, stop!" Gabrielle shouted as the willoblpnde came at her again. She
raised her arms just in time to block a spinnirgkKrom the older woman.

"Callisto!" Her cellmate froze just as the secomklshe launched was about to make
contact with Gabrielle's head.

"What? Tired of playing?" she asked with a slightipp Gabrielle shook her head
before placing a hand on Callisto's boot, gentshyng it away from her head so she
didn't feel so awkward. Callisto brought her famtlte ground as she waited for the
younger woman to talk.

"Let me see your hand," Gabrielle insisted as sbk & step forward. The other
blonde took a step back while bringing her handouper chest.

"Now why would | want to do a thing like that?" shgked with fake curiosity.
Gabrielle rolled her eyes before covering the distabetween the two of them,
grabbing the other woman's hand. Her eyes narrevheh she realized she grabbed
the wrong hand before she reached out and grabkeaather one. "Don't tell me
you're trying to help me, little bard," Callistoudkled.

"Humor me," Gabrielle said as she began to exathim&nuckles of Callisto's injured
hand.

"Because we both know how much I love accepting h¢he other blonde said
sarcastically as she tried to pull her hand awleine," she said when she realized that
the bard wasn't going to let go. A few minuteseitloy before Callisto began to lose
her patience. "Are you done yet?" she asked.

"Will you just wait? You hit your hand pretty hatdsabrielle told her, not bringing
her gaze up from Callisto's bloodied hand. "I thimk learned enough today," she
finally said, dropping the hand and walking awapnirthe older blonde. Callisto
watched Gabrielle's retreating back, hiding heugfiis with a blank expression.

She had never had anyone care about her enougtutdlyaforce her to stop in the
middle of a fight. Not since her family died, anysaAnd because she knew her
cellmate hated her, she had no idea why the snvatleran would even bother
examining her hand. It wasn't like she hadn't fagetse in the fighting ring. A
determined smirk appeared on Callisto's face adsban silently slinking over to
Gabrielle. She was going to figure out what thigelibard wanted from her.

"Tell me, little bard," she purred as she placed tinn hands on Gabrielle's
shoulders, "how come pretend to care about me, &tenl tried to kill you and your
husband?" she asked, ignoring the shudder thdekh&you know that I'm evil, and
you hate my disregard for other lives."



"You're not evil, Callisto,” Gabrielle said quietlyying her hardest not to slip into a
flashback as she felt the other woman's hands o he low chuckle she heard
coming from behind her ear made the task difficult.

"I'm not? Obviously Xena didn't think that. Whabab you? If you don't think I'm
evil, what do you think | am?" she asked, disggsier genuine curiosity with her
mocking voice.

"Misguided." Callisto's hands stopped moving astederd Gabrielle's answer, and
she was still for a moment before turning the lamdind so that she could face her.

"What is that supposed to mean?" she growled. 8taklc't believe Gabrielle didn't
think she was evil. She needed her to think sheewisIf she didn't, and Callisto
really was misguided, that meant that her decishatsbeen wrong her whole life. If
she had been wrong, it meant that her life reallylat have been different.

"It means that if you had found someone to helg giou the right guidance, you
wouldn't have turned out this way. Who was the p@sson to actually show you that
they cared? That hate is a waste of energy andifih&n't about revenge?" Gabrielle
explained, the whole time feeling dirty about iad#'t she wasted her energy hating
Perdicas? Wasn't the reason she was in the pa#iong to Callisto because she had
gotten her revenge on Perdicas? Thinking abouethesstions, she didn't even notice
that Callisto had let go of her and headed to ker side of the cell, her own mind
heavy with thoughts and feelings that she had duaeg ago.

Gabrielle thought back to the time Callisto hadezhher a hypocrite, and she had to
admit that the insane woman had been right; sheawgpocrite. She also considered
herself the perfect example. Because of hate arhge, she had lost everything that
mattered to her. Her ideals, her chance at seeamg dgain, and her precious
daughter.

"Oh Nexa... I'm sorry. | never meant for any ostto happen,” she said quietly,
looking up at the blue sky and watching the clo®te wondered if her daughter was
able to see them as well. She knew that if she wiheher daughter, they'd be laying
out on the grass, naming what they saw in the alotidere would be no Perdicas to
worry about. They'd be with Xena. They'd be sdfeish | could really be with you
instead of just imagining myself with you, my ktarrior," she whispered, ignoring
the tears that had begun to form in her eyes. igeher forehead to the bars, she slid
to the ground with a sigh. There used to be a tuinen she was thankful for her
imagination. Now she wished she wasn't able togg®any kind of thoughts, so she
wouldn't have to know what she was living without.

"Mo-... uh, Xena! Nexa's doing that weird thing im§jaSolan called for the warrior
princess, catching himself. Hopefully nobody ele@aed. It wasn't that he didn't want
to call Xena mother. It had taken a while, but bd finally been able to wrap his
mind around the fact that Xena was his mother,jendould understand why she
hadn't raised him herself. In fact, he had takeratbng Xena 'mom' on a few
occasions. Xena noticed the almost-slip and cauhdip but smile. If they had been
in Amphipolis instead of Thebes, there was no ddldit he wouldn't have had to
catch himself.

Cyrene had forced Xena to take Nexa and Solan ébdhwith her to meet Hercules



and lolaus. Xena had made quite a fuss, accorditigetinnkeeper, so Cyrene had
reminded her of her promise to be a part of theasl So, there they were walking
through the streets of Thebes together. They hraddy stabled Argo, and were
heading for the tavern where they were supposeteet Hercules.

"Could you bring her over here?" she asked. Satamptied, gently lifting the smaller
girl up and easily carrying her over to Xena. Thanor princess took the little

blonde from her son's arms and took a good lodean. Like always, her blue eyes
stayed open, making it appear as if she was staffrigto space. And like always,
when Nexa's eyes finally blinked, it took her a fements to realize where she was.

"Are you alright, Little One?" Xena asked as shéchad the little girl sleepily look
around. Nexa turned towards Xena and smiled asatged before leaning forward
and resting her head on Xena's shoulder. "Somebbid," Xena remarked with a
smirk.

"I not ti'ed,"” Nexa protested just as her eyes wgérdting. In moments she had fallen
asleep in Xena's arms. Xena couldn't blame hesidenng how rough the trip to
Thebes had been for the little girl. It seemed &kery other night during the journey,
the small girl had one of her nightmares, even wdtendid sleep in the same bedroll
as Xena.

“Come on, Solan,” Xena said once she was sure Nasasound asleep. “Wouldn’t
want to let lolaus eat all of our food before we there,” she told him before quickly
making her way into the tavern. Solan followed beHier, excited to see the
demigod and his friend again. He froze in his tsasken they were halfway to the
table, however. Sitting across from the Greek lag the blonde man was a familiar
head of auburn hair. Not only that, but she wamginext to a dark skinned young
man he had never met before.

“Hey Xena, look who we found on our way here!” lsdaannounced excitedly,
reminding Solan that there were other people around

“Amarice, it's nice to see you again. Who's youefrd?” Xena asked as she pulled
another chair up to the table and sat down withadNexher arms, raising an eyebrow.
Obviously the young woman had gotten over her genfjne; and rather quickly.

“This is Armon. | saved his life, you know,” Amaedcold her. Xena caught more than
just a hint of pride in her voice when she saidlés¢ part.

“And I've been in love with her ever since,” therklakinned man insisted, causing
Amarice to blush.

“Armon, it's not nice to lie. We were horrible tager at first. Remember? You kept
acting as if you were the Gods’ gift to women whenmet,” the young woman
reminded him, gently slapping Armon on the arm.

“Like you should talk. I can’t count how many timiesad to listen to all the reasons
why women are better than men,” Armon teased hemike on his lips. Amarice
rolled her eyes.

“Womenare better than men. It's not my fault you wouldn’libee me when I told
you, so | had to list all the reasons.”



“Do you two think you could save this argumentlder? There are things that we
need to talk about,” Xena growled, immediatelyrstiag Amarice and her friend.
Everyone was quiet for a moment before Herculekespgain.

“I haven’t been able to hear anything about wheabri&lle is, Xena,” he started off,
“but Aphrodite says that she’s still alright.”

“Are you sure you can't get more out of her?” Xes&ed, wishing she could strangle
the Goddess of Love. She could easily tell themrevi@abrielle was, if only she
weren’t so worried about Ares.

“I'm sorry, but you know Aphrodite. She won't rigletting into a fight with Ares,” he
told her with a shake of his head.

“I may be a big fan of your sister, but | do haweatimit that she isn’t being much
help in this situation,” lolaus muttered, resting thin on his hands as he tried to
think of where Gabrielle could be. “She could aisketell us if she were in a prison or
not.” The others nodded their heads in agreemksitel was in a prison, it would
narrow their search by a little bit. If she had maged to escape, she could be
anywhere in Greece. It would also mean that thex® aypossibility something had
happened to her if that was the case. They all KBabrielle would have come to
Xena if she was able to.

"So... who is this Gabrielle?" Armon asked curigustgretting it when the
conversation died and he felt all eyes on him.

"She's a friend of Xena's. We're trying to find,hé&marice told him awkwardly
before leaning and whispering in Armon's ear, téll you more later."

“Oh... well um, I hope you find her, Xena,” Armoaid as he shifted his gaze back to
the tabletop. So much for becoming a part of thevecsation.

“I'will. I have to,” Xena said, adding the last pan in an inaudible whisper.

It was later that night, when she was seeing Soffato bed, that she began to notice
he wasn’t looking as happy as he usually did. Aigimg Nexa to wait for her in
their room, Xena asked her son what was wrong.

“I don’t know,” he told her with a shrug, refusitbg make eye contact as he crawled
into his bed.

“I'm not buying that,” she said, crossing her arower her chest as she waited for an
answer. “You and | both know | can wait here afjittiuntil you tell me what's up.”

“I'm not lying. | really don’t know,” Solan insiste “I just don’t think | like Armon
much. | mean, he seems like a nice guy and alll @ob’'t know what Amarice sees in
him.” Xena chuckled before taking a seat on Solard.

“I think | know what's wrong. Solan, you're not jeas, are you?” Xena asked with a
small smile, ruffling Solan’s bangs. The blonde lytared at her as he pulled his head
away from her hand.

“Of course I'm not jealous. Amarice is more liksiater to me. | just don’t think



Armon is good enough for her,” he insisted. Xenalsadl, getting up from the bed.

“Whatever you say, Kiddo,” she told him, blowingtdkie candle before leaving the
room and heading to her own. She wasn’t surprisegé¢ Nexa still up, the covers
pulled up to her eyes.

“What are you still doing up?” Xena asked, closing door behind her as she entered
the room.

“Waiting for you,” Nexa answered softly, her chgtiblue eyes shining. “Solan
okay?”

“Solan’s fine. I'm sure he’s glad that you were vied about him,” Xena told her as
she got under the covers and allowed Nexa to cuguleext to her. “We were
worried about you earlier today. What did you sé&/Pien Nexa seemed to stare off
into nothing, she would always tell Xena what st ,ssometimes without a prompt
from Xena. Usually it was the same thing: lotsaxfks.

“There was a scary lady. Mommy was fighting hergXa told her with a shrug before
looking up, her eyebrows scrunched up and formitigpaghtful expression. “Why
was mommy fighting her?”

“I don’t know. Do you know the scary lady’s name&na asked as she stretched
herself over to blow out the candle.

“Callisto.” Xena’s head snapped back to Nexa aredfebind herself focusing all her
attention on the little girl, the candle forgotten.

“Nexa... the scary lady... was she blonde?” sheddker heart skipping a beat when
she saw the girl nod her head. “Callisto...” Thasva name she hadn’t heard since she
took the blonde into the authorities herself. Se@rglrever Callisto was, Gabrielle was
with her. 1f Gabrielle and Nexa’s dreams are even connetsie thought

skeptically.

“Take a hint, Warrior Babe,” an annoying, girlisbice said, breaking the silence in
the room. Nexa giggled as the goddess clad in mpigiktwear appeared in the room.
Xena simply glared. “Hey Nexa! How’'s my little lowhild?” she asked as the girl
climbed over Xena and ran over to the immortal.

“Aphwodite!” Nexa shrieked as she wrapped the béogdddess in a hug. Although
she didn’t return the hug, Aphrodite gave the smiallan affectionate pat on the
head.

“You two know each other?” Xena asked with a raisgebrow, more than a little
annoyance showing in her voice. What did the Gagldétove want with Nexa,
when she wouldn’t even help find her mother.

“Like, of course we know each other. We go way ba&kew little Nexxie before
she was even born,” Aphrodite answered as she fireeemall blonde child off her
waist and zapped her back to the bed. Nexa gigglddlight at the sensation and
gave Aphrodite a look that said 'Do it again!’. ApHite sighed before zapping the
girl once more, making her teleport across the raachthen back again. Before the
girl could give her another pleading look, she glyicised her powers to send the



small blonde child to dream land.
“Care to explain?” Xena asked, already losing letiemce with the blonde goddess.

“Keep your shift on, Warrior Babe. | was just abtugive you 411,” Aphrodite told
her. Xena rolled her eyes at the goddess’ straamgubge. “Okay, well... more like
the 210. | can't like, give away everything rigltwn There are still a few surprises |
want to keep secret even from you, Warrior Babe.”

“Will you just tell me what you can, then?” Xen&ked in a dangerously low voice.
She didn’t care if Aphrodite was a god; if she didtart talking soon, Xena would
find a way to kill her in the most painful way pitss.

“Chill out, Princess, and give me a chance to tallena did as she was told and
waited for the blonde goddess to explain.

“Aphrodite!” she shouted when she didn’t say anmyghi

“Oh! Sorry. 1 didn’t know you wanted to know likepw,” Aphrodite apologized.
Xena mentally groaned in frustration. It was tiriks these that made her remember
why she hated interacting with the gods. That,taedact that one certain god kept
trying to seduce her back to his side. “Let’s ey that | played a bigger role in
Nexa'’s birth than that uber-bad Perdicas did. Gbow, too. | hate to think about
how she may have turned out if Perdicas had agtha#n able to like, really knock
Gabby up,” she explained.

“Wait... Perdicas isn't really Nexa'’s father?” Xeasked. Aphrodite replied with a
happy smile. With that news delivered, she was &tmgo into why she was there in
the first place. Xena cut her off, though. “If Pieass isn’t her father, then who is?”

“Oh, I think you'll totally dig who | chose,” Aphrtite answered, surprisingly cryptic
in her own way. “Now then... what was that othexrsen why | came here...” she
asked herself thoughtfully. “Oh! There was somegHiseriously needed to tell you
about little Nexxie’s dreams!” she exclaimed, sngltriumphantly.

“And that would be?”

“That the connection between a mother and her daifdnever be broken, especially
one as strong as the one between Gabby and lett&ibl” the blonde goddess told
her in a low, serious voice. “Gotta go!” she saiddenly before disappearing into the
air, leaving only golden sparks in her place. Xblwaked, trying to comprehend what
Aphrodite had just told her.

‘| was right; she thought before practically leaping out of beel. Once she was sure
Nexa was still asleep, the warrior princess quidédythe room and headed for
Hercules’ and lolaus’ room. “I know how to find kieshe said as she burst into their
room and scared them awake.

“Huh?” they both asked as they rubbed their eygmg to wake themselves up so
that they could actually comprehend Xena'’s news.

“Gabrielle. I know how to find her!” she said, tng hard to hide her excitement. She
wasn’t doing a very good job of it, but she couldeast say she was trying to keep
her mask on. “She’s with Callisto.”



“And you know where Callisto is?” lolaus asked hiotlg, beating his buddy to the
guestion.

“No, but I know how we can find her,” Xena told thevith a cocky smirk. “I'm
afraid I'll have to go back to Amphipolis sooneathplanned.”

“Don’t you meanwe’ll have to go back to Amphipolis? We don't plan tdkengou
search for Callisto on your own,” Hercules told tth a grin of his own. Xena was
about to object, but Hercules cut her off. “Dordyfnything. You know you’ll need
our help, especially if Callisto’s involved. Sheeddchave a grudge against you,
remember?” Xena glared at him, although she couttbrly that he was right. She
hated it when other people were right.

Part 16

"Nexa, can you tell me anything else about whatseer" Xena asked, crouched low
so that she was eye level with the child of her best friend. Ever since she had
finally convinced herself that Nexa's strange wisiand dreams were connected to
Gabrielle, she made sure to pay attention to wieatine little girl could tell her. It
wasn't much, though. All she had been able to &gt from the small blonde was
that Gabrielle was in a prison with Callisto, aradibbeen forced to fight. It didn't help
that Xena knew there were over a dozen prisonsilletial fighting rings scattered

all across Greece.

"Lots of people?" Nexa said in more of a questaetiding that the ground had
become quite interesting after she answered. Sheed/do help Xena find her mama
so much, but she never knew how to explain whasaeand felt. She looked up at
the warrior princess when she heard her sigh.sémwy," she apologized as she
shifted her gaze back to the ground.

"Hey, it's alright, Little One." Xena gently placeso fingers under Nexa's chin and

lifted her gaze upwards. "You've already done ntloa@ enough. At least now | know
where to start looking, eh?" She smiled softlyaassurance before placing a kiss on
Nexa's forehead and standing back up. "l guessff'to go track down your mother."

"l come, too?" Nexa asked, looking up at Xena \pitading eyes. The warrior
princess chuckled as she shook her head.

"I'm afraid not. Someone has to stay here and &ftge Solan and Mother, don't you
think?" she asked. She knew that she would haaegige less with the little girl if she
made her feel like she was doing something importame stayed at the tavern.

"I can do that!" Nexa beamed proudly up at Xena dmappointment at not being
able to help Xena forgotten.

"Of course you can. Why do you think | chose youtfe job?" Xena told her.

"Because I'm so cute." Xena laughed out loud atlibfore ruffling Nexa's hair,
something she used to do to her mother years ago.



"That you are, Little One. Now then, | believe mgtirer is waiting for us downstairs
and the Gods know | want to get her goodbye ov#r.\WiNexa giggled and happily
followed after the warrior princess as she lefirthmom and headed down the stairs.

"There you two are. We were beginning to worry @t weren't going to come
down," Cyrene told them as they reached the bottbthe staircase. Xena mock
glared at her mother, but didn't say anything.

"Ready to go, Xena?" Amarice asked with a raisebeyw, proving that she had
spent too much time around the warrior princess.

"Hold on." Xena walked over to the blonde boy nbarcounter and placed a hand on
his shoulder. "You've probably had enough of meiteayou places, huh Solan?" she
asked jokingly, although she was truly afraid thet son would be angry at her for
leaving so often.

"Nah. Without you around, | get to be the bosshefliouse,” Solan told her smugly.
Xena rolled her eyes before reaching over andingfthis hair. "Mom!" he protested
loudly, although he didn't pull away. He didn't knbow long it would be until his
mother came back, so if she wanted to mess upalrisdie could.

"I wouldn't let your grandmother hear you say thsiie warned the boy in a quiet
voice, her eyes glancing over to the innkeeperreesbe returned her attention back
to Solan. "l am sorry that | have to keep leavikg this," she told the boy. "I promise
that after | find Gabrielle, we'll be able to spendre time together."

"You don't have to do that, Xena."

"I know | don't have to. | want to," she assurem htutting off the rest of his
objection. "Now you be good and help your grandrapthhile I'm gone," she told
him.

"I heard that Xena. I'll have you know that | annfpetly capable of getting things
done by myself," Cyrene told her daughter befookilng at her grandson with soft
eyes. "But you feel free to help out if you want tdena mentally shook her head at
her mother before motioning for Nexa to come over.

"Now remember what | told you earlier. I'm countmg you," she told the girl. Nexa
smiled and saluted obediently before wrapping hmisaaround Xena's leg.

"l can do it," she assured the warrior princes® Bas, after all, her mother's little
warrior. If she couldn't look after Solan and Cyretihhen who could? After letting go
of Xena's leg, she walked over to Amarice, who taaitep back.

"Oh no you don't. | know exactly how you plan ty gaodbye to me," she told the
little girl, raising her hands up in surrender. '8 about we skip the part where you
kick me, and | just pick you up?" she suggestecaNsgjuealed in delight as Amarice
lifted her up and gave her a hug. As much as ttie brat bugged her, the young
warrior had missed Nexa while she was gone. Aft@eipg Nexa back on the ground,
much to the young child's disappointment, Amarngeed her attention to Solan. She
knew that he was going to be the hardest goodbyeeio

Even though she had found Armon, the only reasandihe had considered staying



with the young man was because he reminded hevlahSNot physically, of course;
but their attitudes were very similar. She knewas a selfish thing for her to do, and
that it was unfair to Armon, but she couldn't hie§pself. If Armon was the closest
thing to Solan that she could get, then she wasygoi stay with him.

"Well..." she started off awkwardly, "it was niceesng you again, Solan. We should
talk more next time." After getting through thahtsnce, Amarice decided that the
ground looked interesting and began giving it adhgh visual examination.

"Yeah, it was... interesting,” Solan told hore like awkward he mentally
admitted. "You take care of Xena, alright?"

"You bet, Kid," she said with a small smile befgrabbing Armon by the arm and
dragging him outside, where Hercules and lolaugwsiting for them. Xena
watched them go before turning back to her famvlyether they were by blood or
adopted.

"I'l be back as soon as | can,” she promised.

"That's if you ever leave. Go on, Xena. We know lamxious you are to find
Gabrielle. So go out there and get her!" Cyreng b@lr motioning towards the door
with her hands. "Go on. Shoo!"

"Alright, alright! I'm leaving," Xena said as shalked out the door, joining the small
group that would be joining her on her journeyhaligh she wouldn't say it out loud,
she was grateful for their help.

"What do you say we get this show on the roaddulasked before her began
walking, excited to be traveling again. Like thbet, he also couldn't wait to find
Gabrielle. The one and only time that he had béénta see the young woman was
when Xena and Hercules freed Prometheus. He Haelrt quite ready for a
relationship with her then, but he had to admit tteaoften found himself thinking of
the story she had told him while they were waifimgHercules and Xena, hoping that
he wouldn't bleed to death from the wound he hadived.

"Let me tell you another story," Gabrielle insisiguaietly as she gently smoothed
lolaus' hair. lolaus couldn't help but laugh sofdliyher perseverance. Even though he
had just met her, he knew she'd keep talking foy@gdong as it kept him from
closing his eyes and crossing over. "Once, a ltong time ago, all people had four
legs and two head. And then the Gods threw dowmdénbolts and split everyone

into two," she started. And lolaus listened to Hnar, calm and gentle voice taking his
attention away from the pain in his side. "Eachftlaén had two legs and one head."

"But the separation left both sides with a desperagarning to be reunited; because
they each shared the same soul. And ever sincedligreople spend their lives
searching for the other half of their soul.”

When Gabrielle had asked him about it later, hetblther that he didn't remember
her ever telling him that story, when truthfully Hidn't want to hurt her. He wasn't
mature enough for someone as devoted to love aseBabNow that he knew he was
ready to try a relationship with someone like Iherhad a good idea that Xena was
going to beat him to the punch. The thought madedmile to himself.



He was glad that his darker friend had been ablmdosomeone that made her happy
and stick to the path she was walking. He hadotdt for Xena when she had told
them that Gabrielle had decided to marry someara fier hometown. Although she
had tried to hide her sadness, both lolaus andutésrcould feel it radiating off of

her that day. It was nothing compared to the atig®r could see and feel coming
from her when she told them about Perdicas, thddttold them early on that Xena
loved Gabrielle, even if she hadn't known it.

'l guess it's true that love is blindhe thought, chuckling to himsel©r vain, if you're
basing it off of AphroditeAs his thoughts began to fill with images of tresautiful
Goddess, time seemed to fly by for the blonde warri

As lolaus thought of a certain blonde Goddess rkeda@od with a much darker
purpose howled with rage.

"l can't believe this!" Ares shouted angrily, thiag a lightning bolt at one of the
pillars in his temple. "Not only am | going to los® source of entertainment, but I'm
going to lose Xena, as well!"

"Face it, bro. Xena was never yours. Not even wadienwas a warlord that had never
heard of a thing called a brush."” The annoying daafrhis sister's voice immediately
made the God of War turn his head. "As much adlikeuo believe you did, there
was no way that Warrior Babe would let anyone airter."

"What are you doing here? Haven't you meddled irplags enough already?" Ares
asked her. Aphrodite feigned shock, placing a revsit her chest.

"Me? Interfere in your plans? As if," she told hithmean, youare the God of War,
after all; and I'm just the Goddess of Love. Nd pesaver what-so-ever, am | right?"
she asked. Ares narrowed his eyes at her andtletlow growl.

"Don't try to act innocent with me, Aphrodite," Wwarned her. "I know you interfered
with Xena and Gabrielle."

"Come off it, bro. The only mortal that | bothernaterfering with was that adorable,
little Nexxie. And according to Pops, that's petfiealright,” she told him.

"Are you telling me that the irritating blonde'sabrs your Chosen?" he asked in an
irritated voice. Aphrodite smiled brightly at hignying him his answer. "Argh!" Ares
angrily threw a lightning bolt at his sister, mtjionly air as she disappeared in a
shower of sparks. "And my family wonders why | hétem..." he muttered to himself
as he walked over to his throne. He had to adhough, that his sister had actually
done something smart for once.

Because she was Aphrodite's Chosen, Nexa had tt@eG® of Love watching over
her most of the time. That explained why Perdicas iever tried to hurt the child,
even when he was angry. Aphrodite had always bdese wvarding him off. And now
that Ares knew that Nexa was his sister's Chosea)do knew that he wouldn't be
allowed to interfere in her life like he had pladrte. "First my plans for Xena fail.
Now | might as well cross off my plans for Nexavasl. What's next? Callisto gets a
heart?" he muttered angrily to himself.

A month later, a depressed bard from Potidaea teagainst the bars of her cell,



unaware that Xena had started searching for hem Ewshe had known, it wouldn't
have done much to elevate her mood. It was heridatg birthday, and she wasn't
even able to be there with her.

"Oh little baaaard... what's the matter? As mucheagoy seeing you suffer, you're
no fun when you’re depressed,” Callisto told henfracross the cell.

“Callisto, I'm not in the mood. Go away,” she tdlte other blonde as she stared up at
the grey sky. It seemed to match her mood perfectly

“That’'s what you always say,” the older woman said|ight pout on her face. When
Gabrielle didn’t respond, Callisto mentally sigh&gser since the bard had told her
that she was the one responsible for her actiais{@na, she had been thinking
about her past. Gabrielle hadn’t helped by telhegthat she was misguided, not evil.
At least when she was evil, she could blame it en& So, in order to keep herself
from thinking about the past, she would listen tth@elle tell stories, and apparently
that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon.

“Well you had better get in the mood before we havight, or you're going to get
yourself killed,” she muttered angrily as she ceosker arms and leaned back against
the rock wall.

“I guess that would make your mission in life easien, wouldn’t it?” Gabrielle said,
not bothering to turn around and look at the oth@man.

“Oh no, no, no, little bard. You already know myssibn in life, and you getting
yourself killed is not a part of it.have to be the one to kill you, remember?” Callist
reminded her boredly. “There’s really no fun irtileg Xena know that you died
because of someone that she doesn’'t know as welieaknows me. It would simply
ruin our relationship if she ever found out thitisome common, no-name murderer
kill you.”

“Callisto, you and Xena don’t have a relationshigraore,” Gabrielle pointed out
with a sigh, ignoring the footsteps that she hearding from behind her.

“I guess that makes two of us then,” she said adahiered herself to Gabrielle’s
level and placed her hands on tense shoulders;imgnine familiar shudder that she
felt run through the smaller woman'‘s body. “Franklifke our relationship much
more anyways,” she whispered into the bard’s eahri@lle could almost feel the
smirk on Callisto’s lips before she pushed the womaay from her.

“We don’t have that kind of relationship either,sgop pretending we do,” she told
the woman, not missing the somewhat hurt look pagsed across the insane
woman’s face. “I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to sayikd that,” Gabrielle apologized,
getting up from her spot on the ground. “We do havelationship, and I... don’t
entirely dislike it... but Callisto, I'm not goirtg let you pull me intahat kind of
relationship just so you can hurt Xena.” She plaoedhand on Callisto’s, not
surprised when the woman pulled away and walke#l tzaber spot in the darkness of
the cell without another word. Gabrielle sighed ahdok her head, wishing their
arguments wouldn’t always end that way.

Nexa sighed as she stared out the window of trertawhe sky was grey, and it
looked like it was going to rain. It wasn't exachtigr idea of a good day for a birthday.



Then again, no one knew it was her birthday exbepmama, and she could feel the
sadness that her mother was radiating at not lzditegto be with her. Even when her
daddy had been around, she knew her mama useddgsaiake her birthday special.

“Why the glum face, little girl? A child as pret#g you shouldn’t look so down.” At
the sound of the unfamiliar voice, Nexa turned athicoming face to face with a
slender teenager she had never seen before. Heéress®d in long, white robes that
reminded her of Rosaline. When he rose to higeilyht, she realized that he was as
tall as Xena, and had the same hair color as esin though it was cut shorter. His
eyes, however, were a deep shade of green wittkspéclark blue.

“Who are you?” Nexa asked curiously, staring upiat with wide eyes. It never
crossed her mind to scream for Solan or Cyrenen Bvaugh she had never met this
man, the strange sparkle in his eyes told herthatas a friend.

“I'm Jade. And you must be little Nexa,” he intraxda himself in the same gentle
voice that he had used when he first greeted her.

“Yeah. I'm Nexa. How did you know?”

“Aphrodite sent me to keep an eye on you,” he kedldwith a smile. Nexa
immediately squealed with glee at the mention eflilonde Goddess.

“Auntie 'Dite! Is she here?!” she asked hopefuthinking that perhaps her birthday
could be shared with someone after all. Jade shmokead.

“Unfortunately, Aphrodite has been caught up withess that some bumbling fool
made when she tried to win a bet against her $entdld her. “It was Jonas... no, that
wasn’t his name... Jared? No, that’s not it eithéh! It was Joxer!”

“Aw... so | don't get to spend my biwthday with d&agy?” she asked, letting out a
disappointed sigh.

“Now | never said that, did 1? Aphrodite not ongng me to look out for you, she also
sent me to stay with you on this very, very sped#),” he told her as he knelt back
down so that he was eye level with her. “She alaoted me to give you... this!”
When Jade pulled his hand out of his robes, h&szhthat he had accidentally pulled
out one of his scrolls. “Oh wait. Not that,” hedas he put it back into his robe.
Moments later, he pulled out a small pink box theed a red ribbon tied around it.
“This!” he exclaimed triumphantly before handingatthe little girl. Nexa wasted no
time in opening, although she had carefully remabedribbon before tearing the box
open. She squealed in delight when she saw whainsiake.

It was a chain necklace made of gold, and dandjorg the bright chain was a
pendant in the shape of a heart. Inside the hesgtanpicture of her standing next to
Solan between her mama and Xena. On the back gth@ant stood Cyrene,
Amarice, and Aphrodite.

“That is the finest gold found in Greece and Royoee, know,” Jade told her. “And
Aphrodite even had her hunky hubby, Hephaestusagagt,” he said before taking it
from the small girl and putting it around her naeld clasping it for her. “Absolutely
stunning, my dear,” he complimented her with a emil

“Yay! Now my mama is with me! Xena, too!” Nexa sa&dcitedly. Jade chuckled in



amusement at the girl's actions.

“Now, you can'’t let anyone see this, okay? Aphredibesn’t want them to know
about her keeping an eye on you through me,” ltehtet. Nexa nodded her head
vehemently before tucking the pendant beneathhers® no one could see it. “Now
how about we go make you a birthday cake?” he sigde

“Yay!” Nexa quickly ran out of her room, followed/lthe robed young man, although
he walked at a much slower pace.

A few hours later, the kitchen of Cyrene’s taveraked as if a minotaur had tried
walking through it, followed by a stampede of whldrses. Broken chicken eggshells
littered the ground, along with the yolk that wapgosed to be inside it. Pans were
scattered across the room, along with a few spoowsred in an unidentifiable
mixture. Sitting in the middle of the mess was aknblonde girl sticking her hand
into the strange substance. At least, that was®wlan found the room when he
walked in.

“Nexa... what happened in here?” he asked as Hesd/aver to the little girl and
picked her up. He immediately regretted it whendtiek substance that she was
covered in got all over him as well.

“I make cake,” she told him with a smile, pointidgwn at the bowl that she had been
sitting next to when he found her. “You try?” Solanghed quietly and shook his
head.

“Nexa, you have to bake the cake before you cait.tat

“No, no! Try it! It's gooood,” she told him, smilgin reassurance. Solan rolled his
eyes before caving in to her request. Gently gettiexa down on the floor, he dipped
a finger into the mixture and stuck the digit is mouth. It took all of his self-control
not to gag. Apparently, Nexa wasn’'t as great a @asker mother.

“Uh... it's good... really good, Nexa,” he told héwying hard to spit the disgusting
substance out. “I'll be right back,” he said befteaving the kitchen as quickly as he
could.

“He liked it!” Nexa told her new friend excitedlg &he looked up at Jade, who was
still staring after Solan. “Jade?”

“Huh? Oh! Sorry. | was a little... distracted,” tudd her apologetically. Nexa’s
eyebrows scrunched up in confusion.

“Distwacted?”

“Just wondering how well your little friend handle@sword,” he told her, his voice
holding a slightly dreamy quality to it.

“Solan uses a staff, though,” Nexa informed hirying to be helpful. She assumed
that she had done her job right when the smileanie’d face grew bigger.

“Even better,” he said before following after tHerae boy. Nexa quickly followed
after him, eager to spend time with her new friend.



Throughout the rest of the day, after they hadngdahe kitchen, Solan would catch
Nexa talking to herself. At first, the thought iagvbecause the connection between
her and Gabrielle had gotten stronger, and thaaNexld finally talk to her mother.
He had been so excited that he had practicallya@et closer to her conversations
with herself, only to find out that she was addirggsomeone named Jade. It wasn’t
until the time that Nexa had to go to bed that &e@las able to ask her about it, since
every time he approached her during the day, sttedts running.

“Nexa, who were you talking to today?” he askedie#lg as he tucked the small
blonde into bed.

“My new friend. His name is Jade,” she told him bip “He liked to ask about you.”

“| see... Is Jade the one that told you to makaka ¢this morning?” Solan asked as he
playfully tugged on Nexa’s nose.

“Hey!” she objected, although a giggle escapedreefbe could stop it. “Yes, Jade
helped me bake the cake. He told me that everyjomé@d have a cake on their
birthday.” Solan blinked at this news.

“It was your birthday today?” he asked quietly,liileg guilty about not doing anything
for her.

“Yeah, but don’t be sad. Jade kept me company, askared him. “Sides, you were
busy helping Cywene.”

“Well if you had told me today was your birthdayyduld have made time for you,
you little rascal,” he told her, ruffling her hdiefore standing back up. Although he
wore a smile on his face, he felt bad that Nexatbadake up an imaginary friend so
that she could have someone to spend her birthdayher. He would have to talk to
Xena when she came back. “Goodnight, Nexa,” he saietly before closing blowing
out the candle by the side of her bed and leaviagdom.

“Night, Solan,” the girl said sleepily before pulty her pendant out from underneath
her night shift and bringing it up to her lips. ‘it mama.”

Gabrielle jerked awake, swearing she had hearddmae. When she looked around,
however, the only things she saw were the usuabgustanding outside her cell and
Callisto talking to her rat in the corner. As shmed her head, she felt her bones snap
back into place.

‘I must have dozed off for a while théshe thought to herself as she rubbed the back
of her neck. She hoped it wasn't still sore whemas time for her to fight. “The
fight!” she exclaimed, suddenly realizing how ld@tactually was.

“Well, it was nice of you to remember to wake ugime. | would hate to disappoint
the crowd by going in there by myself,” Callistddder. “Don’t worry. You've still

got a few minutes before you get pounded againtriébe glared at the other woman
as she stood up, wincing as she felt her legs shetkeath her.

‘Note to self: Don'’t ever fall asleep against thesigke that agair,she decided as
she walked around the small space.

“Alright you two. The crowd’s waiting. Try to brings in some more gold,” one of



the guards said a few minutes later as they optreedoor to the cell. Callisto
chuckled as she walked past them, enjoying theeddank they got on their faces
when she gave them the murderous look that shedaagloped into an art. Gabrielle
was silent, as usual, as she tried to preparelh@sthe fight. Even after five months
of being stuck inside the prison, she still hadientally prepare herself for the fights.

They were soon going through the familiar routihelmosing their weapons. As she
pulled the sais off the rack, she felt a chill goher spine. There was something
different about this fight that had Gabrielle ogedFor some reason, it didn’t feel
right.

“Callisto, be on guard,” she warned her partnex quiet whisper. The other blonde
woman looked down at her with a curious expression.

“You feel it too, huh little bard? | guess I'm rexd crazy as you think | am,” she said
before walking out into the ring, Gabrielle follavg after her. When their four
opponents made it to the ring, the former barddsthbem up. There was nothing
special about them. They seemed to be just commastthat her and Xena used to
fight when they were on the road.

“Wait...” Before Gabrielle could finish her thouglshe heard the pull of several
bowstrings. “Callisto, it's a trap!” she shouteddye grabbing the other woman by
the hand and pulling her back, out of the linei@. 1 don’t get it. Why are they
trying to kill us?! We've been doing what they ted to.”

“Look, little bard. The people that run this plagant their money,” Callisto
explained, avoiding another arrow as it flew past h

“And we’ve been getting them their gold, haven'tAv&abrielle asked, not sure
where Callisto was going with her explanation. ‘#an, we haven't lost.”

“Exactly. None of the spectators have been plabetg on the other fighters when we
fight, so they end up having to hand out more dinBventually, they're going to be
giving out more dinars than they're raking in,” {&4b explained. The bard blinked,
surprised that Callisto was such an expert on ubgest.

“I've been here a long time, little bard. | learrefew things,” she explained as she
pulled Gabrielle by the arm, saving her from beskgwered by an arrow. “Now if
only you would learn to run and ask questions atséime time,” she growled, slightly
annoyed. Getting the message, Gabrielle followest &fallisto. She didn’t know
where they were going, but she didn’t care; as kmthey were safe from the hail of
arrows.

It wasn’t long before the guards started to ge¢heir way, forcing them to fight their
way through to safety. Callisto was much more &ffitin killing them off, but
Gabrielle was still a force to be reckoned withogking most of the guards
unconscious. They were so close to making it tetgafhen Callisto heard the sound
of a nearby crossbow being loaded. Her eyes qufokigd the source of the noise,
along with the intended target. Before the arrow vedeased, the willowy blonde
found herself leaping between the arrow and itgetaiGabrielle.

“Callisto!” Gabrielle shrieked as she watched thende woman’s eyes widen slightly
as she looked down at the arrowhead sticking obeothest before slumping to the



ground.

Part 17

Time seemed to slow down around her as Gabrieltehed Callisto fall to the
ground. The yells of the guards and the cheerim fihe crowd and prisoners all
seemed to be drowned out by the thud that Ca#listmdly made when she fell.
Forgetting about the guards, Gabrielle droppedshierand quickly ran to the fallen
woman's side.

"Callisto..." Hesitantly reaching a shaking hand, &abrielle carefully rolled the

other blonde onto her side and pulled her intddgerTears filled her eyes at the sight
of the arrow protruding from Callisto's chest, jabbve her left breast. The arrow that
was meant for her. "Are you insane? Why did youh@a?" Chocolate brown eyes
fluttered open and met hers.

"I told you, little bard... I'm the only one hefet gets to kill you," Callisto told her, a
familiar, albeit pained, smirk on her face.

"Why do you have to be so pig-headed all the tin@&brielle asked as she wiped the
tears out of her eyes. "People don't just jumpantfof an arrow for someone if
they're going to kill them anyways." Gabrielle'sceocracked at the last part as her
emotions got the better of her.

"l turned into her... into something | hate..." iz admitted while Gabrielle listened
intently. She knew that Callisto could have told $@mething sarcastic, so when she
began giving the real reasons, Gabrielle focuddukealattention on the wounded
woman. "l don't want to be her anymore... and yad that love was the only thing
that could end the cycle of hate,” she reminded#rd. "Just consider this my first
step,” she said tiredly as her eye lids begandopr

"Callisto, come on. You can make it through thisstkeep your eyes open. Please?"
Gabrielle pleaded before the guards pulled her dwoay the downed woman. "No!
Help her! You have to help her!" she shouted assstoggled to get away from the
men holding her. She watched as they began to targther blonde away, tears
streaming down her face as they took away the peigon in the prison that had been
helping her. Then everything went black.

When Gabrielle opened her eyes again, she wasihhek cell and there was a
horrible pounding in the back of her head. Theiglhhlstreaming in did nothing to
ease it. Looking around, she noticed that she Yo aAt first, she was confused;
but the sight of the blood on the front of her arfa@ught back the memories of the
night before. Before Gabrielle could stop it, a ssbaped her throat. Not long after,
the dam broke and a flood of tears cascaded dowfate.

With Callisto gone, Gabrielle was truly alone. Sien't know how long she'd be able
to stay alive in the prison without the other wontiagre guarding her back, either.
And as much as she hated to admit it, she hadddderio forge an odd friendship
with the other woman.



"Why did you have to do that?" she asked the aiard her, although she already
knew the answer. She had to stifle a sob as shembered the wounded woman
telling her why she had jumped in front of the arrtynable to stop her memories,
she remembered the way the other blonde's eyealdgpdd and the light in her eyes
went out as she passed over to the other sidaslan image that she knew would
haunt her dreams for the rest of her life.

For the next two weeks, the only thing that tookmend off of Callisto’s death was
the fighting in the prison. Although she didn’tdikvhen she killed her opponents, the
fight itself gave Gabrielle an escape from her gids. It was because of this that she
began drawing her fights out longer than they ugwabuld have been. She began to
play with her opponents more often while takingsithat she normally wouldn't.

She didn’t know why she was still alive to fightthre first place. What was the point
of killing Callisto but keeping her alive? They wgyartners, after all. They both had
been losing the prison money. She had tried adkieguards a few times but they
never gave her an answer. It seemed that ever Galtisto had died, the only times
the guards even acknowledged that she was there/hesthey had to drag her out
of the cell to fight. It wasn’t until after Callists death that Gabrielle learned why she
was still alive, when the God of War himself apjeelin her cell while she was
watching another fight.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? he asked, coming up behind &ed placing his hand on her
shoulders. He wasn’t surprised to feel a shuddes gaough her body. “It’s like a
dance, don’t you think?” Gabrielle ignored him, obimg to focus all of her attention
on the fight going on below. “Come now, GabrieDan't be like that. Would it
really hurt to talk to me?” His question was methwgilence. “Imagine that: a mute
bard,” he commented, getting Gabrielle to turn atband glare at him. “Fine. You
don’t have to talk anyways. Just listen to whaavédnto say.”

“What happened to you was horrible, absolutely &wfinave to say, though, I've
been watching you fight; and you’ve gotten gooa'tbld her, moving to her side and
whispering in her ear, “Real good.”

“Go away, Ares. I'm not interested in anything ymave to say,” she interrupted him,
pulling her head away from him.

“Oh, but I think you will be extremely interesteadthis,” Ares told her, crossing his
arms as he watched her turn her back to him. ‘fhiell Gabrielle... Do you like it in
here?” he asked. “l imagine you don’t. | wouldnij@&y being separated from my
child if I had one,” he told her. He smirked whendaw the muscles in her arms
tighten and her fists clench in anger.

“Don’t you even think about my daughter. If you ege near her, | will find a way to
make you suffer so much that you'll wish you weléedo die,” she threatened him in
a dangerously low voice. Ares simply laughed at her

“You didn’t used to be this violent, did you? | gsebeing stuck in this place can
change even someone as ‘pure’ as you,” he museamfDt, | like it!” he exclaimed
excitedly.

“Ares, either make your point or go away,” she oedehim.



“See, that's what | like about you, Gabrielle,”toéd her, only half-lying. “It's like
you're Xena and Callisto rolled into one packageuYiave a combination of their
fighting skills and their attitudes. Well, I'd sggu’re a little more Xena than Callisto
in the attitude department.” Ares uncrossed hissaand walked back over to
Gabrielle, turning her around so that his eyes Wwereng into hers. “How about you
put those skills to some use for me instead ofiwgshem in here?”

“If you know Xena or Callisto, then you should ady know that my answer is going
to be no,” she told him, hiding her surprise atrbguest.

“Oh, but Gabrielle. Xena and Callisto don’t havenasch at stake as you do. Xena's a
free woman, and, well... Callisto’s dead.” Aresridithimself dodging a punch before
continuing. “Neither of them have anything to gaiom joining me. You, on the

other hand, do.”

“And what, exactly, do | have to gain from joiniggu?” she asked curiously, taking a
step back only to run into the bars.

“Your freedom, of course. How long do you think jtblast in this place by yourself?
The only reason why they didn’t kill you after th&tyick that insane blonde with an
arrow was because they knew you’d be done for saatiger than later,” he said.
Gabrielle could feel her anger rising at the GotlM@r as he continued to talk so
calmly about her predicament. “And lets face itndeésn’t going to be saving you
anytime soon. She’s too busy working for that ‘@Gee&ood’ thing you two are so
big on.”

“The answer is still no, Ares. Joining with you'tsineedom. It's selling my soul,” she
told him with a voice of finality.

“Gabrielle, this is a once in a lifetime offer. done and you can make sure no one
ever has to go through what you have. You coultraggvery single fighting ring in
the known world. You could even hunt down any maer @ccused of beating his
wife,” he offered. "You could see your daughter aimha again."”

“How many times will | have to tell you no beforewget it through your head that |
won't join you? Freedom isn’t worth destroying nogals for.”

“Your ideals? You've broken your ideals countlassets already, and that was
without my help,” he reminded her. “At least you gemething out of it if you break
them for me.” Gabrielle remained silent, unablargue with his point. “Face it,
Gabrielle. Your ideals were a lie. Love doesn’tséx@nd peace is impossible to
maintain.”

“That’s where you're wrong, Ares. Love does exiisten Callisto figured that out,”
she told him. “For the last time, the answer isMow leave.”

“Fine. I'll enjoy watching you rot,” he told her thi a sneer, the fake charm
disappearing from his voice just before he vanisheathin air. Gabrielle let out a
relieved sigh and shook her head before slumpiagagthe bars of the cell. She had
been so tempted to give in to him and take hig offfthe had tried a little harder,
perhaps she would have. She certainly wasn’t gettut by herself and, as much as
she hated to admit it, she was beginning to loge lod Xena ever finding her again.



For all she knew, the warrior princess still thousje was dead.

"Xena,must our disguises get even more ridiculous every twvaeyo into one of
these prisons?" Amarice asked, looking down at whatwas wearing, which wasn't
much. The little bit of the top that she was wegsivas a dirty, white half-shirt that
was frayed at the edges and didn't even reachawet.riuckily, her brown skirt was a
decent length, stopping halfway down her thighll,Stne felt like a harlot; and a
cheap one at that!

"I dunno. I think Armon kind of likes your new logkXena commented as she began
putting on her own disguise. Amarice rolled hersege she thought about Armon.

"Yeah, I'm sure you're right about that," she coremhias she pulled her curly hair
back. "I still can't believe he walked in on uslithat. He knew we were changing.
You may have to stop me from ripping his eyes afiote we leave, Xena." The
warrior princess chuckled before turning around faethg Amarice.

"Well?" she asked, although the wide-eyed look omafice's face gave her the
answer she needed. She could see the young Amgaumhard not to laugh, and she
had to admit that she had gone a little overboatid ker disguise. She had put on a
fake goatee and mustache along with matching srdebinstead of wearing her own
leathers and armor, which now took up the bed @ftiom in the inn, she was
wearing a Corinthian helmet with the armor to matttwould be hard for anyone to
guess that underneath the silver helmet and brolare armor was the warrior
princess, even if she was wearing her own pleatsvgs, and boots.

"Well, you don't look like Xena, that's for suréfharice told her.More like a reject
from the Athenian armyshe mentally added on.

"Good," Xena said before leading the way out ofrtiwan, Amarice shaking her head
and following after her.

"Well Xena, you look uh... different,” lolaus sauhen they met up in the market
square of Corinth. "I'm sure no one will be ablegcognize you. Hades, | barely
recognize you."

"Stop staring, Armon!" Amarice barked at the dakkieed male, who immediately
turned his head away from Amarice and began lookisgwhere. "Good boy," she
muttered before looking around. "Hey, where's Hex?l' she asked, not seeing the
demigod anywhere in the crowded street they were on

"Oh, he went to help a woman pull her cart backdohouse after her horse got
loose. He should be back soon," Iolaus told her.

"Amarice, | think you should know that thessone more part to your disguise,” Xena
said, pulling the young Amazon's attention awayfiolaus.

"You mean you've thought of something else to adtbanake me feel even
stupider?” Amarice asked bitterly.

"Yes." Before the young woman could react, the mgsslercules was coming up
behind her and placing shackles around her wrstarice quickly found her arms
being weighed down by heavy chains attached tostwdkles.



"Hey!" she objected, turning around and glarinthatdemigod, who had a smile on
his face. "What's the big idea? Why do | have tamieese?" she asked, turning back
to Xena and glaring at the smirking warrior prirees

"Well, a slave is supposed to wear chains. It wdaddk suspicious if you didn't,"
Xena explained with a shrug.

"And you didn't consider asking me first?" Amarasked in a low growl.
"l considered it. | just knew you would say no."

"Of course | would say no! Hey, | have an ide&abH the strong warrior and you be
the body slave!" she shouted angrily. Xena igndredas she walked over to
Hercules.

"Good luck, Xena. Remember: we won't be far, jnstase you need us," he said
before placing a hand on her shoulder. "You'll fived this time. | can feel it."

"I'd like to believe you, Hercules, but you've stidt at every prison we've
investigated so far," she told him with a smalf sanile.

"Well, this time it feels different. You're going find her," he insisted as he withdrew
his hand from her shoulder.

"I hope you're right," she muttered quietly befara@king back over to Amarice, who
was still glaring at her. "Come on, body slave g sidered as she picked up the lead
to the chain and yanked on it.

"Hey! Be careful with that, warrior princess!" Annae protested as she clumsily
caught her balance and followed after Xena. Wittt they were off, hopefully to the
prison that held Gabrielle.

As they traversed the few miles that lay betweenr@oand the prison, Xena thought
back on the past month. They had searched three ptisons, each time using a
different disguise. Each time they came up emphgdbd. After the last one, Xena had
stopped getting her hopes up. She was tired of tteang dashed down once she
found out her efforts were for nothing.

"Xena, do you think Hercules' feeling is right?" Ante asked, breaking the stifling
silence that had descended over them. She hadesmplyagotten over the problem she
had with her disguise.

"I don't know. If it isn't, then there's always thext prison on our list,” she saidnd
if itis, I'll be the happiest woman in the knoworla,’ she mentally added.

That afternoon, unaware of Xena's plans to conmueeker, Gabrielle found herself
staring hopelessly into the eyes of one of Calkgtats in the dark corner of her cell.
Ironically enough, it was the one her old cellmzaed Ares, and he had come
looking for her. Just like the God he was nameerafad. Of course, he had come for
food, not to try and convince her to join him.

"You know, you're starting to look kind of cutelfesadmitted to the rat as she held
him up to her face. The black rat simply staredklaer with hungry, beady eyes.
Now that she thought about it, Ares and the ratdhbd in common. "No wonder why



Callisto liked talking to you," she muttered befptacing the creature on the ground
again. It simply continued to look at her, waitfiog something. "Oh fine. Here you
go," she conceded, pulling out the piece of brémdh&d been hiding behind her. She
broke off a tiny piece and set it in front of tla.r"Now don't eat that too fast," she
warned the rat as it took the piece of bread andiged off. Gabrielle blinked when
she heard herself say those words. "l can't beti@ge'm talking to a rat! You'd think
| have no friends are something," she said to Hef&#h wait..."

The blonde sighed to herself and rested her chimeomands, staring off into the
space in front of her. The offer that Ares had miaglewas still fresh in her mind. She
would give anything to see her daughter againgimuthat include her soul? Was
getting her freedom back worth destroying hersethe process? Thinking back, she
realized that she had started on that road todesifruction when she killed Perdicas.
After that, it had just been a downward spiral gfa couldn't see the end of.

'But | killed to save Nexa. | couldn't let him hber, she thought, trying to remind
herself that she had lost her blood innocence fwaa reasonl killed for love. And
Callisto died for it' Gabrielle had to close her eyes and block auttkemory of
Callisto's body before she retreated back intalaughts.Ares can't be right. My
ideals can't be wrong. If they are, then Callistectdfor nothing. | killed for a lost
caus€.she thought. "l won't accept that," she said wahviction. Ares simply
squeaked in agreement before returning his attebiak to the bread. Personally, he
would have rather gotten cheese, but at leastdwscaretaker was trying.

"Hey Blondie. There's someone here interesteckingea look at ya." The voice of
one of the guards pulled Gabrielle out of her thsigQuickly lifting her head up, she
saw that someone had indeed accompanied the ghatdssually walked by her cell.
Behind the newcomer was a woman that appeareddcslase. It wasn't hard for
Gabrielle to guess what kind of slave judging by way she was dressed. There was
something familiar about the man in armor that advine slave, but the former bard
couldn't place it. The helmet obscured her viewisfface, but she could see a few
strands of long, dark hair trying to fight theirymaut. "Come on then. Come out into
the light, little girlie."

Xena watched in disgust as the guard continueduottthe prisoner until, finally, the
woman came out of the shadows. She was barely@btep her breath from catching
when she saw the familiar face of her bard stavenxck at her. Her hair was shorter
than she remembered and the woman was covered;ithdiwas also an emptiness
to Gabrielle's eyes that she wasn't used to séleang, but Xena knew it was her bard
and she could feel her heart aching to pull the ammto her arms.

"Is this what you were lookin' fer? Or is yer em@pinterested in someone with a
little more uh... thrust?" he asked. Xena haddp sterself from rolling her eyes
behind her helmet before answering in a deep voice.

“I told you. My employerdoesn’t want bodyguards that'll be tempted to Isihei
goods, if you know what | mean,” she answered ldraywing a knowing smirk from
the guard. “This one will do just fine.” The guarduckled, shaking his head as he
walked off.

“I'll be back in a moment with the chains,” he eallback to her, leaving Xena with
the silent guard, Amarice, and Gabrielle. All Xexwauld do was stare into the hollow



emerald eyes of her friend, wishing she could sayething that would comfort her.
Unable to resist, she took a step forward only &tclv as Gabrielle took a step back.
"Here they are," the talkative guard said as heechatk with the chains, breaking the
awkward silence that had arisen. "Now then... ¢ hlyou've already paid the man up
top?" he asked as he began to unlock the barrettaddioe cell. Gabrielle watched as
the man came into her cell, listening for the othan's response.

"Don't worry. He's gotten his payment in full." 8@t was it then. She was being sold
off like an animal. Gabrielle was surprised that Bladn't figured it out already. They
had her fighting in an arena like an animal. Whaswo stop them from selling her

off like one? Watching as the guards placed theldbasa around her wrists, the bard
began to come up with a plan.

"Here you are," the guard said as he attachedetitedhain to the one that held the
body slave. "Hope you enjoy her... services," @ tiee man in armor, giving him a
wink. Gabrielle wasn't sure, but she thought sketba soldier's eyes narrow. It was
hard to tell with the nose plate of the helmet king her view of his whole face.

"Thanks," he mumbled before pulling on the chaid Eading Gabrielle up the rocky
incline.

On the way to meet Hercules and the others, Xeula ¢eel Gabrielle's eyes boring
into the back of her head. She could almost feehtiger radiating off of the blonde
woman walking between her and Amarice. Unableke the silence between them,
Xena turned around and stared at the bard. Jg$teawas about to open her mouth to
speak, the smaller woman leapt at the warrior psacpulling Amarice along with
her.

"Whoa!" Xena barely managed to keep her balanahasiropped the lead chain and
brought her hands up, grabbing hold of Gabriellgists on instinct. Luckily, her size
worked for her and she was able to stay standihg;hwvas more than she could say
for Amarice, who had been yanked to the ground whebrielle's chain pulled on
hers. "Will you calm down?"

"Let go of me! | said let go!" The bard struggleditee her wrists from the grasp of
her captor, only to find herself being pulled closethe soldier. "I'm warning you. If
you don't let go, I'll do something you won't likery much,"” she threatened. When
the soldier didn't obey her, she narrowed her bgésre bringing her knee up, hitting
him below the belt. She blinked in surprise wheriga't let go, although she
thought she heard him stifle a groan. "That usuatlyks..." she muttered to herself.

"If you'd just let me explain-"

"Explain what? That you bought me from a prisorhviaars just to place me in one of
servitude? You don't need to explain that becauselérstand it just fine," she
growled at the man before spitting in his face.

"Oh, that's pretty," the soldier said sarcasticadiiting go of one of Gabrielle's wrists
to wipe the saliva away. Thinking it was her chatacget away, the bard pulled on
her arm once more, only to realize that the manstilstronger than she was.

"Will you let go of me?!"



"Do you promise not to run away?"
"No."

"Well, at least you're honest," the soldier saichdk, once we get further from the
prison, I'll explain everything."

"Maybe you should just explain now. It'd be lessfud for the both of us,” an
irritated Amarice suggested as she got up frongtband, dusting herself off. "Look,
Gabrielle-"

"How do you know my name?" the blonde asked, try;ngack away from the man
holding onto her wrists. "Who are you two?" Shertiehe soldier sigh before using
his free hand to pull his helmet off. Gabrielle grs when she saw the face behind it,
not noticing when he let go of her wrist. "Xena2f@&e the other woman could
answer, the blonde felt herself pitching forwartbidarkness.

"Whoa!" Xena quickly found herself catching thedaefore she hit the ground.
"Well, that's not the response | was hoping fdng muttered to herself as she pulled
the smaller woman into her arms and cradling kerdi small child. "Amarice, do you
still have the key to the locks?" she asked, styfteabrielle’'s weight slightly.

"Yeah, hold on," the young Amazon said before pglsaid key out from between her
cleavage. "Got it."

"Interesting hiding place," Xena commented, recg\a glare from the auburn haired
woman.

"Where did you expect me to keep it? This disgy@mepicked out didn't leave me
very many options," she growled at the warrior pess as she undid the locks on her
shackles, mentally sighing with relief when shertigébe chain slip to the ground. She
then walked over to Xena and Gabrielle and unlod¢kedshackles that held the
blonde's wrists captive.

"Okay. Lets get back to the others," Xena saidpshuy to ignore Amarice's
comment.

The short time it took to get back to Hercules #redothers was far too long for
Xena's tastes. So, the warrior princess was ralieteen she saw the familiar
demigod come into her line of sight. She was e\appler when they actually reached
each other.

"What did | tell you?" the larger man said whershev the figure that she was
cradling as if it were a precious treasure. Thagudlging by the rare, loving look in
Xena's eyes, that's exactly what Gabrielle wakd¢onarrior princess.

"l guess your feeling was right, Hercules," Xenandted softly, not taking her eyes
off of Gabrielle. So much had changed about thd.ddow that she was able to get a
good look at her, Xena noticed that her hair hazhbightened by the sun, while her
skin was darkened by its rays. She had more mtisateXena remembered, although
she wasn't surprised by that. Despite those chaagdshe fact that she was covered
in dirt and grime, Xena still thought that GabrelVas the most beautiful thing she
had ever laid eyes on.



"What do you mean 'l guess your feeling was rig¥it@ really need to learn how to
express gratitude, Warrior Babe." Xena mentallyagea at the sound of Aphrodite's
voice. "All attitude problems aside, congrats XeYiau found the bard!" The blonde
goddess smiled widely at the woman carrying Gderiéer eyes shining with
excitement. "Well, now that you totally found Sw&eta, don't you think it's time you
cleaned her up a bit? I'm sure the little bard Wappreciate some TLC after what
she's been through."”

"And where, may | ask, would you have us do this@#a asked in an irritated voice.
They were in the middle of a dusty road, miles awagn Corinth. Where the air-
headed Goddess expected them to take care of Gabxiena had no idea.

"In a tub, duh. Where else?" Aphrodite pointedamiif the answer had been clear as
day.

"Do you see any tubs around here?" Amarice asledyn patience with the
goddess wearing thin. The immortal blonde giggtebérself before snapping her
fingers. Before they knew it, Xena and the othetstl themselves standing in a
bathing room of someone's house. A round, woodenvas in front of them, already
filled with water.

"I do now, Red."

"Aphrodite, | know you're a god, but that doesrgtam you can just put us in the
bathing room of a stranger's home," Hercules gdtiough Aphrodite was one of his
half-siblings that he could put up with most of thee, there were some things about
her that made him wonder if they truly were related

"Like, don't you think | know that?" she said widtslight pout. "Don't let the blonde
hair fool ya, Bro. I'm not as dumb as you all sd¢erthink | am," she told him.

"Aphrodite, that's not what he meant," lolaus spidfing gentle hand on her forearm.

"Yeah, yeah. I'm sure,"” she said, waving the blamde off. Her pout disappeared,
however, and the hurt was no longer in her voicemghe spoke again. "I'm pretty
sure that the people here will be totally more tvhng to let you use your tub.
Which reminds me... there's a tub filled with bugsbback on Olympus calling my
name. I'll check back with you later, Warrior BaBe. sure to clean behind her ears!"
With that, the Goddess of Love was gone, leaviegtlortals alone in the bathing
room of a house they had never been in before.rBefayone in the group could say
anything to break the following silence, someorse elid.

"Leo, | don't want to go in the tub. The bed is mawore comfortable.” A small smile
appeared on Xena's face when she heard the veamgnizing it immediately.

"I don't care. The bathtub is the one place we inagene yet, and | told you that we
were going to get to know every inch of this plageblush spread across almost
everyone's face when they realized what topic Wene discussing. They weren't the
only one's blushing, however, when Leo bargedtimobathing room with his shirt
off, carrying a struggling Lila over his shoulder.

"Um, Lila? We have company," he said, somehow miagagpt to drop his wife in
surprise when he saw everyone but Xena facingeat th



"What do you mean we have company?" the dark-hgirédsked, unable to turn her
head to see what her husband was staring at. @lredi it was just a rat or some
other animal that had gotten into their home again.

"Xena and her friends are here."

"What?! Why are you still carrying me like thistlifey're here?!" she asked angrily.
Taking the hint, Leo set his wife down on the flamd gently as he could. "Er... we
uh... didn't hear you come in," Lila said with asah dignity as she could, trying hard
to cover her embarrassment. She thanked whatedsrtgat were listening that she
was still wearing all of her clothes.

"Someone dropped us off," lolaus said with a shrug.

"Oh. Alright then," Lila said as she nervously gghdened out her skirt. "Hey wait,"
she started, her hands stopping their fidgetirigjoli're here, does that mean you
found..." She was too afraid to actually voice $ister's name, scared that if she said
it, it wouldn't be true. To answer her questionnXéurned around, revealing what she
had been carrying in her arms. "By the gods...fgond her! | can't believe it! You
really found her!" Lila brought her hands up to heyuth, trying hard to contain her
excitement. Xena had found her older sister, ardi&ea had been their first stop just
like she promised.

"Yeah, we found her. But right now we need to gatdleaned up. I'm sure it's been
awhile since she's been properly washed,” Xena ké&dhad to agree with her, and
told her that she was free to use the tub.

"I'll visit with her once she wakes up. I'm suratthfter everything she's been through,
she needs to get some rest," Lila said beforermulier husband out into the hall.
"Well are you all just going to stand there, or yoa going to help me make a meal to
feed you all? The gods know I'm not going to beedblprepare it all by myself,” she
said, although she was really just trying to alld@na and her sister some privacy.
Taking the hint, the others followed her out of Ha¢hing room and into the kitchen,
leaving the warrior princess and the unconscioud bg themselves.

"Lets get you cleaned up, shall we?" she said lyuiethe sleeping blonde before
gently laying Gabrielle down and taking off the aimiliar leather armor that covered
her body. Once that was done, she carefully liftedbard once more and slowly
lowered her into the warm water, holding her ughvabe arm and wiping her down
with her free hand.

As she washed away the dirt from the skin of the bshe couldn't help but notice the
scars that covered Gabrielle's body. Each one inadeonder if the blonde had
gotten it from a fight in the prison or if it hadrae from something Perdicas did to
her. And each one made the warrior princess fesi guiltier than the last.

Once Gabrielle was clean, Xena gently lifted hdrafuhe tub once more and put her
into a clean nightshift that Lila had left for h&hat done, the warrior princess took
Gabrielle to the spare room and tucked her intd#de That was where they both
stayed, the bard in the bed and Xena falling asteepchair next to it, until finally
green eyes fluttered open once more.

"Xena?" The quiet, questioning voice pulled XenaaMorpheus' realm. Blue eyes



met Gabrielle's and the two of them stayed quiettoat seemed like an eternity.

"I'll go get Lila," Xena said, breaking the silerfaetween them as she got to her feet.
She was surprised to feel a hand reach out andhgratwn.

"Just wait. | want to talk to you before anyonesgi$sabrielle said in a tone that
screamed 'listen to me'. She watched as Xenadé&eweight, a sign that she was
nervous, before sitting back down. "Xena, | knowywhbu're nervous right now. You
think | hate you, and you're probably trying to slaer the blame for what

happened.” The warrior princess' expression dali@hge, but the flicker in her eyes
told the bard that she was right. Gabrielle siglved shook her head. "It's been almost
five years, and that part of you still hasn't chehyshe said. Before Xena could talk,
she put her hand up. "Just wait. There's sometmegd to tell you."

"I'l admit that at first, | did blame you. For ae, | was angry at you because you
never came back like you said you would. You leftwmth... with that man," she
started off, not missing the guilt that flickeredt@ss Xena's face. "But then | was sent
to the prison; and | ended up with Callisto. Lat'st say talking to her made me
realize a few things. Mainly that | shouldn't barhing you for a decision that |

made." She added the last part on quietly befovargpher head and staring at the
covers that were pulled over her legs. "It was aujtf not yours."

"Gabrielle, you couldn't have known that Perdicas Vike that,” Xena assured her
once she was sure the bard was done speaking.caoublame yourself for
something like that."

"You didn't know either, Xena, but you still blarpeurself for leaving me with him,"
Gabrielle pointed out quietly. Xena stared at thedbrealizing that she made a good
point.

"I'l make you a deal, Gabrielle," the warrior pr@ss said before reaching over and
gently making the bard look at her. She didn't rthesflinch that followed. "As soon
as you stop blaming yourself for what happenddsttip blaming myself for not
finding you sooner," she suggested. Gabrielle arexsvieer with a small, unsure smile
and Xena returned it. "Now, how about | go get lfidayou? She's been waiting to
talk to you for awhile now."

"I think I'd like that a lot, Xena," Gabrielle saidena nodded before walking out of
the room and quickly telling Lila that her sisteasvawake. The dark-haired young
woman was unable to contain her squeal of joy legfoirrying into the spare room to
finally reunite with her sister.

The reunion between friends and family, along whth introductions of a few new
faces, lasted for the rest of the night and ineortbxt day. It wasn't long before they
were borrowing a wagon from Lila and Leo, thoughe $iad decided not to visit her
parents and Xena had a good idea why. She doue&abrielle wanted to be the
one to tell them that they had picked out an alausian to be her husband. Besides,
once Xena had told Gabrielle that Nexa had mattetite inn, the bard was eager to
reach Amphipolis and see her daughter again. Xesanet one to make her wait.
They reached Amphipolis two days after leaving dRaea, splitting up from Hercules
and lolaus along the way. The closer they got ¢ocity, though, the more Gabrielle
worried that her daughter wouldn't want to see her.

"Gabrielle, will you stop fidgeting? Everythinggeing to be fine," Xena said as she



kept her eyes ahead of her. Amarice and Armon hiaddy rode up ahead, Argo
following after them so that she could be stablét tine other horses.

"Are you sure? | just... what if she doesn't likerh

"Oh, she'll like you. You're all she could talk abavhen we first brought her home,"
Xena assured the bard as they pulled closer ttatieen.

"Xena, I'm not sure | can do this," Gabrielle adedtbefore letting out a quiet,
humorless laugh. "I can't believe this. I've beeitivwg for this moment for so long,
and now I'm beginning to chicken out."

"You're not going to chicken out, Gabrielle. Notyare you stronger than that, but
I'm not going to let you. You and your daughtereses to be with each other again,”
the warrior princess told her, placing a reassuinigugd on Gabrielle's. She pulled
away when she felt the bard flinch.

"I'm sorry," the blonde apologized, knowing thatndeéhad pulled away because of her
reaction.

"It's okay, Gabrielle. | understand." Xena pulled tvagon to a stop before jumping
onto the ground. She stared at the bard, who whsitting on the wagon. "Don't
make me come up there and get you, Gabrielle,5altk Able to tell the difference
between a threat and a promise, the blonde womiaklg@ound herself standing on
the ground next to the wagon.

"Xena, are you sure-" Before the bard could firhsh sentence, a blonde boy and a
smaller girl walked out of the tavern.

"Mama!" The sound of her daughter's voice pulledii&die’'s attention away from
Xena and towards the inn. It wasn't long beforefebad her legs being wrapped in a
hug from her daughter. The bard couldn't believe it

She was no longer trapped in the prison that Pasciad made in their home. She
was no longer locked up in the prison that madedbstroy a piece of her soul every
night. And, she was with her daughter. It was toodyto be true.

"Please don't let this be a trick,” she said agpstieed her daughter up and hugged
her close to her chest. The little girl laughedbefpulling back and grabbing her
mother's nose.

"I'm not a trick, Mama. I'm real," she said. "Amalis Solan and Xena! Am'wice is
too, but I dunno where she is." After mentioning #&roe, the blonde girl began
looking over Gabrielle's shoulder, trying to firdetAmazon. She was taken by
surprise when her mother pulled her close agairy!'H

"Oh Nexa... | missed you so much," Gabrielle whisgdanto the dark blonde hair,
fighting back the tears that were beginning to famrher eyes. "l will never, ever
leave you like that again. | promise. I'm sorrydsagone so long and I'm sorry |
missed your birthday. Please don't hate me."

"I missed you too, Mama. Don't be sad. | don't lyaig" Nexa assured her mother
before wrapping her arms around her neck and giverg hug of her own. "Jade
helped me celebrate my biwthday, and Auntie Aph¥edave me this." Nexa then



pulled out the pendant that she had received obilteday. "See? You and Xena
were with me on my biwthday. Solan and Am'wice wése. You didn't miss it." The
tears that Gabrielle had been trying hard to halkckldinally escaped, and the bard
was unable to hold back a sob. "Oh. Don't cry, Mand&ln't mean to make you
sad."

"I'm not sad, sweetie. They're happy tears," sharad her daughter as she sniffled.

"Oh. Well, that's good," Nexa said before restiegliiead on Gabrielle's shoulder.
"Mama, will you tell me a story?" she suddenly akkeoking up at her mother with
hopeful blue-green eyes. Gabrielle gave her a wataile before nodding her head.

"Any time you ask, my little warrior," she said,fbee launching into the tale of Xena
and her quest to free death from the hands of aafraiul to die. Xena smiled as she
followed them to the inn, wrapping her arm aroued dwn son's shoulders when she
got to him. As they entered the tavern, Xena widlsstiling. Whether they were
family by blood or love, she finally had her lafgenily together again. And even
though there were still many questions to be anssyeshe knew that they would be
able to find the answers together. Looking at Gallerias she continued her story of
Celesta, she found that she liked the sound of Tioagfether.

Epilogue

Outside the quiet tavern in Amphipolis, rain poudesvn heavily as Zeus'
thunderbolts flashed in the cloudy night sky, ilinating the small city that was
covered in darkness. Those that were still unfateienough to remain outside at that
late hour, such as the thieves and homeless, wenelted to the bone by the
downpour of rain. The loud, rolling thunder, acc@mied by the howling of the wind,
made the horses in the stables prance around Wneasioked by the frightening
noises. Despite the racket coming from outside,dvaw it was not the storm that
was keeping the warrior princess up so late. Itthassick child in the bed before her,
along with a nervous, pacing bard.

"Gabrielle, will you stop that? Nexa is going toflvee. The worst is over now," Xena
assured her friend, not taking her eyes off thelldimar year old wrapped in the
blankets.

"But Xena, what if-"

"There are no 'what ifs’, Gabrielle. She's goingealright,” Xena interrupted her
friend's objection. "Her fever has broken and sake&ady starting to breathe easier.
She'll be out of bed driving Amarice insane agaia icouple of days." Although she
could still see the worry etched on Gabrielle'®fatena was relieved when the bard
stopped pacing and decided to take a seat besidedxt to Nexa's bed.

"I'm sorry. I've just never... I've never seen $iek before," the smaller woman
admitted, her gaze directed at the floor beneamthXena could feel the sadness,
tinged with worry and regret, radiating off heefrd, but she was unsure of what she
should do. It used to be Gabrielle that would catrtier when she needed it; not the
other way around. "l don't know what to do..."

"Hey, it's alright. You're her mother; you're suped to worry about her," Xena told



her, not prepared for the burst of self-hatred ithatought forth from the bard.

"Some mother | am," Gabrielle scoffed, trying hardhold back the tears forming
behind her eyes. "I never should have taken my efydger. Maybe then she wouldn't
have gone running into that stupid lake," she ¢bedtherself before quickly getting
to her feet.

"What do you think you're doing?" Xena asked, altfioshe didn't rise from the
ground. She had a good idea of what Gabrielle waggo do.

"l just need to think about... things. Would yownchiwatching over her for me?"

"l was able to watch over her while you were gdribink | can handle her a little bit
longer.” She had meant it as a joke, but Gabrddtla't have to use words for Xena to
know that that wasn't the right thing to say. Shenediately started to apologize.
"Gabrielle, that didn't come out how | wanted it'to

"Forget it, Xena. You're right," the blonde inteyted her before leaving the room.
Xena listened to the footsteps as the bard desddhdestaircase before she heard the
door open and close. The warrior princess sighesline of what to do. She was so
unused to this closed off version of her bard, thieg hadn't been together long
enough for her to grow accustomed to her.

"At least we were making progress when you werdtlingd_ittle One," she said to the
sleeping Nexa as she reached over and strokedhilldés sweaty bangs. "Why can't |
get through to her now?" Xena began ponder thistgqpreover and over again until
an hour went by and Gabrielle still hadn't comekbac

"Do you think she's had enough alone time?" shedathe peacefully sleeping child.
As if she had heard the question, Nexa made a sioigk. "Me too," Xena said with

a small smile before placing a gentle kiss on thikl's forehead. After deciding that
she should go find Gabrielle, Xena made her wayrdihe hall and asked Solan if he
would watch over the sick child. He quickly agreed took his mother's place beside
Nexa's bed. With Gabrielle's daughter taken car&efa grabbed a cloak and headed
downstairs before going out the door to find Gdlaie

It proved to be much harder than she anticipategnghe stormy conditions. The
wind howled in her ears, making it difficult fort® hear any unusual noises, and the
rain had ruined any chances of her following thellsarail easily. So, she started her
search using the guess and check method. Maingsqgeplaces that she thought the
bard would go and checking to see if she was there.

When it became clear that Gabrielle wasn't in thblss, at any of the other taverns of
Amphipolis, or even back at Cyrene's, Xena wasriregg to give up hope of finding
her friend that night. The rain wasn't making iy @asier to lift her spirits, even with
the cloak protecting her from some of the cold ttsp Determined not to give up,
however, Xena grit her teeth and started searcmagn, this time leaving the

confines of the city and heading for the line ek that helped protect it. Even with
the howling wind and heavy rain, it didn't takeddor her to figure out where
Gabrielle was.

"It's a good thing that tree's unarmed, or you iinggt into some real trouble." Xena
commented sarcastically as she watched the othmawastrike the tree with her sais.



She smirked when she saw Gabrielle jump slightyght off guard by her voice.

"Xena, | fought in an illegal prison ring and sgarwith Callisto everyday for six
months. | think | can handle a tree," her frienld toer once she regained her
composure.

"Judging by the marks, it seems you've alreadynt@ieee of it." The warrior princess
walked over to the bard and indicated the manythisisshe had placed in the wood
of the tree. "Perhaps it's time you came backearth. It's much drier there," she
suggested, but the look in Gabrielle's eyes totdheg she was still blaming herself
for what happened with Nexa. She sighed beforadrio assure her friend that it
wasn't her fault. "Gabrielle, she's a child. Chaluhardly ever listen to their parents.”

"And is it a wonder that she doesn't listen to ma?andoned her, and we've been
separated for so long that | can barely talk tQ"r@&abrielle said bitterly, her voice
cracking at the last part. "I'm even afraid to toher because | think | might hurt
her." The tears she had been holding back begsitetdly cascade down her cheeks,
mixing with the many drops of rain that could barid there.

"Gabrielle, I've seen you around your daughter. Yould never do anything to hurt
her. You have more self-control than you give yelirsredit for," Xena told her.
"You also didn't abandon her. What happened wgsalt fault,” the warrior princess
reminded her. "Besides, you did everything you ddalget back to her. There was
nothing else you could have done."

"Xena, you don't understand,” Gabrielle objectedhaswiped at the tears falling
down her face.

"Then explain it to me," Xena replied, looking owater distressed friend. She truly
did want to understand what was troubling Gabrjelhel in order to do that, she
needed to know what the bard was feeling. Unfotelgathis wasn't the same
innocent, open bard that she had met in Potidag&raveled with so many years ago.

"l... don't know how," Gabrielle admitted sheepyst{ena heard a mirthless chuckle
followed by a sigh come from her friend. "Imagihatt A bard that doesn't know how
to explain something."

"Give it time. You'll find the words again when ymuready." Xena took Gabrielle's
hand and squeezed it gently, relieved when Gaeriitin't pull away from herAt
least she's finally able to be touched agax®na thought as she remembered when
they had first brought Gabrielle back. The formenaon had been jumpy and
flinched whenever anybody besides Nexa touched her.

"What if I'm never ready?" Gabrielle whispered,wiray Xena out of her thoughts.
The warrior looked over at her friend once morepwlas staring longingly back at
Amphipolis where her daughter was.

"Then I'll find another way to help you," she tdidr with a rare smile. Gabrielle
stared at her for a moment before looking dowmatground, a small smile of her
own tugging at her lips as she whispered sometiagwas drowned out by the
thunder.

"Huh?"



"l said, 'Since when did you become so good at ntpgeople feel better?™ Gabrielle
repeated loudly, looking back up at Xena.

"What can | say? | have many skills." The famij@te between the two of them
made Gabrielle smile for real before taking a $tepards the warrior princess,
dropping her sais to the ground before wrappingah@s around Xena's middle. Not
expecting the embrace, it was a few moments befera awkwardly hugged
Gabrielle back. She noticed the restrain it tookGabrielle to stop herself from
flinching, and it almost made her pull away. TheaBar woman gently made Xena
stay where she was, though, before resting her tie&@r chest. Xena relaxed as
well, once she was sure that Gabrielle was find,alowed herself to tuck Gabrielle's
head under her chin.

They stayed like that as the storm raged arounu.tiA¢ that moment, they could care
less about the rain pouring down. In their mintsas like a waterfall that was
washing away the wrongs they had committed in tst.p

Xena wasn't sure how long they stood togetherthia¢ when she felt Gabrielle shift
beneath her. When she looked down to see what wagwshe found herself falling
into intense green eyes; the same eyes that shialledin love with so long ago. The
flash of lightning that lit up the area and therttier that followed only served to
increase the intense feelings that were runnirgudit her. Before she knew what she
was doing, Xena was lowering head and going imniallfy kiss her bard. That is, until
said bard sneezed in her face.

"Sorry," Gabrielle apologized as she took a stegkbsniffling a bit as she rubbed her
nose. Xena merely chuckled as she shook her head.

"I knew we should have gone back to the tavern. €om before you get even
sicker."

"I'm not sick!" the blonde objected. Despite hastpsts, though, she grabbed her sais
and followed after her dark haired friend, who b&eady started back for
Amphipolis.

Once they were back at the tavern, Cyrene madeXmth and Gabrielle change and
take a seat in front of the fire. They could hearmuttering something under her
breath about warriors and their sidekicks as sheédthem both blankets and
walked away. Neither hesitated to wrap the warmec®around themselves before
staring into the flames of the fire in the heafithe two companions were silent, both
contemplating what had almost happened in the wosslime slowly passed by,
however, the warrior and bard gradually made thay closer to the other, unaware
of what they were doing until they finally bumpeda each other.

"Uh... hi," Gabrielle stammered nervously as shapped the blanket tighter around
her. She could feel the goose bumps prickling kier, &nd she was sure that it wasn't
from the cold.

"Hi," Xena said back, raising an eyebrow. Gabrietlentally chastised herself for
sounding so dumb. "Did you want something?"

"Well, | was just thinking that it would be much mzer if we uh... shared blankets,"
the bard suggested, giving Xena a hopeful looklnttost made Xena laugh, but she



simply smiled again and lifted her arm up so thabflle could fit under her blanket.
As she wrapped her arm around the bard once mere ¥as taken back to a time
before Perdicas, and it felt as if everything wghtrin the world again.

She gently placed a kiss on Gabrielle's foreheadi tlee smaller woman somehow
managed to snuggle closer before resting her hea@pa's shoulder. Staring into the
fire, the warrior princess thought back to the gebat she had gone without the
blonde in her life and everything they had gonetlgh to find each other again. Now
that she was covered by two blankets and sittirfgomt of a warm fire with Gabrielle
next to her, Xena had to admit that everythwggright in the world; her world, at
least. Then she heard Gabrielle sneeze againetidy a sniffle.

'‘Well... almost everythingshe thought before resting her cheek on Gabedilead, a
smile on her face as her eyes closed and sheddafteo sleep.

The End



