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This story is the sequel to The Judging of the Queen.

Disclaimer: With today’s conglomerates it's anybody’s guess who really owns the
sole rights to the characters and stories of XWP - but as far as | know, Xena: Warrior
Princess, Gabrielle, and all other characters who have appeared in the syndicated
series Xena: Warrior Princess, are the sole copyright property of MCA/Universal and
Renaissance Pictures. But in some sense, they belong to all of us, now.

Violence: There is violence in this story, and readers should be prepared for it. The
Amazons did not live in a time of peace, and their way was the hard road. But
Xena and Gabrielle manage to hold true to the premise | posited in The Judging of

the Queen.

Main text (not Subtextl): The only other disclaimer is, of course, the one about it
being about two women who love, honor and cherish each other above all others,
through all of their many lifetimes together, and who wouldn't dream of being
inhibited or embarrassed about expressing that love as they choose. If you are
enslaved by a peculiarly twisted and regressive form of homophobic prejudice, |
don't know how the heck you ended up here - but read at your own riskl (Who
knows, you might just learn something about tolerancel) And if not, | hope you
enjoy their love as much as | have loved writing about it.

[ want to thank those fans who have responded to my first bardic endeavor. | pray
that they willingly follow me down this road, to see where | have gone: and that in
the end, they enjoy the journey.

Comments to: pystas-works06@hotmail.com
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... Jf all we love and all we wish to changc



Survives long cnough forus to grow old,
| will Forgct mornings | woke alone
From blincl, urgcntjoumcgs over your skin
And will ask onlg for your calm nearness

And that the world we live in continue . . *
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Chapter 1

As the fire smoldered to ash in the fireplace, Xgobup and pulled the
shutters open, letting in the cool air of the damd the sound of the
birds beginning their morning chorus. She slippadkanto the bed,
needing to wrap the warmth of her partner arounidbhee again.
Gabrielle’s arms immediately pulled her in, andrthedies again
entwined; both unwilling to withstand separation éven that brief act.

How would it be, when the person you most love iieaulously

restored to you, after years of separation? Whenhave given up all
hope, and have gone long beyond grief, to a pléselaary pain. When
you have become so used to the inner voice thahathdecome, you are
shocked at the living sound of her: whisperingamiryear, crooning
sweet words that run on, mixed with singing, andyblaughter, in an
endless stream of happiness. When you marvel,anetover again,
simply to be physical; and the eye and touch thates things alive
between you - and you begin to let yourself reatimst now it will

happen again, every single day.

How would it be, when you are restored, after lgagrs of patient, quiet
mental murmurs to the one you dwell within, giveugcor to her
sorrow, gentle hints of recovery, insistent supparthe daily ordeal of
climbing out of the pit of despair? When you hawoéten so used to
being bodiless, a restless spirit keeping compartlge long hours of the
days and nights, trying to find some tangible wageliver relief, and
comfort. When all you could hope for was that sheutd die to this life,
and come home to you once again. When all theansliof tactile
sensations are so exquisitely sensitive to yourlyiresstored skin, you
never want to stop the touching.



Such a huge need for both of them: to take theie tito reconnect, in the
old, familiar ways. Time needed to grow togethggia. Time needed to
reweave the web of their friendship, and love;rthepes and dreams;
their aspirations for the future - a future that®more seemed almost
possible.

And yet, the daylight was quickening. The worldsdé their bed was
coming alive with sound and light; with motion amdisic; with activity
and all the business of ordinary life. They coutd shut it out, for all the
need they were feeling to do so. They could not'S&yp!” and have it
all come to a halt, while they danced their patheBlpve, back into one
other’s living, breathing life.

Xena hugged her close. “Time enough, later,” shispédred.

Gabrielle sighed.
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The sound of footsteps on the porch brought thequick attention. A
pause, then the clear note of the small bell hurigide the entryway.

“Gabrielle? Are you awake?”

Gabrielle got up, found her tunic where it lay be floor and shrugged it
over her head, then pulled on her leggings. Sheetlher head, gave
Xena a brilliant smile, and crossed to the doorv&he lifted the woven
curtain up and ducked outside, letting it fall ddycbehind her.

Eponin, leaning against the porch rail, gave heuge grin, and a hug.
“How are you, this fine morning? Just getting up?”

“Barely — | woke up several times, but | wasn'’t smgre near ready to
get out of the bed!” She paused, trying to deciols to proceed.

Eponin looked at her quizzically. “What?”

Gabrielle looked at her friend thoughtfully. “Pothiow are your nerves,
this morning?”

“How are my nerves?” “Poni looked puzzled. “My nesvare fine.
Why?”



Gabrielle took her by the arm, “Well . . . lastimigomething . . . ah ...
happened . .. after you left me at the Grove.”

Eponin, startled, looked at her friend with concéAre you all right? It
wasn’'t anything bad, was it?”

Gabrielle grinned. “Oh no — no, on the contrary. .
Eponin relaxed. “All right — I give up. What wag"'it

Keeping hold of Eponin’s arm, Gabrielle turneddd the curtain, and
pulled her friend inside.

Eponin stopped, while her eyes adjusted to theinlienior of the lodge.
Gabrielle had gone over and now sat on the enleolbéd, which stuck
out from behind the Egyptian screen. GraduallyniRwticed that there
was a form in the bed — she could see someoness uegler the furs. Her
mind was suddenly racing, and she blushed.

“Oh,—I'm sorry...I...I'll come back later — | didn’t knoyou were .
.. that you — uh, hacbmpany. . .” Her voice slowed; then skidded to a
complete halt, as the long legs moved, coming iaum funder the covers,
a long arm pushed back the screen, and the perdbe bed . . . .

The...person...inthebed.....
Eponin, thunderstruck, took one step toward théem swayed, as her
eyes rolled up and she crumpled into a heap ofidbe

Gabrielle leaped off the end of the bed, and kngedwiftly, pulled
Eponin up to clasp her in her arms. Xena crossdaettable, calmly
poured a cup of water from the jug, and handeal @dbrielle. Then she
pulled on her own clothes and sat back down oretiaeof the bed.

Gabrielle murmured, “It's all right, ‘Poni, wake upow!” She quickly
clapped a hand to her friend’s cheek. ‘Poni camdiizily.

“Wha...?”

“Here, drink this. You fainted - can you sit up?”

“Of course | can!” Eponin took a drink.Thatwas the strangest thing! |
don’t know what is wrong with me. | don’t faint .!.She shook her head

gingerly. “I must have had too much wine, last nigkou’re not going
to believe this - but | thought | saw . . .” shepgied again, and looked at



Gabrielle. “l ... didI...did ... see.?” Gabrielle nodded.

Eponin gulped, shakily. She twisted around ancedtat the figure
quietly waiting on the end of the bed.

“Are ... areyou...real?” she whispered.

Xena nodded solemnly. “Yes, ‘Poni — | wouldvertry to fool you
aboutthat’” Then she flashed ‘Poni the most brilliant Xemaile she’d
seen in ages.
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Eponin passed her hand over her eyes. She shotlieddrand gaped at
Gabrielle and Xena, who sat side by side on the BGabrielle spoke, her
voice gentle.

“Poni, I'm really sorry — | didn’t mean for you tget such a shock —
truly! But there wasn’t any way to avoid it. It'sgt going to be like this,
for a while, until we go through all the explanatso- and I'm not even
sure if that will help!” She looked sidelong at XeriMaybe we should
just line everybody up and have them all faintrated”

Xena grinned. “It might save time, at that!”

Eponin finally seemed to find her voice. “Whoa,rthe do you all mind
if | just gather my poor wits?” She held up her ¢hai®©. . . My. . .
Goddess! HOW DID YOU GET HERE?”

They looked at one another. Then they both lookédami.

“Hey, don’t both talk at once!” ‘Poni muttered, dolg up her hands in
mock protest.

Xena put her arm around Gabrielle. “Well, ‘Poni ghort answer is that
| tried to take on the entire army of Jappa, gatlstull of arrows, got
my head chopped off, and got very dead for a whileiring which |
thought | had to stay gone forever. Gabrielle thdugvas gone forever,
too, so she went off and wandered around for tas@®es, or so, trying to
put her poor self back together without me. Meahsyhifound out that |
could kind of help her out with that process, se gt to carry on with
me sort of inside her, and we worked on her fohdevThen she came



back here, and you know what happened next. Tigehtio come back,
because we did all the right things, and got oueseboth straightened
out, and so now here we are!”

Gabrielle pulled Xena’'s arm closer around her.’tIshe just too
eloquent, ‘Poni? That's my Warrior of the Pithydoaptions!”

Eponin stared at them a long moment. “When areggng to tell the
others?”

Oh, I don’t think I'm ready for that, yet,” Gabrielsaid, shaking her
head vehemently.

Xena looked quizzically at her. “Tonight? . . lesmurmured.
“What?” Gabrielle said. “Oh . . . oh, yes!”
Xena shrugged. “It would be fitting . . . don’t ydunk?”

Eponin watched, fascinated and mystified, at treharge that seemed
to be punctuated with their words.

Gabrielle smiled, her tanned face showing the ldurggs. “O, yes -
that’s perfect!”

Eponin got up off of the floor, and gave hersethake. “Well, as long as
you have it all settled . . .!” she muttered.

Gabrielle turned to her friend. “Eponin, | am agkyou to agree to
become my Regent — to take up the post that hasdrapty since
Ephiny.” Her face was a mixture of sadness, appr&iba, and humor -
as she waited for Eponin’s response.

‘Poni swallowed convulsively, her mouth suddenlyywery and her
hands very sweaty. “Gabrielle — are you sure atios®? I'm not anything
near as tactful as Ephiny was. | don’t know ifri aapable of being
what you need me to be.” Her voice petered oua, msw thought came
to her, and a deep sadness welled up in her eyess”. . . that mean
that you'll be . . . leaving us?”

Gabrielle smiled - her face resolute. “Oh, my deat:No - my friend -
there’s not a chance of that! It's just that yoe lang overdue for this
honor — and I think | will have need of the bedpHecan get - besides
my Champion, here. | can’t imagine anyone élseyou as Regent.” She



added, gently, “You may be different than Ephinyt you are every bit
as good as she was.”

‘Poni sat silent, a long moment. Then she stoodchod,clasped her fist
to her chest, “My Queen, | will serve you to mytlaseath. | am for
you.”

Gabrielle nodded. ‘Thank you with all my heart, fi.o
And she proceeded to fill ‘Poni in on the detaiier plan.

Later, Eponin left to start organizing the evengfyineral rites for the
fallen Kypris; she would make everything readytfoe ceremony, which
would start as the sun sank into the West.

* %k k k k k k % % % %k %

Gabrielle looked at Xena, who nodded. “Read my mpaifectly, my
Bard.”

Gabrielle smiled, and watched as Xena went intdo#thing room. She
got a satisfied look on her face as she listengdg®sounds of water
being poured. “O, my love, “she whispered to hér§€en thousands of
kisses, to make up for! | don’t care if our lipg gesters - I've been too
long in the desert; and O, how | thirst!”

She walked through the doorway and removed hehetotXena was
standing next to the large tub, naked - and beat,@s she lit a large
candle that sat on the bench next to the tub. Adigiht flared, Gabrielle
caught her breath at the sight of Xena'’s body/ysbfghlighted by the
candle’s glow. She walked up to Xena, and reseedhnd on Xena’'s
curved back. Xena looked up, startled at Gabrelensive look; then
straightened, and took mate by the shoulders.

‘What is it, sweetheart?”

Gabrielle looked down, her tongue stumbling forwoeds.

“...still feel so ... awkward. You havenéally taken a good hard
look at me, have you? | mean, dispassionately. have changed a lot,

Xena.”

Xena looked down at the glum countenance of hemsate. ‘Well, that



goes both ways, doesn’t it? I'm no young vestaldeaj myself. What,
exactly, are you ashamed of? From where I'm standih | see is a
strong, well-made and well-used body, a dazzling gfeeyes, and a face
| could gaze into for the rest of my life, and netree of. Does anything
else matter?”

Gabrielle shook her head, “No, | guess not.”

Xena nodded. “Good; because | wouldn’t want to raisg part of the
rest of our lives together, my Bard. Every inclyoll is going to be
explored, until | have memorized all of who you aosv. Every line,
every curve, and every sweet surface!”

Gabirielle’s arms encircled her lover, and she sartkthat embrace with
every fiber of her being.
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Gabrielle reached over and put her hand on Xereslg as they sat
together at the table. “What are you doing bacle hexy love?” she
asked, simply. Xena looked down at the table a lnogent, then raised
her head and gazed earnestly into her partners &y#hat else, but to
do whatever Queen Gabrielle wants me to do, foLdst Tribe of the
Amazon Nation?”

Gabrielle took Xena’s hand between both of herg. IBbked pensive.
“Isn’t that for you to decide, Xe? You haven't lgadaid anything yet
about what you would like to do. But | seem to geg¢al clear
impression that you aren’t eager to get back inéol¢athers . . . ©

Xena shook her head. “Ah well — | expect thosdskiten’t going to be
retired, just yet. | gather the Greek countryssiet exactly peaceable,
and | won't be satisfied until this village is rigahriving, and the road
between here and Amphipolis is safe enough to ltrailout fear. And
that means | have to see what'’s really going ont-tleere - and
reestablish the ties between the town and the Fibe we need to make
a little trip back to Amphipolis.” She looked sdddon’t even know if
Toris is still . . . with us. And I'd like to visityceus’ & Mother’s tomb .

“I know — we’ll go there, as soon as we can.” Gelbeibrought Xena’s



hand to her lips.

Xena smiled. “Well, we'll see. As for the real gties — | haven't
answered you. All the time we were traveling tbget we were all
about righting the wrongs, trying to fight the bada with some
goodness, trying to change the world. Trying taaesthe balance. Now,
I’'m just back for you, Gabrielle. | know how mucbwywant to help the
Amazons get some kind of a good life again; amddttthat you have a
good chance to do that because of who you haveduat to be. | think
we belong here, Gabrielle. We have a communityiehéls that really
are the world, to us. We can only work with thermwnWe are focusing
down on the quiet, everyday doing that puts thegadack together, one
at a time, person by person, bit by bit.*

Gabrielle nodded. “I know — | feel it, too. Somegisnl think that
everything we've gone through was a preparatiorntis— to lead them,
and make a home. Because you know, Xena — we’rpisiotighting for
their safety and their lives. We're trying to kabp whole of what they
are — the Amazon Nation — from being destroyedn8oh of it has
already passed into oblivion! | feel such an urgehz make sure it isn’t
lost forever! It sometimes frightens me, Xe — havicgly so much of
what we know and love has been swept away — evearitifetime.” She
shook her head, close to tears. “It breaks my Heart

“Well, then, we will do whatever we can, sweethedhd we’ll do it
together.”
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The sweet chime of the bell sounded, and then Epamiered. She
carried a basket covered with a cloth, and a flagon

“Well, that's done. And here’s food for you, Xen&he sat down at the
table, “Everything is set in motion. I've got ousyng warriors working
to build the pyre. They're full of what went ontasght! Chattering like
a bunch of magpies, and re-playing the whole tlovmgy and over. It was
really sweet! Oh, and they weveryrespectful not to disturb the Queen
— allowed that since you've really been througmeeh, you deserved a
Royal Rest!” She snickered. “Isn’t getting old jgsand?”

Gabrielle smiled volumes at Xena. “I'm just begimgito find that out,
‘Poni!
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Gabrielle and Eponin walked slowly across the ogeurtyard that
separated the Queen’s lodge and the communal esat¥ag There, long
tables and benches were set up under the hideeasbveof; the sidewalls
rolled up and tied in the warm summer air. Theyld®@e some of the
Tribe already gathered there, while others madie weegy in from

various parts of the village. Gabrielle seemedadanbsome discomfort -
hugging her midriff as she walked. Eponin put hemndon Gabrielle’s
shoulder.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Gabrielle took a deep breath. “Yeah, thanks fomagsK don’t know how
to explain this, ‘Poni, but right now | physicatlyrt when we're apart.
It's a dull ache — but bearable.” She shook hedheanderingly. “I
don’t know how long that will last.”

Eponin mused. “Hmm, it’s like you're tethered.” sinermured, as they
came up on the other Amazons, sitting at and moarognd the tables.

Gabrielle nodded, mutely.

They sat down at the head table, where the rabieoCouncil of Elders
was gathered. Gabrielle greeted them all. The wonere in such high
humor, and were affectionate in their greeting b(elle, and she
realized all over again how profoundly the judgivayl cemented her
fragile ties to them, closer than she had dreamosdiple. Artemis’s
Charge seemed to be working, in their hearts. h&g tontinued eating,
and talking amongst themselves, her eyes scanedddhs of the young
Amazons, seated at the other tables. She pickeanalubodded to her
four young fosterlings; lo, Paphos, Dika, and Kyéw. They were
seated together, their eyes often straying to siiattee Queen. As she
acknowledged each of them with her affectionatdesrthey blushed
bashfully and ducked their heads.

‘Poni spoke up. “They worship the ground under yieeat.” She
continued, “You are going to make a world of diffiece, here. Do you
know that, yet?”

Gabrielle shrugged. “I hope so, ‘Poni. | hope so.”



She turned and spoke to Talia and Alysia who weatesl across from
them. “How are our young apprentices doing?” sied. “I want to
thank you for taking them under your care. | hopgate the right
choices.”

Alysia, her tall, spare frame dressed in the dabes of the Law-Giver,
pushed a wisp of her grey hair back, where it vaaginually escaping
the untidy twist at the back of her head. “Well, @yeen, Kythereia is
probably going to be a good Law-Giver, one day. Stsirprisingly
astute for one so young. All it will take is timend lots of tempering!”

Gabrielle looked pleased. “Good., Give her as n@pportunities as you
can devise for her to practice making rulings, Bé&eds to learn the
Amazon Laws, and settling disputes is such a praotvay to find out
what works and what doesn’t, and what compassiels fkke -that |
know.” Alysia grinned, and nodded her agreement.

Talia, who was seated next to Eponin, leaned avempaured Gabrielle
and Eponin some cider from the jug. She was thedaight as ‘Poni,
but there the similarity ended. She had a massagf\wght brown hair
with gold and red highlights - some of it with Ieckraided - and
freckles liberally salted across her face. She vagoeactical tunic, and
leggings, and a belt that had many pouches andep®bdr the healing
materials she was never without. She had a readg,sand a bantering
sense of humor, and she was utterly devoted toi.'Bte answered
Gabrielle’s inquiring look, as the Queen drank frieen cup of cider.

“I have to say, Dika is also doing just fine. Sla&lla pretty tough job
helping me prepare Kypris’ body. She was a littieegn, but she got over
it. And it was a good chance to teach her thersnee with which we
handle the process. | think she grew up some, rgeste

Gabrielle nodded. “Excellent. And | must rememizemake time for
Paphos, later today. | want to get her started migh Did ‘Poni tell you
all? She’s going to learn her letters, and helpecerd the history of the
Amazons.” They all nodded.

Gabrielle then turned to Ephegnia, the Eldest antbem. “Venerable
Mother, | hope you are well, after all the excitemand the long
proceedings last night?”

Ephegnia smiled - her brown eyes warm under the dfalvhite hair that
framed her deep brown skin and the fine netwonkrrarfikles that
covered it. Tribal legend had it that she had ctnoma the land of Kush



as a captured slave, and had been freed duringreazén raid against
the Romans, long ago. She was a little woman -usndlly wore a deep
purple robe and sandals. Her intricately carvelkiwg staff was never
far from touch. She patted Gabrielle’s hand. “Cdg,ymy Queen. It was
truly a night | shall remember all my days. | hateeen the like in
along while! My, but didn’t it bring back some memoriegVhy, |
remember when Artemis and her sister Aphrodite were for the
Summer Solstice . . . or was it the Autumn Fesbval. Was it fifty — no,
or was it sixty — seasons ago. .“ Gabrielle pélydistened, as the old
woman regaled her with the story. As she listesad,tried hard not to
attend to the dull ache that went on in her gugnsegly without
surcease.

When they were finished with their meal, Gabrieldied their attention.
“Sisters, | must ask you to attend me in the Cdwi@amber. | have
some matters that are pressing. Will you accompaafy’ Gabrielle and
the group proceeded out from under the tent anssethe open area to
the building that housed the chamber.

When they had all assembled there, Gabrielle shieirQueen’s Chair.
Pondering how to best approach them on the Matteoa, she waited
for them to settle. When the silence was comp(@édrielle spoke.

“My Sisters, | have three issues that | must p@ibteeyou. One of these,
you already know, is the matter of the funeral gpKs. The other two
are more . . . sensitive.”

She took a deep breath, then continued, “In tls¢ fimatter, | have
thought deeply this past night, and | have dectdddllow my Heart's
lead in this, and revive an honored position tlzet ¢one too long
unfilled. Therefore, | am formally presenting touymy choice for the
new Regent of the Last Tribe of the Amazon Nattbe:\Weapons
Master Eponin.” She got up, walked over to whererttp was sitting
and raised her up out of her chair, and broughtdére center of the
circle of seated women. She put her arm around iBpand spoke again.
“My Sisters, please give your blessings to our egent. In all these
long years while | was astray, this woman has erneloball the greatest
attributes of the Warrior Amazon, and has worked faught tirelessly
to keep this Tribe together. She deserves youktas well as mine.
She has humbly accepted this burden | have laid bpo, and has
pledged to fulfill it, to the death.”

The women exchanged smiles and murmurs of acceptamtiout
exception. Eponin grinned, her face a mixture algpand apprehension.



Then Gabrielle led Eponin to the vacant Regent'aiCio the right of
the Queen’s Chair, and sat her down. Gabriellemnesiher own seat.
She signaled to the guard who stood at the entrdimeeyoung Amazon
came to her side, and Gabrielle whispered to Hez.Woman nodded,
and then left the chambers.

Gabrielle continued. “Thank you, all for supportiogr new Regent. |
have instructed the honor guard to bring us soneia her honor.”

The Amazon returned, bringing a tray with gobletd a flask of mead.
She set it down on the sideboard, poured the aupshd then served
each of the Council members their cup. She thert amh stood by
Gabrielle’s chair. Gabrielle smiled up at her, sg@red again, and the
young woman made her salute and exited the chamber.

Gabrielle let the relaxed atmosphere continuehasdouncil enjoyed
their refreshment. She also figured that a litlerfented beverage would
probably get them in a mellow mood for what woubtine next. She
smiled at Eponin, who nodded at her with a sligh#ynused expression.
She drank deeply from her own cup, draining it. $as going to need
mellowing herself. The ache in her gut backed off ahe felt a sudden
release of the dull, throbbing pain.

After all had consumed their celebratory libatishe spoke once more.
“Now | have a much more difficult thing to discusgh you. And |
honestly, truly don’t know how to begin.”

Eusta, seated across from her, spoke up. “Gab+ieltau are a Bard. You
areneverat a loss for words! Just tell us. We'll hear yolhe others
nodded their agreement.

Gabrielle stared pensively at each woman. As stileddner gaze on
Ephegnia, she silently thoughOh, please, Ephegnia, you are so much
wiser than all of us - surely you will understandihd as the thought
went out, Ephegnia’s face changed — a startled, i@ a keen and
searching one — and Gabrielle’ s head nodded,ite spherself.
Ephegnia nodded back once, sharply, and smileshthegencouragement
to the Queen.
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Chapter 2

“My Sisters, | must report to you a thing that haped after the Judging
Ceremony last night. It is, in truth, somethingtthaever would have
thought possible, but which has nevertheless oeduand for which |
can only thank the Goddess and whoever else haddih the doing of
it.” She stood up suddenly from her chair, stratte the center of the
circle, and sank to her knees before them. Herviexetransformed as
she knelt there. They were startled at her actiod,at the radiant look
on her face - so intense that they were speechédsse it; and as she
spoke, her words stunned them into shocked silence.

“‘My Own - My Heart’s Love - My Champion - M§youlmate - has
been returned to me. Xena..... lives!”

She bowed her head, the tears again threatenmmgetocome her.

It was as if all the air had suddenly been suckeédbthe chamber. They
all sat immobile. In that long breathless momertiéfmia arose.
Stepping over to the silent, bowed figure of thee€@u she gently took
her in her arms, and held her close. Her quaveangent voice spoke
loud enough for the rest to hear. “There, theredewr. This is not a time
for tears. It is a time for rejoicing!”

Alysia was the next to regain her vocal faculti€abrielle — this is
incredible! Where is she? How did it happen?” Theeos echoed her
astonishment.

Gabrielle looked up. ‘Ah, well,” she said shakilyhat’s a tale I still
haven't figured out how to tell! We're still sorgnt out. But it’s true!
She’s in my lodge. She’s waiting to see what yoling will be, and
whether she will be permitted to stay with me.” $wked at them, and
spoke passionately once more. “My Sisters, | bag ptease take her
into your arms, as you have done for me! | trulyldanot live to be
parted from her again!”

Alysia looked at Eponin. “Did you know about this?”

Eponin grinned. “Oh, | had my surprise alreadys thorning! | was so



shocked, | passed out!” They laughed, nervously.

Ephegnia escorted Gabrielle back to her chaiheatown, and patted
her on both shoulders. Then she kissed Gabridbechead, and
returned to her own seat. When she was settlegssiiee again to the
council.

“In my day, none of this would have startled anyawons,” she
reminisced. “People came and went in the most edtogy and
bewildering ways . . . before the Twilight of thed%,anythingwas
possible,” she waved her hand airily. “Now youdhézreassure our
Queen that she has nothing to fear from us in cegathe return of
Xena. We should all be thankful to have her bacrdghe’re a far

sight better off with her, than without her!” Sheimped her fist on the
arm of her chair, and looked around, her gentleened face belying her
stern voice. “Well, what's the matter? Cat gotiytmngues?” She
asked, tartly. “Can’t you see she’s suffering?”

They all quailed at her chastisement. In a rusioafes, they all started
to speak at once, reassuring Gabrielle that itallagght, that Xena was
welcome and that they were relieved that she hadmed.

Gabrielle waited for them to quiet down. She siglaedl spoke. “Well, |
am thankful to all of you for this — it would halseen impossible if it
had been any other way. But | am still concernsmbuahow the rest of
the Tribe is going to take this. | know hgewu all feel — you are my
contemporaries, and you have all been witnessewy forevious life with
Xena. But the Tribe is still in a very precariouwssiiion, and Eponin has
taken pains to describe for me the disarray andudisthat has crept in
to plague you all, in the years that have passadidt stupid — | know
that it is quite possible that some of the Tribg/me@k upon this a giant
hoax. For we have no way, really, to prove thatXkas been dead —
truly beyond any known possibility of revival — fall these years. For
all they know, I am a charlatan, conjuring myseltk, and conniving to
resume my place as the Queen by means of trickBhe”looked long at
all of them. “What makes you think otherwise?”

There was a pause, and then Eponin spoke.

“Gabrielle. We are your closest friends and compagi We have loved
you for most of our lives. We know your goodness] gour absolute
honesty. You have been tried in the fires of Tadafor Goddess sake,
and passed through the Elysian Fields, and suntivetkest of Dahok,
and of lllusia. What elsmustoccur, to prove that you have told us the



truth, and will always tell us the truth? How magnmatimes must you
and Xena die, in this lifetime, to prove yourselt@sis? |, for one, have
hadenoughof it! You are both back, and must both be allowethe
small measure of peace, here, in the heart of Yobe, for the rest of
your lives. And | will fight to the death for youight to do so! | am the
Regent of this Tribe, and | say - ENOUGH!” She tlpaad both arms of
her chair, and scowled around the circle at therstHls there any
Amazon in this room or in the village who will gaay me?”

They were all silent.

Gabrielle smiled. ‘Ah, my friends — you can see wimad no choice but
to make ‘Poni our Regent!” She laughed, and thkyisibly relaxed.

Alysia spoke. “My Queen — we are eager to know gow want to
proceed with breaking this momentous news to teeafkthe Tribe. And
when will we be able to see and speak with heredues?”

“Well, that rather depends on how you think theb@&mwill handle it. |
have an idea of how it may be done, but | wanted wssurance, first.
And frankly, | had hoped that yowould see henow. . .” she stopped
abruptly, and got an odd look on her face. “Ahwell — | should have
expected it!” She gazed over at a dark corner®ftlom, “It seems as
though you are all going to get your wish.”

They looked at Gabrielle; then turned, as a tak digure emerged from
the shadows, and strode into the circle of woméeyTwere
mesmerized, as Xena stood silent in their midst. \8&s dressed as
Gabrielle had left her, in the soft grey deerskimi¢ over dark brown
leggings and soft boots. A wide leather belt cimcher waist. Her
necklace, Gabrielle’s twin, was her only adornmeétar blue eyes
flashed, and her expression was solemn. A smaléegtayed around her
mouth and her eyes, as she looked at her Belovedstsod at ease and
waited.

Gabrielle’s face lit up, and she arose and camxeta. The Queen
hugged her fiercely to her chest, then took hethiyhand and led her
back to the Queen’s Chair. She sat and indicatatddéna should sit
down by her. Xena did so, sinking down cross-leggext to Gabrielle’s
legs. Gabrielle’s hand crept to Xena's shoulderensht stayed.

Xena lifted her chin, and spoke. “Well, it's beeloag time . . . I'm sure
you have much to ask me.”



Alysia leaned forward in her chair. “Xena,” shedsdiuskily, “I have to
say we are all stunned and somewhat at a lossdatsv\We had thought
for so long that there was no hope . . . Toris s@asertain . . .”

Xena's eyes flared, “And he was right to be so! Bak mistake about
it, Alysia! | don’t want my Bard to have to recount you that most
terrible day in Jappa! She has not told you thestwofk it!” Her voice
softened. “She will never have to tell of that@sd as she lives, if that is
her choice. And if I have anything to do with heswon’t have to keep
reliving the memories, either.” She placed her hawet Gabrielle’s.

Alysia stuttered, “I'm sorry, Xena - and my Queehdidn’t mean to
guestion the truth of your return! We are just jexpd! How does it
happen, that you are back among us? Will you &8I The others on the
Council nodded - eager to hear the details.

Xena relaxed, leaning slightly into Gabrielle’s |&he sighed, and
resumed her tale. “Well, I've given ‘Poni the sonmatvshortened
version, and Gabrielle knows the most private —Haue’s my best
explanation for you.” And she proceeded to telhthehat had happened.
And while she spoke, she gripped Gabrielle’s hagiatly, and never let
her go.

When she finished, there was a long silence, aw/timeen absorbed her
words. Xena tilted her head, resting it on Galeislknee. Gabrielle’s
hand gently stroked the dark head. Then Gabriplé&e up.

“Well, you have heard the story. Now you know. Thwestion is - what
are you going to do? And then there is the largeston of what you
think should be done about informing the rest ef thibe. | am waiting
for your council.”

There was an uncomfortable silence, an uneasyngsts they moved
about in their obvious distress. Eponin fidgeted] moved as if to
speak, but Gabrielle put out her hand, motioningtdi@vait, and be
silent. She sank back in her chair, her face suffeat the enforced
restraint.

Alysia hesitatingly spoke once more. “My Queenstiivery difficult for
us. I think we all know how you feel, and we knowat/you want to
have happen here. We probably are all unanimoagr@ement with it.
But . . . you must try to understand that we aren'the Council isn’t.. . .
as much respected as it once was, and it has bancmeasingly difficult
for us to . . . have the kind of influence on thié@& that we once had . ..



“ she trailed off miserably.

Eusta nodded and spoke. “My Queen, Kypris was thrdymost vocal of
those who question the Council and our leaderslupt-she was not
alone. There are still others who feel the waydileeven if they are not
S0 aggressive about it. Kypris’ death has shockeohf | am sure, but
probably has not turned them from their beliefs. d@a’t pretend to
know what they will think or say, or what they walb, at the moment
when Xena appears before the Tribe, solid of feesth blood, and her
miraculous revival is shared with all of them.” Siteok her head
dejectedly. “I really don’t know whatto council you.”

There was more silence, as they reflected on Eustards.

Gabrielle and Xena waited, patiently. Eponin fum@dbrielle looked
pensively at them. Then she sighed, and spokey“Weifl, what is the
very worst thing that could happen? Let us lodqitarely in the face.”
She raised up her forefinger “First, they could jesolt and try to kill
us.” She looked around as they sharply voiced thigections to her
words. “Second,” she held up another finger, “tbeyld refuse to let me
or Xena continue to stay here in the Tribe. Thayld¢doefute the
commitment they made to me last night, and reviresie judgment.”
The women nodded, uneasily — this seemed a pasgikhabrielle could
see it in their faces. She held up a third fingEnird, they could
maintain their allegiance to me, but refuse to pte&na’s return, and
disallow her adoption into the Tribe.” More silenes they considered
this scenario. They looked increasingly glum.

‘Fourth” Xena spoke up, her voice dangerously qutee Warrior
Princess could put her leathers back on, and kiek tantankerous butts
into the Aegean Sea!” Then she grinned, “Howewevould be way too
easy a solution, and involve way too much violeffi@emy taste!” They
gaped at her, unable to conceive of her having awsthangely passive
attitude.

Gabrielle grinned, “Fifth,” she lifted her handl fahgers flexed, “they
could agree with you, and we could all settle déavhve a good life!”
She closed her fingers into a fist, and gave theAimazon Salute.
Then she continued, “You know, | think maybe ittaé¢ that your Queen
began to lead her Tribe. It is time to see if th&onal support of
Queen Gabrielle that they so generously gave niaigist is ready to
prove itself as a real and solid support of Queahr@lle and her
Consort Xena. That means we shall try the fifthap And here’s how
it shall be.” She leaned forward, and began tarfithe details for them.
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The Council seemed much more at ease, after Giebaiedl Xena had
gone over the plans for the revelation of Xenatarre and for what
would follow.

“Well,” Xena smiled, draping her arm over Gabri&lgnee, as she sat
lounging next to the Queen’s chair. “They certaisdyem relieved to turn
it all over to you!”

Gabrielle looked pensively at the gathering. ‘Cs ye. but surely
they’ve done their job. They kept it all going, a@lloraggedly, for ten
seasons . . . | can't fault them for wanting todhamer to me!” She
sighed. “Well, I still have to go inspect the pyasd don my Queen
outfit, for the ceremony. Are you going to fadekato the shadows
until then?” She looked wistfully at her mate, diniée pout forming
around the edges of her mouth.

Xena laughed throatily. “Oh, my — such a grumpwahed Queen
they’ve got!” She rubbed her own midriff, and lodkep inquiringly at
Gabrielle. “Got a pain?”

Gabrielle nodded. ‘Uh-huh - you, too?”

Xena sighed. “Hmmm. Some things are a given — andihding this
one is, for sure. D’you think it's always goinglie like this, as long as
we’re not touching? This could be a problem!”

Gabrielle shrugged. “Well, we'll just have to mdke Castor and
Pollux, then!”

Xena laughed again. “O, my! What a strange sigatwould be! They'd
have to carve us a wider chair!”

Gabrielle grinned. “Two for the price of one.”
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The Council had adjourned, as all of them reticedrepare for the
Farewell Ceremony for Kypris. No food would be ceam&d, this night,



until after the ceremony. Xena got up and walkeuirxk Gabrielle’s
chair. Gabrielle felt the long arms encircle hed &4ug her tight — and
then she was gone. The dull ache started up imnedglia

Gabrielle sighed, and got up from the chair. “Came‘Poni — let’s
inspect the work.”

Poni looked up. “l swear, my friend — I'd love teeshow she does that!”
She shook her head. “I'll probably go to my JustvRel and never
know!”

“That would make two of us,” Gabrielle respondethére are still some
Official Warrior Secrets!”

Gabrielle and ‘Poni walked together across thetyauwd to inspect the
pyre. Gabrielle shaded her eyes with her handyesdame up on the
large wooden structure. The smell of the freshlyoadar wood was
pungent. The four young Amazons were seated didhe, their backs
leaning up against the side of the pyre, sharingt@r skin among them.

“Thirsty work,” Gabrielle commented, “but you've @ a good job, all
of you. It looks fine. | am sure it will carry Kyisrhome to the Amazon
Fields with majesty. Thank you, all - from my hearfor doing this. It is
fitting.” She turned to Dika. “And thank you, Diker your tender
ministrations to prepare Kypris for her voyage hoheow that was
hard for you.” She took the young woman by the $&ihens and kissed
her forehead. The four flushed faces smiled shiytii@r Queen.
Gabrielle continued, “Why don’t you all go get ysalves a nice bath at
the hot springs? You'll need to relax a bit beftime ceremonies begin,
after such hard labor. Paphos, if you could waitcament, I'd like to talk
with you a bit. And ‘Poni, you don’t have to waith see you at the
ceremony.”

‘Poni grinned, clapped Gabrielle on the shoulded kheaded off to her
lodge.

Gabrielle looked searchingly at Paphos. “Let’s dthare, in the shade.”
They moved into the shadow. Gabrielle smiled -yiveng woman
didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. ®he a shy young
thing; with curly reddish-brown hair, cut closelter head, and a tough,
wiry body. She would be a strong warrior, when lsae grown into her
prime.

“Paphos,” she continued, “I promised you that | {@duave more to



discuss with you about your apprenticeship with N@wv I'm here to
make good on that promise.”

The young woman nodded shyly, as she twisted hetdepgether.

“| think that first we're going to work on havingw learn your letters.
So I want you to come to my lodge every mid-morniieg the candle-
mark before the mid-day meal. Wait for me on thecpol will meet you
there, and we will start your lessons. Bring a waken with you - for it
will be another kind of thirsty work! | also wanby to bring something
that you want to share with me — it can be anyaihifeat you like. Will
you do this?”

Paphos nodded, “Oh, yes, my Queen! When — whehIdbedjin this?”
Gabrielle thought, then nodded to her, “Let’s bagifour suns’ time.”

Paphos agreed, and Gabrielle sent her on her wiag oot springs, to
join her friends. She thought that Paphos would aut to be someone
she could nurture, and even cherish, in the dagsr@e. And she
thought, fleetingly, of Hope, and Solon, and of EAred was surprised
to feel that the guilt was gone, and a strong figmithat the old pain was
going, too. And then she turned, and made a ke@inher lodge.
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The curtain fell behind her, as she entered thenrddere was a soft
sound from the bed, and she padded silently ovéra&gyptian screen.
Xena was lying on her side, under the furs, asléaprielle looked
down on the sight — so precious to her — of heofsd. She sat gently
on the edge of the mattress, quiet so as not teWwak She gazed upon
the dear face, her eyes traveling the whole otlte-arch of the
eyebrows, the movement of the eyes under theirtidsiong dark
lashes, the fine bridge of the nose; the delicateecof the lips, the wide
cheekbones and strong jaw, and the soft pointeo€ttin. She lovingly
memorized all the fine age lines — at the cornéth@eyes, on either
side of the mouth, the slight creases at the vemyars that would move
into laugh-lines at every smile. She listened ®4gbft inhalation and
exhalation of Xena'’s breath, and watched as hexsbrese and fell, rose
and fell. The arm tucked under, the palm of thednaupped under the
cheek, and the other hand resting lightly on thiéase of the fur.

The dark, tousled hair showed more than a few gi@nds, betrayed in



the light from the window. She ran her finger lighdlong one of them —
entranced at the sight. A stray ray of light foancrack where the screen
hinged, and it suddenly lit Xena’s cheek. Gabriedeight her breath,
wanting the image before her to be burned intantEmory, to hold

there, inviolate, forever.

She suddenly sighed, and felt very tirédot like | don’t know why,”

she thought ruefully’an entire night — well, maybe except for a couple
of cat-naps — of love-making and talking! | havestdyed awake all

night for that in | can’t remember how many seasdé\s for the

stamina of youth!” She grinned ruefully; and pulling off her bootglan
leggings, she crawled in behind her mate, wrapgedms around the
sleeping form, and followed her down into the sweatm of Morpheus.

¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢

Chapter 3

They awoke at dusk - as the deep, clear note aftinés horn sounded.
The long, plaintive solitary tone started low, grallly rising in pitch,
and then descended again as it died out. Threetilmeg it sounded.
Then there was silence. Gabrielle got up, washedgale in the water
from the bath, and began changing into her Amaeathkrs. Xena
silently helped her tie, fasten and drape the uarjgarts of her costume;
then went to the wall pegs, and took down the kat&he waited, while
Gabrielle fastened the strap across her chest. Xaea attached the
scabbard to the strap where it crossed Gabriddac&. As she did so,
she put the flat of her hand on the vivid raisetigo ridges of the lines
of the writhing dragon. Gabrielle stilled, and tHeaned back into
Xena’'s hand. Then she turned, and put her hané#loer side of Xena’s
face. She brought her mouth to Xena'’s — hard eradi deep kiss that
ached with the pain of what was to come. Xena hduhe@e the Queen’s
headdress. Gabrielle tucked it under her arm; sihhenducked through
the curtain, and was gone. Xena sighed, and thgandeer own
preparations.
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The Tribe was assembling, silently, in lines ontthe sides of the
courtyard that flanked the funeral pyre. There werly forty women,
besides the Council of Elders, and Gabrieller&here ten on each
side, and a double row of twenty stretched offifgone another, from
the courtyard to the Healer's Lodge. Kypris wouédjim her journey
home down that row of Honor Guards. Gabrielle stobdr headdress
hiding her face and head - before the pyre, fattiegcourtyard. At the
end of each line of women, drummers - their langens$ strapped before
them - waited for the signal. Gabrielle waited silg for all to take their
places. When that was done, they all stood masmlas an Amazon
warrior in full battle dress stepped forward frdme tmiddle of one rank,
and put the ram’s horn to her lips, and blew thmgyjavailing note again,
and then again; and the drums started, a slow,ure@dsadence. Then
the horn moved into a counterpoint to the drumd,the pace picked up.

At the end of the line of the Honor Guard, figueeserged from the
Healer's Lodge. The Council of Elders came, beatiglitter that held
the body of the fallen Amazon. She was wrappedmg Istrips of fine
white linen, her arms bound across her chest. Eaddiress covered her
head and face. Her necklaces and badges of homerdregped around
her neck, her weapons at her sides, and a finemiapestry blanket
covered her, down to her feet. The solemn processmved, slowly and
in step, down past the solitary, widely spaced @siavho held up their
unsheathed weapons before them. In past timesxbeld have been
shoulder to shoulder on each side. Ephegnia pasieiddbthe litter, her
staff in her hand.

The sun was setting, as the pallbearers arrivétegtyre, and two of
them ascended the ladders that had been placétdextend, while the
others continued to hold the litter steady. Thepdtready, as the
pallbearers, in concert, lifted the litter up abdveir heads, and it was
captured and shifted to its resting place on tofhefpyre. The two then
descended the ladders, and rejoined the othetsladse. They then
stepped back ten paces, and formed a fourth loemd the pyre, The
Honor Guards stayed in the double line, but tutieefdce the courtyard
and the scene. The drums continued their solerntootdiut the ram’s
horn was now silent.

With one smooth motion, Gabrielle reached overdheulder and pulled
the katana from its scabbard. She raised her aaigist up in the air,
holding the sword. As the sword reached its higpestt, the drums
stopped. There was another silence. Gabriellerieadvhe sword,



touching the naked tip to the ground; then brouigbéck up vertically in
front of her. She began a slow, circling seriemorfements — the
Amazons’ warm-up sword routine. She executed eamrernwith
precision and a fluid grace that spoke of long yedipractice. Then she
changed seamlessly into the movements that mineeHdmt, and then
those of the Warrior's Attack; then finally, thessing movements of the
sword routine. At the conclusion, she once moragind the blade to the
vertical, in front of her; then she smoothly retséahe sword in her
scabbard. She clapped her hands twice, sharplyth&ntong silence.
The sun, now reaching height of its intensity asairtk lower in the sky,
cast deep red-gold light over the entire scened @sthe colors slowly
faded, Gabrielle spoke.

“Farewell, we say to thee, Kypris of the Amazoredwell and run fleet
to the fields of our ancestors. May you find a# thany warriors who
have gone before, and may they welcome you homée$eand Ephiny,
and all the gloried Regents and Queens of timetswitide there to
greet you. They will shepherd you to your resteflevell, Kypris, and
be at peace. You have fought long, and lived heamd,cared much for
your Amazon sisters, and in the end, you choséltdrdest Road. Your
sisters left here acknowledge your pain, and htdm®courage of your
spirit! We will sing you to your rest, and will rember your passing.
Your story will be added to the rolls of the histaf the great Amazon
Nation, and as its chief Bard, | pledge to you thaill be told, again
and again, as the seasons pass. Your name widlrbeca in the hearts of
your sisters! We honor your passing, and now gueegr to your soul.
Fare you well, Kypris!”

She turned, and waked over to Eponin, who steppedafd from the
rank of the Elders. Gabrielle pulled off her heasdrand handed it to
her. Then she walked over to the single torch ksiimithe ground at one
corner of the pyre, and yanked it loose. She tuemetithen hesitated -
and her head came up and she gazed back overatis bethe Elders,
and down the long double row of the guards. Thentsimed, and
holding the torch before her, she began to ligatiteaped mounds of
cedar shavings that were interspersed betweerilthgspof the bier. The
dry wood caught, and flared, and the heat begéuitd, as the flames
licked their rapid hungry way up the sides of tgesp She tossed the
torch in between the vertical poles, and steppe# haxt to Eponin. All
eyes were riveted as the flames drew evermorelgwitiser to the
figure lying on top. Now only the sound of the riogrflames was heard.

And as the flames began their purifying work onltloey of the fallen



Amazon, there suddenly arose the pure, sweet, glgheautiful sounds
of the Lament for the Dead, as the singer movedlgldown the
pathway between the Honor Guards, The tall figuas wlothed in a
long, simple white peplos, her long hair hangingvdder back, and her
feet bare in the dust. She had dust on her facegoamer head — the
traditional sign of lamentation. From her clencheads, dust trickled in
streams as she walked and sang. And as she casee wdhe flaming
pyre, the rows of Amazons wavered, and rippled,gasps of
astonishment sounded all down the lines, as tHeeTregan to recognize
the identity of the singer. But they held themsslsteady, and kept their
decorum, as the song went on. As it came to anXah stopped next
to Gabrielle, and bowed her head. And they alldtoaute, as the
roaring flames finished their work, and Kypris depd from her sisters,
and was seen no more.
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There was absolute silence, as the Amazons couttitaugtare at the
three figures silhouetted in the fiery glow. Xemd stood facing the
flames, her head bowed. Then Xena turned and fhes@ribe. And as
she turned all could clearly see, etched deepllyarskin of her neck, the
wide, vivid white scar that completely encirclingrithroat. Gabrielle
had half-turned and was looking at her Soulmaté wishocked
expression that was clearly visible to everyonertip was also gazing
with a look of astonishment on her face, at tharigof the legend -
come to life. Gabrielle cast one wild look at theman standing in
stricken silence before her. She raised her headyes shut. And then a
painful cry tore from her throat, and she wailed.

“Aaaaliaaah, Xenal How can this be?” She raisedigty to her head, in
obvious distress, a look of sheer agony on her. face

Xena, at that moment, sank to her knees befor®tleen, her face
clearly showing the pain of Gabrielle’s sufferifdne sight of that scarr,
and the humility of her action — her head bowed lagrdface and hair
coated with the dust of mourning - was a powerfsion. Some of the
younger Amazons could be heard sobbing. The arekectric with the
charged emotions of the entire Tribe. There wasgrang sigh that ran
through the ranks of the women. Some looked askancee another,
but all seemed powerfully moved.

Gabrielle raised her hand, her anguish palpablg. Avhazons! | have



received my heart’s desire, for my dearest loveldees restored to me!
And my worst nightmare - that she should bear thekmof her ultimate
ordeal - is somehow the price! | beseech you tbdetlive in peace with
me, and be given sanctuary in this Tribe!”

Then, slowly, Ephegnia made her way up to the thgeges: the
distraught Queen, the kneeling figure of Xena, dnedRegent Eponin.
The woman saluted Gabrielle, then turned, and sbedare the bowed
figure of Xena. She reached out her hand and tleereg it on Xena’'s
head and spoke to her, saying: “I will be your &isKena of the
Amazons.” Then she turned, and spoke to the TtNdg sisters, | have
decided to take this woman into my arms, as | djdQueen. You must
do what you will.” Then she silently made her wagk to the ranks and
stood quietly waiting. Slowly, she was followed dthers in the Tribe,
who repeated her actions, and took their stanGédwrielle, and for
Xena. A few of them did not follow, but they ssliood silently, and
acknowledged Gabrielle with the salute.

Gabrielle spoke once again, her voice still tigithvypain, and her face
still white with shock. “My Sisters, You have dooece again for me
this night, what few in this life have ever donto—show me again what
great hearts the Amazon Nation have, and what paoddstalwart ties
you still have, one to another, and to your Quéard for that | shall be
eternally thankful to you all. Some of you maylstdubt Xena, and now
you may doubt me, once again; but you still showtimeebest in you, by
your fierce determined defense of one another! Pgalute you!”

“Now, you have earned a just release from all afrygorrows, this night.
Let the Drummers lead you in a dance of remembraarwe et our
singers raise their voices, in honor of Kypris!”"dAshe swept her hand in
a signal to the drummers, who began a wild throplbi@at. The women
broke up into groups of dancing figures, weavingma out in time to

the drums. Singers raised their voices in ululgtgmunds of pain and
exaltation.

Gabrielle turned, and placed a hand on Xena's sleouand bent over
the still kneeling form, murmuring, “Xena — pledsahd she took Xena
under the arm and raised her up, and throwing ekbyueloquent,
pleading glance at Eponin, she led Xena off towhedr lodge. Eponin
nodded, and took oversight of the ceremony.

The two figures stumbled up onto the porch, théo ihe darkened
lodge. Once inside, Gabrielle turned, and pulled&ughly to her.
She was shaking, violently. A crescendo of gaspolgs erupted, as they



embraced.
“Oh, Xe — what has happened?” Gabrielle wept iném&s shoulder.

Xena took the Bard’s head between her hands, adtly hugged her
close. “It's all right, Gabrielle. Hush now . .she whispered.

Gabrielle pulled away, and looked at her, such tuand sorrow in her
face. “But Xe — youold me you didn’t have to keep that one. Ysaud it
could be left behind! What has happened? Who has thas to you?”
Xena led Gabrielle over to the bed, and they sathdmgether. Xena
wiped her own face with her arm, managing to rensmme of the sweat
and dirt from her forehead and cheek. She sighetiaaswered.

“After you left, | washed and began to prepargjdaning the ceremony.
| figured I'd just climb back into my leathers aadnor, so | went over
where you have them hanging. But when | reachethfem, | felt this
weird sensation, like | was being pulled, and lized it was making me
go to the big chest — over there. So | went. Nofighting that kind of
thing.” She sighed again. “l opened the chest,there on top was the
peplos, folded up, looking new. | thought it mbetyours, but when |
shook it out, it was obvious that it was my sizkeld it up to me, and
then | heard a sound behind me . ..

“Who — who are you?” Xena'’s whispered.

A white-haired figure in a white robe stood befbes. It was a woman,
but there was some kind of a distortion in theamound her, so it was
hard to make out who she might be. The figure sstdedt, not speaking.

“Who are you?” Xena asked again. A voice, whispgrisibilant,
answered swiftly on the heels of her question.

‘I am Xena,” the figure said.
“How can that be?” Xena asked.
‘I am the You that you will someday be.” The figuickdled.

Xena held up the peplos. “So, if that’s true, whatll this about?
Clothes make the woman? Am | supposed to dresgdik®’

The dark figure stood, silently staring at her.



Xena scowled. “Has this got something to do wites®" She spat out
the name.

The figure shook her head vehemently. “NO! It hathimg to do with
him — but it has everything to do with you. Yon'tgo backwards,
now, Xena. Itis only forward, into the Light diat you call the Way,
which your love and your need and your desire ageng you to follow.
And to do that requires a renunciation. And abldesisign that you have
done so. And there may very will be a certain pdat comes with it —
that, you will have to discover, as you and thedBgw on together.”

“And if | refuse it?” Xena whispered.

“You have every right to refuse it. That is yowrdrwill. And that will
affect the outcome of all that you wish to do,the Bard and for the
Tribe. It will be a difficult path, regardless obyr choice. It is
thekind of difficulty that you must choose.”

“And the renunciation?” she asked, knowing alreadyat the voice
would say.

“You would kill no more - ever.”

Xena bent her head, as her hands fingered the matdrthe peplos. In
a guarded voice, she asked, “And the visible sign?”

The figure of herself, a look of compassion onfaee, gave her the
condition. “The moment you don the peplos, you lhalte to bear the
scar that you received in Jappa. And you will bidor the rest of your
life.”

Xena looked at Gabrielle’s tear-stained face, d®dgot such a wistful
look on her own countenance that Gabrielle hagao her head against
Xena'’s and take the hand that lay limply in her, Epd bring it to her
lips, and kiss it.

“It's all right, Xe. Tell me the rest.”
“Gabrielle — I did what | thought was best. | chdseboth of us, by

putting on the garment. Can you forgive me? Fairlk | must have
assumed too much. Now I think I have given yourtaech pain, by



doing so. How can you ever look at me, again,saelthis, andot feel
the agony, all over again?” Her hand crept ugéorough, puckered
scar. “How could | make it so? For | would not Bawu see this, every
waking day. . .” she broke off, her eyes fillingthvtears, and her voice
shaking.

Gabrielle closed her eyes a moment, and put her ti@an into her
hands. Then she stood, and turned, and pulled XeM@m the bed. ”
My Xe — trying to protect me from the last thinffem my own sorrow.
If I had half my old anger, I'd take the chakrandan .” her voice died
to a whisper, as she stared over Xena’'s shoultdrealace where
Xena's weapons hung. “Xe . . . look!” she whispepeena just kept
looking at Gabrielle, her face streaked with dungt sears. Gabrielle
looked back at Xena. “The chakram - Where is it® asked,

“Here,” Xena placed her hand on the scar aroundheat. “It's here.”
Gabrielle stared at her, uncomprehending.
“I...ldont...”

Xena sighed. “Once | made my decision, then | conaldonger be a
creature of Ares’ making. | could no longer holée tthakram he gave me
— a weapon of death. That weapon had to be transfhrso that it would
never be able to be used by anyone, ever again.”

Gabrielle nodded. “Ah .. . 1 see . ..” She pauséong moment, her
head on one side, her eyes searching the face ofigerable woman
before her. . ."Come with me, my love.” Gabrieltea, and reached her
hands down to Xena. She pulled the sad-eyed woman lner feet.

They exited the lodge, and hand in hand, theyedff past the
darkened lodges, until they reached the ghostly aatong the giant
cedars, and followed it into the forest - lit by thull moon overhead. . .

She took her Xena to the hot springs. They emeirged under the
canopy of silent giants, their fragrant boughs swegedown to screen
the hidden pool. She turned, and wrapped her arosd Xena, and
hugged her fiercely. Then she methodically strippeery band, bracelet,
necklace, bodice, and kilt of her Amazon Queenib gl@m her body.
When she was completely naked, she moved to Xemahad been
standing, silently watching. She loosened the giaedlXena’s waist and
let it fall to the ground. She unfastened the déiesach shoulder, and let



the peplos fall in a heap at Xena’s feet. And tgkiena’s hands, she
stepped back down into the warm waters of the gppolling Xena
down with her, until they were both in the swirlimgiter. From a stone
bowl at the lip of the pool, she picked up a caksoap. She rubbed the
soap between her hands. Then, running them thrgegh’s hair, she
lathered the dusty black tresses. She cupped hesha the warm water,
and repeatedly poured it over Xena, rinsing the soal dirt away. Then
she took up the soap once more and repeated tbhegsrder fingers
washing the dirt from Xena's face. She stroked dtvenlong neck. She
bent her head, and lovingly, with a feathered ssf$n lightly touched the
circled scar. Then she moved down, lathering tloeilslers, the arms,
and the soft breasts. She stroked the long bacisimpgto add more
lather to her hands, and continued down the rildssaomach. Then, she
cupped her hands once more, and poured the watgr aigd again over
Xena's body. In utter silence, Xena never tookéass off the Bard’s
face.

Gabrielle broke the long silence. ‘I worship yo6lie said, simply. And
she kissed Xena's forehead, then each eyelid,e¢heh cheek, then a
long, passionate kiss on the mouth that caused'¥X&gs to tremble.
Then she placed gentle kisses all around the $vad. She sank to her
knees in the warm, swirling waters then, beforeaemd kissed each
nipple of Xena'’s breasts, gently cupping the stfbgs in her hands.

Xena hands slid down Gabrielle’s arms, pulled reskiup, and brought
the Bard’s hands up to her mouth, and kissed thespd hen she took
up the soap, and she lathered her own hands, anddh her fingers
through the golden hair, and then the face and othbkr Beloved. And
cupped her hands, and poured the water, over agg @vsing away the
sweat and the tears and the fatigue of the long $lagy mirrored
Gabrielle’s ministrations, stopping to place theskis, and the tender
touches. She soaped the broad shoulders, thentbe muscular back,
lightly moving her fingers, tracing the sinuous\@s of the dragon’s
form, feeling the delicate ridges of the image urtte fingertips - that
were forever imprinted on her Beloved’s back. The&ons rose up in
her, and she wrapped her arms around the silent Bad she whispered
fiercely in Gabrielle’s ear, “Now we each have oum kind of mark,
don’t we?” And Gabrielle nodded, her face tightiageXena'’s neck, her
cheek nuzzling the roughened skin, as her teansetloyet again.

Then Xena reached around and pulled Gabrielle’y leoen closer into
contact with her own. Sliding her thigh between (&le’s legs, she
could feel the heat of Gabrielle’s sex, throbbinthwdesire, and she
moved, increasing the friction between them. Gdlerraoaned, and held



Xena tighter. Gabrielle’s hand slid down betweesnthand her questing
fingers found Xena’'s mound, and slipped down behnbe soft folds, to
the open, welcoming, pulsing, velvet core. Her érigs found the bud
of Xena’s sex, and steadily, gently began theircdaof arousal, as
Xena's head went back, and her breath came in polvareasured
gasps. As she moved, her body giving in to thenirgeed to follow the
rhythm of desire, her breath stopped in that crimeused attention and
silence, as the intensity built and built, and Gala’s fingers lovingly
stroked the node of nerves to an incredible rhythsensation of utter
ecstasy. Each stroke brought a sobbing note oftsvam Xena'’s throat,
until she was panting in huge gasps; and themt @hce, an explosion of
exhaled breath, as Xena came in a flood of neatal Gabrielle slid
down, putting her mouth to the sweet channel, tvegue steadily
stroking the soft folds, as surge after surge efsiveet warm richly-
scented offering that was Xena’s love flooded aanty Gabrielle took
that offering, gladly, with all the love in her hrea

Xena slowly sank down, pulling Gabrielle up to dealder in her arms.
She was still panting, and the moments passedhentibreathing had
returned to its normal rate. Gabrielle’s head vessing on Xena’s breast,
her arms wrapped around Xena'’s torso. Xena huggedlbse. Then she
reached down, and her long nimble fingers foundeartdred Gabrielle’s
core — down the soft, warm, slick channel. She doGabrielle eager, her
sex swollen and erect. Gabrielle gasped, and adtetena even closer.
She licked Xena'’s nipple, which immediately stooelce Xena arched
her back, as a wave of passion swept through Inen Kena slid two
fingers down, down, again into the soft folds, &edan a steady, slow
and gentle circling. At the top of each stroke, fireger flicked
Gabrielle’s bud, causing her to arch and gasp.ifteasity built again,
this time for the Bard, whose breath was cominghiart, explosive
exhalations. And then Gabrielle arched back - loelylyocking in the
cradle of her lovers’ arms, her orgasm explodingenown flood. Xena
went in deep, then. Two equal streams of liquitliipey became,
flowing together until there was no separationeshcked on one
another with this huge focused awareness, asdhae of arousal
increased its pace, sobbing notes of sound fromm their throats, until
they were taking in huge breaths, up and up t@é#ak. Then their
breath stopped; in that curious pause of silencarevtheir souls reached
out to one another - the light swirling all arothém in an ecstasy of
timelessness - and they merged into some othegBeino was both of
them. And they both came again, in unison, with @dw rhythmic
breaths. And then, as their vision slowly retuirtéé golden light
gradually faded from their eyes, they both rodeldimg, slow free-fall,

as their selves split apart and became Xena anddgBalbnce again.
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When they had returned to their bodies, Gabrie#is still wrapped
around Xena — her head once more resting in tHevaa@lf Xena's
shoulder. They held one another as the warm watdrged around
them, gentling them into peace.

Xena was silent a long time. In the distance, t@yd both hear the
sounds of the drums and the singing Amazons, gsfithaly found a
release from aliheir sorrows. It was a good thing, she thought, that at
least they could put some of their pain behind th&he looked down at
the quiet woman in her arms, and seeming witholitimo, the words
came pouring out.

“Gabrielle,” she whispered, “I will never kill anwogr soul again, for the
rest of this life.”

Gabrielle lifted her face to Xena’s. ‘What did ysay?”

Xena repeated it. “Iwill . . . not.. .. kill . ever again. It is over. Itis
done.”

Gabrielle put her hand to Xena's cheek. “Has thehdoof Peace
arrived, so soon?”

Xena turned her head, her lips kissing Gabriepalsn. “Well, not
exactly. That is for the next life, my love. Butadve to start sometime,
and | must start here and now. How better to |#aenNay?” And she
thought to herself/Ah, Xena — this would be the renunciation . . dan
now it is complete.”

A solemn look on Gabrielle’s face. ‘No better walf # means you can
finally be at peace with your own soul, Xe. If tiethe price of bearing
a living chakram — it is worth it.”

They exited the pool, and dressed again in thethek. Gabrielle caught
Xena'’s hand in hers, and came close to the daréidtbavoman, “I think
| like you in white.”

Xena smiled, and kissed her Bard. “| hope so. Bethad enough of
conditions. | think I'll just get ordinary clotheBpm now on.”
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The two figures appeared; arms around one anath#re light of the
torches that had been placed all around the cadctyae pyre had
burned down to a glowing bed of hot coals. In seiv&uns time, they
would take the ashes, and scatter them in thed&nave. The
drumming and singing had stopped, and now there yust groups of
the Amazons, clumped here and there, sitting dikohtg sharing wine,
and comfort.

Eponin, sitting with her arms around Talia, lookgx and saw the two
returning. She flung up a hand, beckoning to thEmey crossed over,
and sat down on the big fur hides that had beesedlan the ground.
Talia passed them the wine skin, and they dranmktilyi. Eponin handed
them some strips of dried meat, and cheese.

“Are you all right?” she asked, cautiously.

They both looked at one another, and nodded. Epsiared at the scar
on Xena’'s neck, in spite of herself. Then she lockeay, the tears
glinting in her eyes. Xena leaned over, and pdierdn the knee.

“It's really all right, ‘Poni,” she said, gentlyh® chewed thoughtfully on
the meat strip.

Eponin nodded silently, and wiped her eyes. ‘| haddea . . . “

Gabrielle took her hand, and tugged on it. “Hey, folend,” she said.
“Do not grieve for us — we're here, aren’t we? W# gee better days.”

Talia gave ‘Poni a kiss. “Come on, my Regent! tit'se for us to get
some rest!” She pulled her up; then turned to datexl couple. “Thank
you, my friends, for everything you have done #oni, and for our
Tribe. And for everything yowill do!”

Gabrielle smiled, and caught ‘Poni’'s hand onceradd?oni, will you
do something fometomorrow morning?”

“Sure — anything you say.”

“Will you pass the word at the morning meal thatwi# have four days
of rest? No work, other than normal things. Thib&1s in mourning.
Xena and | will meet all of the Tribe, in a High @wil, at dawn on the
fifth day.”



“Of course,” Eponin said. “Thank you, my Queen —fmgnd! . . . | ... |
can't tell you how glad | am that you are both bhaokne! But | ... I’

so sorry . ..” She sighed. Talia hugged her clasd,they wandered off,
back to Eponin’s lodge.
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Gabrielle put her hand on Xena'’s shoulder, herdiagoftly touching
the scar. “Does it hurt, Xe?”

Xena nodded, once. “Except when you touch me.v@hnepered. And
the sadness crept back into her eyes.

¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢

Chapter 4

The days passed, and all were grateful for thel&mation of Mourning
from their Queen, and spent them quietly restihgrisg their memories
of Kypris, and honoring her. In the afternoon of #econd day,
Gabrielle and Eponin went together to the bed béaghat was all that
remained of the pyre, and gathered the fine wiskethat lie in a light
layer on top of all the other wood ash and cindansl, put them in a
carved wooden bowl. They gathered the skull andtrees separately,
and set them gently in a square of cloth and wrapipem. These they
took to the sacred Grove, and intoning the propaygrs and
supplications, they buried the bundle at the fddhe statue of Artemis,
then deposited a small amount of the ashes abtief each sarsen
stone, and then moved into the forest, and scdttbeerest among the
ancient sylvan matriarchs. Some of the trees haldsgof twenty feet and
more. Some said they were planted there by theg.ita

As they completed this task, and walked back thinahg forest, they
talked.

“What do you see happening now, Gab? Do you tHieket is still some
of the Tribe who are opposed to you?” Eponin asked.



Gabrielle sighed, as she walked into and out obeams of light that
filtered down from the canopy above. “I am certairit, ‘Poni. And |
want everything out in the open, and soon. We ned sure that the
Tribe feels listened to, and that they can haveieevl want a thorough
discussion of all the concerns they are holdingti#dir points of view
must be spoken, if | am to find ways of using thosparate voices for
the good of the Tribe.”

Eponin nodded. “Has Xena said anything about whatvgants to do?”

Gabrielle shook her head. “Just a few tentativegsy ‘Poni — she wants
to see what the surrounding territory is like, neWwow people are living,
and what dangers are still present, that might paseeat to the village.
She also is pretty anxious to see how thingdaaneg in Amphipolis —
and with Toris.”
Eponin sighed. “Yeah — we've had some traders dbmzaigh from
there, but only sporadically. And we haven't heardeen anything of
Toris in probably two seasons. | hope he’s alltigh

Gabrielle nodded. “I hope so too, ‘Poni — for Xengake.”

As they entered the clearing, they could see Xdhagand basking in
the last rays of the setting sun, on the stepeefiueen’s lodge. ‘Poni
grinned. “She sure looks good!”

Gabrielle smiled, “O, yes, ‘Poni. She surely doA®'ll see you at the
meal.”

Eponin raised a hand to Xena, and then walked off.

Gabrielle sat down next to Xena. The sun felt glasi She leaned
affectionately against Xena'’s side. The dark heaaéd over, and rested
on the gold head.

“Feeling lizard-like?” Gabrielle drawled.

“Definitely,” Xena said. “Do you want to sit a montamore with me,
until it is gone?”

Gabrielle responded, “Do lizardike the sun?Absolutelyl do!” And
they sat in a deep, companionable silence.
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At the dawn of the fifth day, all the Tribe wasasbled in the
courtyard, before the dais, where the Queen’s @malrthe Regent’s
chair were now set up. All the streamers and banokthe Tribe were
hoisted on long poles ranged behind the dais, sy were hanging
quiet in the morning air.

Gabrielle sat, as did Eponin. Xena stood behindheen’s chair. Her
hands rested on Gabrielle’s shoulders. She waseltemain in the grey
tunic and the leggings. Gabrielle made a menta tiwit they would
have to get her some new clothing, soon. May benwithe scouting party
went out to Amphipolis . . .

Gabrielle decided it was time to begin. She catletito the assembled
women.

“The High Council of the Queen shall now begin!"eSkaned forward,
and continued.

“Now this Tribe must begin to set itself arighthdve been fortunate in
having the council of our Regent Eponin, who haanldeying to give me
a picture of all that this Tribe has suffered,he tast ten seasons. The
Council of Elders has also told me their own s&rdd their hard and
often thankless efforts to keep you all together amt of harm’s way.
And | must say to you that in all this, they haeb unfailingly mindful
in telling me ofthe many and varied feelings and beliefs that yeeh
expressed to them, over those ten seasons. Thefeelings and beliefs
that don’t always agree with the majority of viewswith those of the
Council. And yet, they reflect part of the wholalrgy that faces this
Tribe, and so they must be listened to, and heéded.

Gabrielle could see, as she spoke, the mixturgmiessions on the faces
of the Tribe: caution, skepticism, thoughtful atteeness, anger, and
sadness. She let the buzzing go on, until it diealyaand they once
more waited for her to speak.

It is my understanding that there are two maind@mflicting — ideas
of what the Tribe should now do. Who will speakttiese two ideas?”

Silence — then a voice spoke, angry. “Kypris washmst voice. She is
silenced, now.”



Gabrielle responded immediately. “Then you musétag her voice!
And speak, as she would have spoken!” Silence atfaabrave, my
Sisters! Will you not do honor to her memory?”

A figure stood, among the sea of faces. A stockya2om, with powerful
musculature, and a plain, honest face, her hawreshelose to the skull;
and with tattoo marks across the cheekbones anrithge of her nose.

“Your name, my Sister?” Gabrielle asked.

“Althaia, my Queen.”

“Althaia, will you speak for Kypris’ now-dead voieé

“I will, my Queen.”

Then please do.”

“My Queen, there are those of us who want the Twgb&bandon this
place — to migrate to the North, to our long-aggiarlands, and there
find our long-lost Sisters, and become the fieraaNirs of the Steppes
that we once were. We have never felt safe herel, Math the end of
the Romans, and the death of the Gods, we feel moea that life is
becoming untenable, here. We have endured enougging the target
for every lawless band of brigands and vagrantlddass soldiers! We
want you to listen to our plea, and help us fintka land, and a new
life!” She sat down.

Gabrielle sat, watching the faces, as Althaia spBkéy a third of the
women nodded, and seemed to agree with her words.

“Now, who will speak for the conflicting idea?”

Alysia, in her dark robes, stood, her hands folidefdont of her.

“My Queen, | will speak.”

‘Very well.”

“My Queen, this Tribe counts an unbroken lineaga 6¥e hundred
seasons in this place. We came here when the resglud the matriarchs

among the Sacred Grove were half the size theg@gre and we came at
the bidding of Artemis, Herself — who wanted thepée constructed,



and the Rites followed, and the Sacred Grove prede©ur legends say
that Artemis brought us here, herself. That wetlaeeGuardians of the
Temple, and of the Sacred Grove, and that we & unprotected at
our peril! As long as the Grove is here, and timeple, Artemis protects
us!” She sat down. More that half of the womendexmtlagreement at
Alysia’s words.

Gabrielle spoke. “Strong sentiments, and heaivigiefs, from both
sides. | acknowledge your words, and thank yowsf@aking for your
Sisters. But now | have some thoughts of my owd,these | will share
with you all” She paused; then continued. “How Idvas it been, my
Sisters, since anyone here has ventured out bejentbnfines of our
walls? Beyond the Sacred Grove and its environgrekthe valley in
which it rests? “

Silence, again. Now Eponin’s voice responded. $Fidur seasons, my
Queen. At least that long.”

Gabrielle nodded. “Yes. Well. And since | have read, | have patiently
waited for someone — anyone — to ask me what isggon, out there! |
realize that it has not been very long, grantetesi walked in through
that gate — and yes, much of great moment has i@t wince then. But |
have not seen much interest at all about that 4 amast tell you that it
concerns me — deeply!”

She got up from the chair, and began to pace ss$fleXena stood,
immobile, but watched her Bard with a fiercely jol&xpression in her
eyes, her face carefully masked.

“You have all been very good at staying here, sngafety and security
of what is familiar to you — even if it is anathdmaAnd arguing about
what might be! You have all managed to surviveghand yet you seem
to have preferred to stay here, and endlessly bigkh one another; -
because it is always easier to argue with eaclr thiae to actually do
something about the situation. Now four years h@agsed, and you are
four years more isolated from the wide world beytdmese borders, and
therefore more ignorant of its perils — or promisesnd also therefore
less able to judge the actual merits of either pofiview! And curiously
less interested in finding out what might be real fantasy — about
each.”

She shook her head, and sighed, as she continyoed¢o “Now | am
even more thankful that | am back here, among ybacause we are
now done with the arguing, and done with the camden\We are now



about to begin the business of finding out whae&d, and what is
possible. That can be oanly basis for decisions about what this Tribe
will do, or where it may go, or whether it will gtaAnd | will certainly
have some of it to tell you, and some of it you wé sent out to find out
for us, and — with any luck — you will survive teturn and tell us. And
until thatis done, | will make no decisions for this Trib&hwespect to
either position.”

lo, sitting with her companions, hugged herselfién excitement, and
whispered to Paphos, who sat leaning up against@Br she is so
magnificent!” Paphos nodded, watching with adomyegs.

Gabrielle returned to her chair. As she sat, Xehaisds came back
down and clasped Gabrielle’s upper arms, and tree@s hands
instantly went up, crossing her chest, and clagped Xena'’s, for
comfort.

“Now, my Amazons, it is time for some fierce woflam directing each
of the Council Elders to gather two of you, andeoduct an inventory
of all that the Tribe holds: land, herds, horseslffood stores, grain,
clothing, stores, medicines, materials, tools. Xana Eponin will take
the rest of you, assessing the fighting strengp weapons stores, and
the condition of the defenses of the village aredstwrrounding Amazon
land. You have the next three days to completectiragentories, and get
the results back to me. Xena, meanwhile, will ienfag two advanced
scouting parties, which shall each be made upwfAmazons who hold
with the idea of abandoning the Sacred Grove, hadillage.” She
stopped, and looked long and searchingly at AltHdy Sister, are you
brave enough to lead one of these parties?”

Althaia rose, and clasped her fist to her chesés;Yny Queen! | will
gladly serve!”

Gabrielle nodded. “Very well: meet with Xena aftee Council. Bring
her seven more of you, who are willing to underttite. But be warned,
Althaia! You must all be prepared for the possipithat you will not
return.” She smiled, sadly. “The world is indeelitéer place, my
Sister.”

“Eponin will be forming and leading a party of ytgo out to
Amphipolis, who will attempt to make contact witlexa’s brother Toris,
and assess the state of things in the town. Tloigpgwill go out as soon
as the surveys are done. The other two groups issanes will depart
thereafter. Make yourselves ready, all of you!”



She glanced up at Xena, who returned her gazeanithd of approval.
Then she looked out at them all, once more. Tlaeed had changed.
They were sober, but respectful. The anger was,gbaesadness was
gone, and there were some new expressions: hojenueation, and
pride.

A figure arose from their midst, and spoke up. “@Qué&abrielle? May |
speak?”

“Of course you may, Kythereia.”

The young Amazon hesitated; then seemed to gadnerdurage. “|
hearken back to something you said earlier . . .”

There was a sudden hum of voices, as some of theewtegan to talk
in low undertones.

Gabrielle’s voice rose, sharply. “Silence, my Sstélthough she may
be young in years, Kythereia is well respectedigyQueen for seeking
to speak in your company. | would hear what shetbasy.” They
hushed. “Go on.”

“My Queen — will you tell us what the wide worldlike, now? Since
you have been there — and have lived to returnvhat have you seen?”

Gabrielle smiled. “Ah, you should all come to tiiceung Amazon, for
lessons in courage.” The women laughed, and Kythé&tashed. “But
that is a story for another gathering. | will calesiit, however, and see if
| can be ready with my tale, at our next meetir@hé stood, and Eponin
and Xena moved up next to her. “The Gathering effthbe is ended.

Go now, and do your work, and report back to usnwmi are done.”
She waved her hand, and they all rose up, and kdegéiaperse.

Xena put her arms around Gabrielle, and huggedlbse, and kissed
her full on the mouth. ‘Poni and some of the otlamsckled, as they
tactfully averted their eyes.

“You fill me with awe, my Queen,” she murmured itoav, seductive
voice. “When can | fully express this to you?” Gabe smiled,
“Regretfully, my Champion — we have too much warldb: how about
later — in our lodge?”

“Oh yes, my Gaby. I'll see you there.”



And with that, she tapped ‘Poni on the shoulded, they walked off
toward the group huddled next to the dais, waitondiscover the details
of their missions.

Gabrielle stretched, and yawned. “Sleep, | thiskyhat | need.” And
she stepped down off the platform, and walkeda#fard the lodge.
Once inside, Gabrielle yawned again, and then®ahdt the table. She
pulled a half-unrolled scroll toward her, pickedhgr quill, paused for a
moment, and then began to write. She wanted taddbe meeting,
before she would let herself rest.
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It was late in the afternoon before Xena was ablget away from the
bustle of all the preparations and planning. Tloeigs were picked, and
had been briefed and instructed, and were now gathegether their
kits for the journey, and making whatever preparsithey could in the
event that they were not to return. Last minutesttmspend with their
friends; last minute thoughts and prayers to whatgoddesses they still
believed in; last minute passion spent, love exgbhdnand desires
guenched; last minute solitary thoughts, night-ds/eand night-mares.
She knew their terror, and their courage. The sthvare busily
assessing the defenses.

Eponin had also picked her group, for the foragaphipolis. She was
taking lo, - “for seasoning” she said — and Xenawkihat Gabrielle
would object. And two other Amazons — steady sgwsd with all
weapons, and savvy in tracking and defensive emaaicording to

‘Poni. The best they could hope for. Xena contthteefeel uneasy about
Amphipolis, though. There was something naggingeat and she
couldn’t sink down deep enough inside, to whatasw

“A little help from Gabrielle, I think . . .” she nsed, as she walked back
to the lodge.

She bounded up on the porch, the spring back etctep. She was
beginning to re-own her body, now — remembering#sdiency and the
power of it, and she exulted in the energy shecfalirsing through her.
She ducked past the door cloth, and went insideas cool, there — the
afternoon heat was kept out by the log walls, aatr@lle had the
shutters wide. Xena crossed to the bathing roochsafashed her face



with water, and wiped it dry on the linen cloth garg nearby. She
stripped off her leggings and boots; then wandbéeatk into the main
room. She could see Gabrielle, lying on the bedyemstomach, her
head cradled by her crossed arms. She could heaoftdreathing.

Smiling, Xena moved over to the table, and pickedhe scroll. She
read over the Bard’s words, nodding at the langu@igen she noticed a
small square of parchment, lying on the floor urtiertable. She picked
it up, and glanced curiously at the words writtantoThey were
arranged in a strange shape, on the page. Aableher face turned
pale, she exhaled sharply, and slowly shook hed.hea

You burn
me.
Your dragon breath hot
On my flesh
Your razor clawsj raking me
I ach time you writhe, and
Slithcr your knife-like
Seales across my back.
] long for you to be tamed
Anc{ let me slccp,

Dreamless,

/A\gain.

“Oh, my Beloved! How is it that you have not tole@®i She crumpled
the paper in her fist, the knuckles white with thice of her grip; then
smoothed it back out, folded it, and tucked it &r bhelt-pouch. Her eyes
were filling with tears. She wiped them, impatigndnd moved to the
bed. Kneeling gently next to the sleeping Bard,lsbked down at the
indigo ridges, which formed the image of the dragbhad begun as a
tattoo, in Jappa. Not painful, after the initiapépation. They had put
the soothing aloe poultices on it, so that anydigadi discomfort would
be soothed, and healed. Gabrielle had taken ialiwarrior — Xena had
been so proud of her, and so thankful that sheagaekd to its
application. They knew it would be a strong wardiagainst the struggle
coming to both of them. It was the best defenseaX@uld provide, for
her sweet Gabrielle.

Now, she could see that the image had changed thetpowerful
assault that Higuchi had made, throwing that filledtaGabrielle’s back,



when he attempted to deflect her from the Watdrifef The dragon’s
power had saved her — but now Xena could see tbe pfthat saving.
For the tattoo was changed - it had been burnedet flesh, the exact
image of the dragon. And so each line was novwaa s&nd each scar
had been a burn. And each burn had been pain, iRseemed, still
was.

“How is it that | never knew? All that time, insidé¢ her — and she
masked it from me!” She put her spread-fingerattsaa scant distance
above the surface of the Bard’s back, and focuseanind, and went to
that quiet calm place where all her power lay darthand summoned a
low wave of soothing, healing energy, and senbwi through her arms,
and into her hands, and out through her fingershasnoved her hands
over the outlines of the dragon. And Gabriellesyo gradually, seemed
to lose a subtle tension, and rigidity, in how ke And in her sleep,
she sighed, and murmured, “Xena . . .” And Xenavaned, softly, “It's
me, Gabrielle. I'm here.” And she sank next to Beloved, and kissed
her gently on the shoulder, and lay down thereglges never leaving
the sleeping woman, as the tears slowly spilledrdber cheek.

Later, she slept. And then awakened, as she &aftdorush of lips
across her collarbone, and opened her eyes, anGahnelle, and her
eyes filled with such love that she couldn’t spesike swallowed; her
throat all dry from the sadness.

“You've been crying,” Gabrielle whispered. “Whatigsong?”

Xena turned on her side, and looked at Gabriéidhy didn’t you tell
me about the dragon?” she asked, her eyes pleading.

Gabrielle’s face changed, a moment of bleak sadfi¢seemed a small
enough thing, for having saved me, at Mt. Fujhdught it was just my
burden to bear.” She put her hand up, gently wip{ena’s residual
tears away with her thumb. “I've gotten used t&, It's just the way it
IS, NnOW.”

Xena pulled her close. “Does my touching you ” st was afraid to go
on.

“No — oh, No! Never! In fact, that seems to helgdly enough.” She
smiled. “That’'s something, isn’t it? | touch yownsd yours doesn't hurt.
You touch mine — the same.”

Xena sighed, “We truly must do something aboutradl, my Gabrielle.”



Gabrielle smiled, pensive. “Any time, Xena.”

And they wrapped their arms around one anotherfaumttd some
measure of comfort, there.
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Chapter 5

The next morning, Gabrielle met with Paphos forfirst lesson. She
found the young Amazon waiting, as she had bedructed, on the

front porch of the Queen’s lodge. Her water skirs Wwaside her, and she
had also a small pouch tied to her belt. When @dbrcame out, the
young woman jumped like a startled animal.

“Good morning, Paphos. Did you sleep well?” Gdlgierossed the
porch, and sat down on the step where the youngatebeen sitting.
“Come, sit here next to me.” She patted the waough boards. “The
sun feels so good, don’t you think?” She put dolenthings she had
brought out with her, gathered on a small woodaw next to her.

Paphos came, shyly, and dropped down next to Glebréhe sat,
twisting her hands in her lap, her head averted.

Gabrielle watched her, taking joy in the young wafedealthy good
looks. Then she just sat, looking out at the caudywatching the
women passing to and fro, as they went about therning routines.
Paphos gradually settled, with cautious sidelomgdowondering when
Gabrielle would speak.

“It's going to be hot, today, I'll wager. Do youitik they will get all the
surveying done by tomorrow?” Gabrielle mused.

Paphos shrugged. “Like as not.” she answered. “Tverg at it till really
late past the moonrise, last night.” She sighed.

Gabrielle looked sideways. “l bet you wish you wgoeng with them,
don’t you?”



Paphos looked wistfully at her. “Yeah — | beggedriP and | even
begged Althaia — but they just laughed at me.” §gked again. ‘Guess
I’m just not enough of an Amazon, ydb gets to go — | don’t know why
| can’t, too!” Her misery was palpable.

Gabrielle felt a chill run over her. “lo?” she adkePaphos nodded. “Uh
huh, the Regent told her she was going to takeloeag — to
Amphipolis. Said she needed ‘toughening.’ | couseé some
toughening, too!” she pouted.

Gabrielle filed that away for later. ‘Poni was ggito get an earful.
“Well,” she said. “Don’t worry. I'll give you plemntof toughening of
your own. Besides — | know just how you feel.”

‘You do?”

“Oh, yes. Don't you think I'd like to go out thevath them, too?”
Gabrielle flashed a quick smile at the girl. “Ireede- | just have to stay
behind here, with all of you, and worry about thevery minute.” She
ruffled Paphos’ curls with her hand. “Not much fimit?”

“l guess not.”

‘Well, lets get started with your first lesson, Bae?” Gabrielle took a
piece of scroll parchment, and smoothed it outh@wtooden tray, and
slid the ends under two thin bands of leather toatl were tied around
each end of the tray, so the parchment was kapofi the surface. Then
she removed the stopper from the small pot ofamk] taking up a quill,
she dipped it into the ink, and began to draw st@pethe parchment.
As she worked, she talked.

“I'm making a practice sheet for you, Paphos. Eafcthese signs are the
sounds that we make when we talk our words, anachwileeput them
together, we can sound them and read them, and sealse out of them.
Now, since you already know how to make the souadd,how to talk
and make sense when you talk, these will be easyofoto understand,
once you have learned their shapes, and how to thake yourself.
Under each shape, | have drawn arrows, so youemah®wv to make the
shapes. When you finish with me today, | want yotake this with you.
Stop at the potter’'s workshop, and get a slab ofoles from her. Put it
on this tray, and smooth it out over the entirdasig, keeping it thick.
You will use the clay tablet as a practice for draywthe shapes, instead
of using parchment and quill, until you have leartige shapes. You can



smooth the clay over and over, and practice aAlod. when you are not
using the tablet, keep a wet cloth over it, andilitstay soft, that way.”

Paphos watched, absorbed, as Gabrielle’s quilldibawer the
parchment, leaving tracks behind. Little arrowsmed all over next to
the marks. She was getting really excited aboutimgathese shapes — it
looked like fun.

Gabrielle finished; then from a small pouch, slieedisome sand over
the ink on the parchment, to dry it. She then hdnt® Paphos, who
took it gingerly, and sat staring at the sheet,dyess dancing around the
lines.

Gabrielle smiled, a warm feeling flooding througdr.nGods, they were
so sweet! She loved them, for their tender hopesanay nature. She
had been just so, once . . . following along behinedWarrior Princess,
her heart joyous and her confidence so boundless. .

“Now, what have you brought today, to share witt?ine

The young woman tucked her hand into her pouchpamaght it out
again, curled around something small. She heldhmufist, inviting
Gabrielle to receive it. Gabrielle held out her éhgpalm up, and Paphos
released the object. A small, perfectly formed Isstz@ll dropped into
Gabrielle’s hand. It had delicate whorls, and béalugtriations of pink,
purple, and grey coloration. Gabrielle caught hreath.

“OH! How beautiful!” she whispered. She smiled, geeen eyes shot
with golden flecks, as Paphos fell headlong inlilggest crush she’d
ever felt. Paphos gazed in rapture.

“So, Paphos,” Gabrielle said, “tell me its story.”
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Later, Gabrielle came back into the lodge, to fired mate still asleep in
the bed. This was fairly unusual, as Xena was dlaesys the first one
up in the morning. Gabrielle stretched out on takep, and tickled the
lobe of one exposed ear.

Xena jerked, and twitched, and suddenly lungedppiry the Bard in
two long arms, and finding her willing lips ready tasting. They spent
a long moment, before coming up for air.



“Well,” | guess you are ready to get up, now!” Gabe laughed,
breathless.

Xena leaned back on one arm, and smiled lazilgat“Nvhat? | can’t
mend my bad habits, and get a good rest? Remerober insed to go
for days without my proper sleep? You used to samdmercilessly
about that!” She grinned happily. “I just love ybu!

Gabrielle looked at her, lying there so tousled sleeépy and satisfied.
Her eyes blinked rapidly, and she swallowed. “Ob,~{'ve honestly
never seen you so happy in all the long time I'mewn you! Please,
don’t ever lose this look!”

“Not a chance, my love,” Xena'’s blue eyes warmethwer smile. “It's
one | ordered specially, to bring back with me!'eSratted the fur next
to her. “Come here?”

Gabrielle obliged.

“How was the first lesson?” Xena asked.

“Oh, Xe, she is so sweet! And eager! I'm really netied of myself, back
when . .."

Xena nodded. ‘Yep — | can see it.”

Gabrielle looked pensive. “I think, maybe . . . fraining a successor,
Xe.” She looked at her partner. “Does that seemmorbid?”

Xena shook her head. “Not at all, love — not atHtley’re our future,
Gabrielle.”

“Yes,” she whispered. ‘I know . . .”
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Eponin and her group of warriors checked their @srsaking sure they
had all their gear stowed. They were taking oneagxdrse, to hold their
supplies, for they would not stop in any otherlsgatéents, and would
camp rough at night. Xena and Gabrielle, and alhefElders were
there, before the big gates, to see them off. Xextasome last-minute



instructions for ‘Poni.

“Poni, you know the drill. Go fast, don’t stop, dstay on the road only
if it is deserted. Fade into the surroundingsptl gee anyone along the
road. Keep your eyes out for what you can seenaaice note of
everything unusual. When you get near Amphipohgeeby the hidden
ways, and at night. Avoid encounters with anydmg.to get to Toris at
the Inn without being seen; and meet with him 98cré/e need to find
out as much as possible from him. If there is any ive can come back
with you, see if he will do so. And ‘Poni? Don’tlteim about me! If he
will come, it will be better to find me here, anetghrough that shock,
than to leave him with it, there.”

Eponin nodded. “All right, Xena. You can count or!rhwill do all as
you say.” She mounted her horse. Talia moved pggt to the chestnut
mare, and put her hand on ‘Poni’s leg. ‘Take dane,” she said,
huskily. Eponin leaned down, and kissed her. “Qvyidworry about me,”
she laughed, elated to be out and doing, agaalways come back!”

Gabrielle stood next to 10’s pony. The young Amar@s looking a
little scared, but excited. She nervously twisteslteigns in her hands.
Gabrielle patted her on the thigh. “Take care @n?lo — watch her
back, will you - for me? And be sure to take cargaurself, too.

Do exactlywhat ‘Poni tells you. I'm waiting for that commies,
remember?”

They stepped back, as the party of Warriors anddsowheeled, and
rode out through the opening. The big gates swhng and the gate
watch lowered the crossbeams. A short interval;thag could hear the
birdcalls, as the outer watchers noted their pgssin

“They’ll be fine, won't they, Xe? It's just to Amppolis, after all.”

Xena nodded, her head still turned, as she listéordtieir horses’ feet,
and heard them, faintly — long after all others tued them to the wide
world beyond. “Only Amphipolis, after all,” she nmured. Her brow
furrowed.
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The darkness would be so much darker, out on the, reith no moon,
and no lights. They had been traveling cautioullglay, doing just as
Xena had advised. They didn’t have much exciteméht road was



deserted. That, in itself, was worrisome to Epoiimere should have
been the odd merchant wagon, and occasional riciensrmal
circumstances. She didn't like the deserted, erfgalto it. Even the
birds were silent — only an occasional high haviicliag. Once they
climbed out of the fertile, sheltered valley thatsitheir home, the road
grew steeper, the land around them more hilly.ds$ wparsely covered in
gorse, thickets of prickly pear, and occasionaleond juniper trees.
The ground was stony. They saw evidence of moumgaats — but little
else in the way of animals; and no people. It nthdehairs on the back
of her neck stand up. They pushed on, coveringoa gfuird of the way,
by dusk. There were no settlements, yet. No reimotg or cultivated
patches. It was empty land.

The day had been hot, and they were all gettingtthand tired of sitting
the horses. She raised her hand, and they stopped.

“Let’s get off the road, up onto the slopes abare] find a sheltered
place to make camp amongst the trees.” She sahrit it to be hidden,
and we must keep silent order. Our voices carrthase hills.”

They turned the horses, and began to make theiuwalge rocky slopes.
After about a half a candle mark, they found a aiddavine, high above
the road, sheltered by several old olive treesyhemounted, and
Eponin had lo see to the horses. “Don’t wandef f&re warned. “l can
hear a brook, over there. See if you can get thatened and fed, and
unload them. Then picket them close under thestree

The other two, Makaria and Boiotia, set about mglkaamp, and getting
them some food. They made no fire, so it had tdriggrovisions, and
water from their skins. They all ate hungrily, regton their saddles and
blankets. They did not talk.

kkkkkkkkkk k%

The Tribe was a silent group, at the evening miéay were all aware
that the emissaries to Amphipolis were likely adtof the way there,
and were all preoccupied with thoughts of how tlsesters were faring -
subdued and desultory talk from only a scatterextifud of women.

Xena and Gabrielle sat with Talia, Dika, Kytherarad Paphos. Gabrielle
wanted then together, since their dear ones werenabThe partners of
the other two Amazons had chosen to stay in thes.h



Gabrielle looked up from her food, and realized tha mood of the
Tribe was glum, at best. She squeezed Xena's héed.l ‘m going to
see it they will take a story from me.”

Xena smiled at her. “Whatever you want, my Bardl-gladly listen,
too.”

Gabrielle stood, and spoke to them. “My Sistettss b long, empty wait
for our loved ones, out on the road tonight andrfamn our sides. How
say you, if | give you a story? We can do this eaigit, to help pass the
weary hours. And you did ask me, Kythereia, did yiot? How say
you?”

They murmured and nodded their pleasure at theze@'s suggestion.
They moved, converging on her, as she stood dtehd table, and found
places nearer at hand — the better to hear herswigmha sat at the end
of the table, just a few feet away, her blue eyeslding in the light of
the torches.
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“l sing the song of Gabrielle, Bard of Potedeia, €@m of the Last Tribe
of the Amazon Nation, and Heir and Consort of Xé&ma Warrior
Princess. .. This is the story of her long ekiben the Amazon Nation . .
.” she began, her voice low pitched and solemn.

The women leaned in, and all eyes were rivetedanridte. Xena, as the
words were uttered, got up, and moved to sit rgside her Bard,
putting a gentle hand on her back. The others ld@ke approving.

With a vivid economy of words, she sketched fontitbe stark bones of
the events in Jappa. She told of the cause for jw@iney there, the
wild, flame-filled scene of their arrival, and thay she and Xena had
averted the fire from engulfing any more of the no®8he told of the
battle against the army of the warlord, and ofifigdthe chakram,
bloody, in the dirt of the smoking forest. She tofdhe search for her
Soulmate, and the finding of her, there, in thega&he told of the
swordfight, in the dark, pouring rain, as she ledtfor the right to
reclaim her dead Xena’'s head. She told of meetieigaxagain, in the
floating world of the spirits, and of Xena's cajiyvthere. She told of



the getting of her dragon. She told of the gargamtiattle between Xena

and Higuchi, on the heights of Mt. Fuji, as Galleiehced against time

to save her spirit, and restore her to life, demsjgetio keep possession of

the ashes, and to return them to the Water of bi#ééore the sun had set.
And she told of Xena stopping her hand, and @shar to let go.

The Amazons were hushed. Many had tears, fromdtepof her words
and images. Gabrielle remained dry-eyed. She hagdihem; and in
so doing, had finally told her story — their sterfpr the first time.

“After, | took ship from Jappa, and sailed down tbeg coast, and
around to India. And from India, | sailed on furthantil | reached the
Red Sea, and then overland, from there, to Egypiok a long time,
that trip. It seemed endless. By chance, | metitipAwutolycus during
the last part of the journey, and asked him to sgadd to Toris, back in
Amphipolis, and through him, to you.”

The women sat; quiet, as her voice died away. Tdyas showed a new
respect for the two figures before them, wondersordow reflected
there, as well.

Gabrielle heaved a sigh, and looked up and arotutitean all. She
smiled. “Tomorrow, | shall resume my story. | biouwall — sleep well,
tonight. Think on our Sisters, and hope for thecess of their journey,
and their swift return to us, unscathed.”

They quietly departed the tent, leaving the twatai figures,

Xena stroked the hunched back of her mate, whqusatly beside her.
Gabrielle sank back into the circle of Xena’s acnaving the contact.

“I did not think you would go there tonight, sweedint.”

“O, it was more than time for it, Xe,” she repli€édmust make my
peace. And | have wanted this, because it healdtineals us.” She
sighed again. “Are we sending out the others, toovo?”

Xena nodded. “Yes. They leave at dawn.”

‘What do you think their chances are, of findingyame, and getting
back here alive?”

Xena shook her head. “As good as any other vetutréhere has, now. |
am even less sure than you, of the state of thBgissomething is



scaring you, Gabrielle. All along, now, I've sensgdn you. What is it?”

The silvery-blond head rested on Xena'’s shouldeéoming back from
Egypt, | passed through Rhodes. And | heard néwasew conqueror.
They said he wants to rule the entire world. Theag $ie would not
cease, until he has it all. And he is coming, Xeey'said he was
unstoppable. They said what he wants is way begogthing Caesar
dreamt of. “

Xena went very still.

Gabrielle looked up at her, the green eyes pleadilfpat are we to do,
Xe?”

The dark head bent, and the soft voice whisperéeirear. “We will do
what we can, for our own, with what we have. Wd suirvive.”
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Chapter 6

The next day dawned with the threat of rain. Indhme light, the cluster
of figures around the horses was subdued. The yoveee quiet. The
whickering of a horse, the small-talk of last motngmestions and
answers, as they awaited the coming of the QueghenElders.

Gabrielle and Xena, followed by the Elders, crogbedcourtyard before
the gates, and came to the waiting warriors. Téneeters had hooded
cloaks, and were dressed in dull colors, and th@ises were heavily
laden, for the unknown that lay ahead. The two greaders came
forward to meet them.

“Althaia . . . Laodameia . . . are your Sistergdggd Xena clasped their
arms in greeting.

“Yes, Xena ... We're ready,” they answered.

“Good. Then gather them around. Gabrielle has whmdgou.” Xena



turned, as Gabrielle came up next to her.

Gabrielle waited, as they huddled closer to hee. @it her hands on the
shoulders of the two of them, and stood with theed surrounding in a
circle.

‘I know we are sending our very best to try thig, warriors. | know you
will carry out your mission with all of your hearend your best skills,
and your dedication to the cause of the Tribe.dvkithat you will try to
bring news of our clan to those other Amazons tloerte in the darkness
of the world. And | know that, should you succeedinding them, and
they are struggling in desperate ways, that youdeileverything in your
power to bring them back to us, if that is whateeded. But, O, my
Sisters — if the way becomes too difficult, and yace the choice of
turning back without finding them; do not thinkyadur pride! Do the
prudent thing, and return to us as quickly andlgat® possible. For we
have need of you here, too, when all is said amedBe smart about
this! | command it! And | send you out, now, withray confidence, and
all my love for you!” And she embraced Althaia drabdameia, and
each of the other Amazons in turn.

“My Queen, we will not disappoint you!” Althaia skt her voice low
and full of emotion. Laodameia mounted up, andedrher horses head,
and walked it up to Gabrielle. She reached dowd,@Gabrielle put up
her hand. Laodameia leaned over, and bowed herdwaal until it
touched the back of Gabrielle’s hand. “My Queenill serve you with
all my heart, for this honor. | will be true!” Gaelle swallowed
convulsively, the tears sudden in her eyes.

Then the others mounted up, and they slowly cadteu¢ of the village,
into the watery light of the morning. And the quiain began to fall.

Gabrielle put her arm around Xena. And they stddtie@open gates.
Xena raised a hand, in farewell. They stood lorafcivng the receding
figures. And once again, the bird-calls soundeddlieclear.” They
turned back to join the others, and the big gate®whut once more.

The figures of Kythereia and Paphos swarmed epdpes on either
side, and took up their posts on top, staring oiat the mist.

“And now the terrible waiting begins.” Gabrielle ttered.

Xena nodded. “Yes, it does. But not without pletatylo, for those of us
left behind. Let us go and break our fast, and thetrstarted.”



And they head toward the meal tent, the Eldersrigabehind them.
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The rain was getting to be a real aggravation. Treel/been traveling all
day, and it wasn't letting up. Eponin muttered gnolwled to herself,
taking another swig from her water skin. She tunmetthe saddle, and
took stock of the others. lo rode behind; her faloscured by the deep
hood of her cloak. Boiotia and Makaria rode togetbanging up the
rear. They occasionally conversed, in muffled tones

Eponin slowed and turned her horse, and came ug@'$norse’s head.
She reached out and grabbed the halter, causirgtise to slow and
stop. lo looked up, startled out of her reverie.

“Wha . . .? What's up?” lo asked.

“Nothing; I'm just thinking we should try a shortcWe are about
twenty five leagues outside Amphipolis. | want aget a good night’s
rest before we make the last leg. We’ll have todpyclose in to the
town, and wait for dark, before we go in, tomorrévad that will be
difficult enough. | haven't been there in a whileden’t know if the old
place is still there, and any good for hiding&rnd,she thought silently,
“I've been having a bad feeling, all day, and | d&dmow what is it, and
| don’t know why.”

Boiotia, coming up on the conversation, agreeds“¥¢he horses are
getting tired. What do you propose, Eponin?”

“There used to be a nice snug little cave, near Wpglis. Xena used to
use it, often. | think | can still find it. But I'tlke to take the fastest route
to get there —though a

deep canyon, near here.” She stood up in the saalulliequickly
surveyed the surrounding landscape. “Follow mesfady, all of you.

I'll show the way.” And she turned her horse ofé ttoad, and struck off
through the hilly undergrowth. The land had changegin, as they
moved further south and east. There was startihg tmore trees —
although they were mostly stunted old oaks, and pdar, and more
olives. But there were some groves of juniperhay tvent up in
elevation, towards the mountains. And there wageax nearby; the same



one that flowed past the town of Amphipolis. It véaBothy, leaping
thing, here, as it made its way downhill to the éag. Further upstream,
‘Poni knew, it came through the long canyon, angbbd that, it
broadened out as it wound through the valley of Aipglis. The cave, if
it was still there, was at the other end of theyoan And so she led them
forward. And the rain pelted down on their heads.
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A hundred leagues or more away, to the north, Adthad Laodameia’s
mounted party of eight came to the parting of tiagys. They had
traveled north from the Amazon village togetherasas they could go,
by the same path. They were not following any rpadst had been
decided that they were more likely to encounteitayl enclaves of their
Sisters by traveling cross-country, looking to is@ated, sparsely-
populated mountainous areas. And so their jourrey tive more
arduous, and slow. Camp each night was going teherough,
especially now, with the rain. It would be cold.tBww, at the
confluence of two high mountain ridges, their roagse forking.
Althaia and her three would go more westerly, talsthe coast, while
Laodameia’s party was to go on to the north, towaneé high steppes.
They sat their horses, silently. The two leadeaisdd arms, and then
embraced, still on their horses.

“Travel lightly, my Sister — and go well.” Althagaid.
“And you, my Sister,” nodded Laodameia. Then theyavaway, down

the ravines, and were lost to one other’s sight &keir silent
companions followed after.
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Xena and Gabrielle sat in the Queen’s lodge, curfedn the furs that
were spread before the fireplace. They had built gpod blaze, to ward



off the chill that had come upon them with the yaain. The summer
was almost over, and the autumnal equinox woulddmeing before they
knew it. Meanwhile, the reports from the variousmbers of the Council
were coming in to Gabrielle, detailing everythiige siad asked for, and
more. Xena and her group had done a thorough dwauaf the village
defenses, and Xena had been pleased at the gezeataless, and the
amount and quality of weapons.

Gabrielle sighed, as she let fall the last schsliing all the quantities of
preserved foodstuffs. She rubbed her head, aettlsed. Xena lay
prone beside her, half propped up by a pile odbpid made of stuffed
bearskins. Gabrielle settled down by draping héesabss Xena's lap.
She curled her arm under her head, and watchdtathes. Xena looked
down, as she wrapped her arms around Gaby.

“Tired?” Xena quizzed.

‘O, yes.”

‘Want to fall asleep, right here?”

“Um hum.”

“Well, go ahead. You've got your pillow!”

Gabrielle snuggled down deeper. She yawned. Xeaches past the
Bard'’s figure, and snared a woven shawl from a berearby. She
unfolded it, and draped it over Gabrielle. Thenwha&pped her arms
around her.

“Xe — | have a confession to make.”

“What's that?”

“I keep thinking — we should have been the onegotout — at least to
Amphipolis. We surely would have done that, in ¢ days. | feel
guilty — sending out the others, instead. Do yonktkve are - oh, | don’t
know — protecting ourselves?”

Xena stroked the pale hair, as she gazed intdahees. “l know what
you are feeling. |, too, have felt uneasy at woghinis way — behind the
scenes. It is definitely different that the old saBut you know,

Gabrielle, it also feels right. Our work has chathgeand we are not the
active players in this story. Our Amazons are. Amdmust do



everything we can to support them. It's as thoughawe keeping our
own strength and power in reserve — for somethatgg/come. | don't
know what that will be, but | definitely feel thiawill require everything
we have — and maybe even more — and this meanseavkta take care of
ourselves, while we wait.”

Gabrielle sighed. “Yeah, | know. | trust your fewjs about this, Xe. All
right — I'll stop!” She looked up at Xena, a saftite for the beloved face
hovering above her.

“Sleep. I'll sing you a lullaby,” Xena murmured. Arshe began to croon
a high, sweet wordless song. Gabrielle smiled ditgywand dropped off,
her head sinking into the warmth underneath.

Xena's song slowed, and she brought it to an ehé.l&ked down at
the sleeping woman, her face soft in the fireligttow long?” she
wondered to herselfHow long will we have it, like this? Such peace -
even though | know it is a false peace, and wilbfivay too soon, as it
always has. | don’t care. She deserves whatevell smasure of that |
can manage — and so do I! And meanwhile .hef thoughts jumped
again, as she gently hugged the sleeping wotiaery day, | grow

more moved, and grateful, to have this incredibdenan by my side. It
seems that her time in the desert brought forthentalents that | had
only begun to glimpse, before. She surely was beggrto be a
formidable leader — with her speech at Helicon d &er actions at
Jappa told me she would survive. But now, | amschnmore amazed at
her! And | am more than sure that she is evergbiequal to anything |
even thought | was, before Jappa. And this is gurejood thing. . .
Because we are going to need all our strengths,adnour wits, to get
through this safely. | feel it in my gut3he stared at the fire. The flames
were dancing, as the winds outside gusted in thrakig chimney. As
she watched, her eyes slowly drooped, opened; mnogped again. Her
head nodded, then dropped back, into the softwpitiehind her, and she,
too, slept.

kkkkkkkkkkk*k

The entrance to the canyon loomed through theiousfarain. The river
sounded loudly, beside them. Eponin slowed hereh@nsd then stopped.
The others came to a halt behind her. She raiseldamel. They sat,
silent. The bad feeling that she had been fighaihgay was getting



stronger, and she wanted to stop and try to figutavhat was wrong.
She didn’t think it was illness. But there wsasmething- and she needed
to know what it was, soon.

She turned, and made eye contact with Makaria.widrean guided her
horse up next to ‘Poni. She raised her eyebrows aviuestioning look.
‘Poni used hand-signals. She pointed at the opénitige canyon, ahead
of them. Then she indicated that they would stoprethey were. She
pointed at Makaria, then made the crawling sign@mdted up at the
top of the ridge to their right. Then the walkingrs two fingers across
the hunched back of her hand, then pointed atyes, @and then the two-
finger pronged sign for looking. Then the come-bsigh. Makaria
nodded, then shinnied down off her horse, handedsdims to Eponin,
and made her way through the bushes, and begdamtoup the hump

of the ridge, carefully and slowly, so as not telaiige anything as she
went. They watched her, as she mounted to the t@gehen she took a
long, careful cautions look; and then lost sighhef, as she headed on
along the top of the ridge.

An endless while later, they saw her returningt, sl low. She skittered
down the slope of the ridge, and then came thralglscrub next to
where they sheltered. She took the reins from Ep@md remounted her
horse. She motioned for them to go back the way hlagl come. They
turned the horses carefully in the narrow defifej enade their way back
out onto the slope of the hillside they had latslyne down.

Eponin stopped. “What is it?” she hissed.

Makaria spoke, her voice low and urgent. “Thereaageoup of
horsemen, camped in the canyon, next to the nmatrfive hundred
paces from the entrance. We would have been seelvieWiot to get
further away than this!” She made to turn her horse

Eponin reached out and held the horse. “Wait!" slogtered. ‘How
many were there?”

Makaria looked impatient. “I made it to be thirat,least.”

Eponin looked at the other two, silent figureswias clearly frightened.
Boiotia looked grim. “Well, what now?” she whispdr® their leader.

Eponin thought. She could take them back to thd,raad they could
stay on it, and try to find another stopping plaget the road was now at
least a half a candle-mark back the way they hagke¢c@and it was getting



dark. She didn’t want them to be thrashing abodhédark for shelter.

She shook her head. No. They would have to fomdeplace close, but
under cover. And take their chances that the maridiMeave with the
daylight, and be on their way. Either the men wddcheaded back the
way her group had come, or they would be movingoarards the town.
Then she and her party could use the canyon to thakeown way
safely to the cave. And later, to Amphipolis..

She looked around at the terrain. The others waétigntly. But there
was not much in the way of cover. She motioned &iakback over to
her.

“When you were up the ridge, did you get a lookhatother slope of the
ridge — the side away from the canyon?”

Makaria nodded. “Yes. There is a small ravine —asotleep, but it
parallels the canyon. It is full of scrub and raak®ugh — not very
hospitable.”

“Poni shrugged. “It'll have to do, though.” Sheaghtened up. “All
right, Makaria, you go. We’'ll follow.” They got otheir horses, and
began to lead them, single file. They cut throughtough and prickly
bushes that lined the entrance to the canyon, rgawvay to the right,
and skirting the hump of the beginning of the ridghich rose up
sharply in front of them. The way immediately gatgh, and they had a
terrible time picking their way through thorny umbieish and over
boulders and stony scree that choked the raviney Tihally, after
several awful minutes, found themselves in a soat@earing - really no
more than a clear patch surrounded by more of tfigenndly shrubbery.
The rain was still falling, and the horses snodad moved restlessly.
They were all tired, thirsty, and hungry. And fedtry exposed.

Eponin raised her hand. ‘We’ll stay here,” she \whired. She motioned
to lo, who came up next to her. “lo, gather theskertogether, and tether
them well to one of those scrub trees over thdne.finted at two low,
gnarly old stumps. “Then get the horses their tesgs. They got
watered at our last stop, so they should be dik rigntil morning. Don't
unload the horses. Take only your water-skin andnjoedroll! We have
to be prepared to run, if anything happens.”

She pulled the others close, and whispered, “Oaly Yedrolls and
water-skins. We'll make a brush shelter, and slaep Eat when we're
set up. Cold rations. No fire — they'd smell theokm Boiotia, you help
lo. And get some cloths, to wrap the horses’ feletkaria, let’'s get the



shelter set.” They went to work, quietly and causiy. In moments, they
were huddled together under a rough tumble of aghbs, chewing on
dried meat, and sucking from their water-skinsvds going to be a long,
tense night.
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Chapter 7

The gathering that night was a somber one. All ktiewveather was not
making things any easier for their sisters, outheroad and in the hills,
and they were sad. There was only quiet, desuttonyersation, as they
all sat around the tables. The side flaps of thal temt had been lowered
against the rain, and a fire put out comfortingtHiesm the fireplace that
stood at the far end of the tent, behind the halbldt

Gabrielle finished her cup of mead, and then gdrom the table and
moved over to the fireplace. Xena sat on the higtie stone hearth, one
long leg stretched out, the other hanging down ploely turned sideways
to the fire. Gabrielle sat down, so she was nestidabnt of Xena, her
back leaning up against Xena'’s front, half-turnethie women seated
out at the tables. She felt Xena’s arms go arownd3he said, quietly,
“Here we go — the second part of the saga of GiédatieShe felt the
arms squeeze, and a soft kiss on the back of lo&r ne

“l sing the song of Gabrielle, Bard of Potedeia, €gm of the Amazons,
and Heir and Consort to Xena, Warrior Princess -d af her sojourn in
the Land of the Pharaohs.” The audience stirredj ahuffled
themselves close, once again, and settled in ostibry.

| went to Egypt. Why? | will tell you. It was besauhat was where we
were going, so long before, in that interval afitéxlicon. Xena was
restless, and had a notion that we could go badkgypt, now that
Caesar, Anthony, and Cleopatra were gone. We naigttially get a
break from all the death and destruction that hawlg plagued us
through the Twilight. If the messenger from Japgadrit found us, we
would have gone there directly. We were both tiedahost to death, and
so weary. Not really any good to anyone, truthddé.tl hoped that with



a brief visit there, in the dry heat of the des#rat we could rest, and
recover some of the old energy, and passion, agl tome back, ready
to rejoin the Tribe, and begin anew. But that wasto be. So | went
there, alone, after - bereft. | carried the urndattne chakram. And the
legacy of my lost love.

| thought | was bearing up, under the strain ofttgaef. | soon found
otherwise. For as the ships ferried me south, sweth, | discovered
that my grief was taking a strange way to manifssif. As | finally
came to land, and changed to camel travel throinghdeserts by the
Red Sea, | had a terrible dream that my dragon ¢@de to life, and
crawled off my back, and wound its powerful taleuard my neck, and
was slowly suffocating me. | woke up in a panispyag for breath. |
thought | was finally dying, my poor heart brokezybnd repair, and |
was going to go home to my Beloved. Instead, tkemerning, | found
that | had lost my voice. | could not speak! Yon taagine such a
calamity for a Bard! No voice, no stories. No sésrino way to live.

| did not know why | was mute. | didn’t yet undenst the way of the
heart, and how it will protect itself, in grief, dmgive itself a chance to
heal. For me, it was too fearsome to tell the &®0f Xena. | could not
tell them, because to do so would bring my griefgainfully close, to
taunt and terrorize me. Like having a wound thateméneals, but must
be constantly reopened, and tormented. And so miypsotected me;
and drove me in a way that | did not understandtake a path | had not
considered. | was in deep despair, for | did n@& Bew | was to survive,
in such a state.

| managed to make my way to Thebes. | thoughthlea¢ was a chance
that | might find some sanctuary at the Templesisf, in that city. |
heard rumors that they would take in wandererseegdly women, who
needed help. And surely, | did! So | went to thafle. | requested,
through signs and dumb-show, an audience with tigé Rriestess, |
waited, in the shadows of the Temple walls, forsdayney do not hurry,
in Egypt. They have the long view — Eternity isered space, and life
goes on forever. They only would summon me wheimtlkevas right.
And they never would tell me when that would bdtswas a weary time,
my sisters! | learned humility, there. Long, hundays and nights full of
the agony of my dreams. | don’t remember eatingl@eping — although
| must have slept. | had sunk into a kind of dakeow | was tired, so
very tired.

Finally, the time came. | don’t know how it was aifyerent than all the
other days | had waited! But they summoned meensifllowed the



silent female acolytes down this wide, cool passtdwd wonderful
sights, painted on the walls! | stored them upnynmemory, for stories.
And when we arrived in the Inner Sanctuary, | wash@d down on my
knees, and made to put my head down on the fldoomt of me. And |
waited again. Suddenly, there was a cool breezémnahrough the
room, and | smelled a strong sweet smell of inceisd | heard the
padding of many bare feet across the stone flawd, aflaring of the
torches. And a low, melodious voice said somettonge in Egyptian —
and | was hard-pressed to remember what | had leduof the language,
when Xe and | had been there, before, in the Cagsans. But |
managed to make it out. | lifted up my head — &idshe was a
wondrous sight, my sisters! She was tall - tallgrethan Xena! And her
skin was the color of ebony-wood. She wore a Isiegpder, translucent
white robe, and had a tall, conical headdress, alate, that stood up
from her brow. She was beautiful! Her eyes werenthest brown, too,
and she had a kind countenance. Her gait was sessrmteshe moved
like liquid — like a slow dance. Each gesture wesmmical, and she
had such an aura of power, about her! | was in afveer. She seemed
ageless. The acolytes told me later that no onevkrex true age. She
had been there, it seemed, forever. Perhaps shésmas often thought
so. She asked me why | had come. And then, - arswnthing! — for |
could not speak, to tell her, but somehow, | felftdome into my mind,
and she asked me again — ‘Why have you come?tedtto tell her, in
my mind, without words across my tongue, and stalked, in that way,
and she saw into my heart, and heard my anguisided And took pity
on me, and gave me a home.

And so, for eight long years, | stayed in the TleropIsis, under the
protection of the High Priestess. | was instrudtethe language of the
hieroglyphs, and learned much of the religion amstdry and customs
of that land. They let me work in their gardensj aare for the plants
growing there, and | also helped with the Healéos,| had learned
much from Xena in that realm. | could not speak, oy hands seemed
still to know how to heal. But | remained dumb, aondld not dare to
approach my sorrow, and my pain — for | had buiiedeep within me,
and battled my despair every day.

It was strange, for them, to have a person sudhvass, living in their
midst. They do not have very many blonde, faimrgdrpeople in Egypt,
my sisters! But they were an easy people, outgamabfriendly, and
quick to laughter, and having the same joy thatwaee, for the simple
pleasures of life.

And slowly, gradually, as the years went by, somgtktrange also



began to happen.’'Gabrielle paused, and tightened her hold on thg lon
arms that held her close, and sank for a long mbmemthe embrace of
that still, quiet figure behind her. And the audienvatched their silent
communion — and they rejoiced, at its deep, deep.[0. . For | began
to hear a still, quiet voice inside me, and | knbetter than | could ever
say, that it was my Xena. And somehow, each dayyshld send me a
small, fragile, single hope — a single good reasmhve another day, to
carry on, and heal, and become a whole person,ragend each day, |
found that the thing | despaired of ever happenin@gs happening - and
| was getting my strength back, and my spirit; angdheart’s hole was
slowly, surely, mending. As if that warm presenm& hved there, and
was filling it with love.

As time passed, | determined to find a better wagptnmunicate, since
it did not seem that | would regain my voice, ametsoon. | thought |
could devise a way, using my hands. Much like itjeats we use for the
hunt, and for silent battle-order. And so, | inveshsuch a language of
the hands. And | began to teach the young wom#redgémple this
hand-language, and then my conversations became again full of the
complexity and power that | had had in speakingd Aeven began to
write my poetry, once again. And as my voice regdrmnside of me, my
long healing moved me back towards the Light, &edhope that | could
heal, and return to my beloved Greece, and to titeeTAnd so it came
to pass, that | finally began the long journey hom@d when my feet
touched the shores of Greece, my long silence ehd@bke the next
morning, and | felt a loosening in my chest, amdughed, and my voice
came back to me. It was dry as dust, and creakylItBvas mine. | had
reclaimed it. And then | set out, to come home.

Gabrielle’s voice came to a stop. There was a Blegce. The women
sighed, and smiled at the two figures, sitting Iese, the fire’s embers
dying to a deep red glow behind them. They wentfimum the tent, and
made their way to their quarters for the night. Tde had ceased.

“It was you, Xe.”

“Yes.”

‘All along. . . .”

HYeS."

And they kissed. Deep, deep as the pain that baddeen.
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Chapter 8

Althaia and her three companions pushed on, owerdtky hills and
upland heights of the land between their village #e coast. They were
often cold at night, for they had got to the fobshof the higher
mountains. It was not a fertile place. They kephpany more often than
not with mountain goats, and some kind of a reéatif’the Asian pikas.
These they found to be good eating — catching thesnares. They saw
few people; an occasional herder of semi-wild pagg] some goatherds.
They traded for some cheese. They always askedittibay had heard
or seen of any Amazons, thereabouts. And alwagsatiswer was the
same. No, none here — not for a long, long timed when they’'d ask,
“Where have they gone?” The answer was alwaysdhee. “Gone — all
gone. Killed off.”

It was discouraging. And still, they pushed oneitlafter a long, long
day of riding in the hot sun, they stopped at agtentumble-down
shrine, where they found a spring of clear, coltewaand they stopped
to refresh themselves and their thirsty horses.robk walls of the
temple were in ruins, and seemed older than thaeldamagine. They
sat, resting, on the roughly-hewn blocks, the sadepitted from seasons
of weather.

“This is a goodly place, | think,” one of the womgaid, as she gazed out
over the peaceful scene. They could hear birdsrging the trees about
them, and the breeze was soft on their faces.

Althaia nodded. “Yes, it is. | wonder who builtsiplace.” The others
shrugged. Then all of them sat up, suddenly, astibard the sound of a
small bell, ringing faintly. They listened, alei, try to determine what
direction it was sounding.

It seemed to come from above them, and then, gsstrached all
around with their eyes, they began to hear the dofifootsteps, now
coming from the hillside above the clearing.

And into view came a strange figure. An old wontaer, skin
completely wrinkled all over its surface, and dezks the skins and furs
of animals, entered the dell. One hand held a loagyed stick — a



fighting staff. The other was entwined in the cold large goat. Its pelt
was long and curly, and its extraordinary curlechBacurved out from
either side of its head. Its golden eyes, withrtegange, slotted centers,
looked at them, and it halted. The old woman stdgpe; - her head
came up, and she seemed to be listening interfty h\&d a band of
brightly colored woven material tied around hercheand her long hair,
white as the goat’s hair, radiated out in a hadonflunder the headband,
and cascaded down her shoulders. The Amazonsifrakeir places.

The old woman opened her mouth, and then cleanethteat. It seemed
she was not in the habit of speech. She began.dgtla — who is here
at my spring?” Her head swiveled around. “l canlsymai. | can hear
you. | can tell you are right before me! Spealarsgers!”

They looked at one another, as they began to utadhersThe old woman
was blind.
Althaia stepped one pace closer, and stopped.

“Hola, Mother. We come peacefully to this sacreoumd. We are
travelers, and are far from home. We thirsted, daxired a safe spot to
rest, and refresh ourselves.”

The woman listened, thoughtful, her head cockemhtside. The goat
cocked its head the same way. It was comical, dtithia had to make a
quick hand signal, as one of the women stifleddrden snort of
laughter.

“There are four of you.” The old woman nodded - #melgoat nodded,
too. Another woman clapped her hands over her mauidh doubled
over. Althaia glared daggers at them.

“Yes, Mother, it is so. Will you permit us to stagre? For our journey is
long, and our beasts are tired.”

The old woman cackled, suddenly. Her whole facarsdred up with her
laughter. “Stay? Stay? Of course you can stay! @othink | would ever
turn away Amazons in distress?” And she nudgedta®, and came
forward to meet them.
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Farther to the north, the wind moaned across ttjie piains with a cold
edge that spoke of the coming weather. It was eimpty and there was
nothing to obstruct the sweeping view: endlessaadists, in all
directions. Nothing moved, for hundreds of leages the gently
waving grasses, that rippled and swayed like adjthing when the
winds swept across them. An eagle’s cry piercedilleace, as it
hovered high, high above. And in the distance, emall rise of land,
four quiet shapes lay still, still, in the cold sun

Laodameia and her Sisters would not be coming home.
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‘Poni shifted uncomfortably, one of the twistedrrhes of the brush
sticking into her side, She swore softy, and siglaed then sat up. lo,
who had been taking the first watch, leaned oversteeping forms of
the others, and put her hand on ‘Poni’'s knee. &maked that all was
quiet, and then turned over, and pulled the fuowgr her head, and fell
quickly asleep.

‘Poni began her concentrated listening. She tuhsedhead, slightly,
marking and identifying to herself each area ofrebuo had been right.
It was quiet; nothing but the sound of the windha branches, and an
occasional owl. The rain had stopped — that wastigegood thing. But
it was chilly, and she shivered, and wrapped heclaser around her
shoulders. Damn being old! The cold made her jawotse, and she felt
stiff all over. And so she sat, thinking of whatdo, when the morning
dawned. She would have to get them all out of theately, and
somehow get through the canyon, and to the cahey could lay low,
there, and then push into Amphipolis at dark the day. And so to the
Inn; - and so to Toris.

As the light slowly quickened in the sky, ‘Poni cbad over and shook
them each awake. Finger to her lips, she motioheahtto huddle close.
In a whisper, she spoke to them.

“Stay here, don’'t move about! | am going to makeway back down to



the entrance of this ravine, and get under cowaetH will wait to see
what the men do. When they have passed by me, @n Wéee that they
are gone in the other direction, | will make thers® of the hawk. That
will be your signal to come down after me, and wi twen make our
way through the canyon, and to the cave. It ligh@abther end of the
canyon on the side left-hand side of the canyom, wiase to that end of
the wall. We will see where the entrance is byith&ge of a hand that is
in the colors of the rocks above the entrancenibssomething that
stands out, but if you are looking for it, you vabe it. We'll lay low
there, until closer to nightfall, and then make way into town and to
the inn. I'll go inside, and find Toris, and talkttvhim, while you all
wait under cover, outside. Then we can go backeéatave, and start
back to our village the next morning.”

She paused, and looked at each of them solemntyadd instruct you!
We rest on a knife-edge . . . and | would have ntacdmswer for, to our
Queen, if this should go awry.” They nodded.

She crawled out, then, and carefully and quietldenaer way back
down the rock and scrub-choked ravine. When shehezhthe
confluence with the canyon opening, she found atstahe among
some tumbled boulders, and concealed herself theoeming still as a
hunting cat. And she waited. Before long, the amszaene to her
sharply-tuned hearing: the sounds of horses, arffladwoices —
coming her way, and quickly. She made herself enere still.

A knot of men and horses came into view, pickingrtivay single-file
through the narrow aperture. They were heavily drraed had cross-
bows and shields. She could not make out whahyif army or warlord
they owed allegiance to, since they bore no cdasms or devices:
renegades, then, and brigands. More passed, armleshidy counted.
Twenty-five, twenty-six, thirty . . . She waitednething, She waited
some more; - nothing. Softly, she stood, and s#edgilently into the
open trail. She looked after the departed band.

Before she could move a step, or even turn, shellikra sound of the
approaching arrow, and then the shock, as it eshteze back. Her body
arched, she sagged to her knees, and pitched thiwéne dust; and was
still. The sound of hooves approached, a figuaaéel over and looked
at her, and spit. Slinging his crossbow over haugdter, the rider
cantered off after the now-unseen departed host.

The sun grew stronger in the sky, as it mountedvgs the high,
enclosed hills. And there was silence, but fordb# breeze, as the



morning chill burned off. It blew a puff of dusbfn ‘Poni’s cheek. The
globule of spit slid slowly down its curve. All wasll - no sound of a
hawk was to be heard.

¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢

Chapter 9

The old goat-woman and the four Amazons sat araucréckling fire, as
she stirred the contents of a small pot which hsugpended above it.
The savory smells of stew made their mouths wétead been quite a
while since they had enjoyed hot food. The goatfo&ted its legs, and
settled down right next to the woman, and its oglesevere strange, as it
stared into the fire along with them. The womarwfteached to pat the
goat, rubbing the space between its horns, aiifted lits head in
enjoyment each time. One of the horns was wornysiwhere the old
woman must have constantly grasped it.

“Old mother, what are you called?” Althaia asked.

The woman chuckled. “Oh, that is of no matter.ds bbeen long, long
since anyone who might have known me has lived tlagg were the
only ones who could have remembered my name. ltc@®d a name,
any more.” She rubbed the goat’s head some mover‘Bmalthea,
here, doesn’t know my name.”

“Well, venerable one, we are thankful to you foelséring us. We have

traveled far, from the Sacred Grove of Artemiskiag for others of our
kind. And you are the only one we have found.”

“Ah.”

“Where have they gone, Mother?”

“Ah ... well. You had best tell the Bard and ivarrior that home is on
Lemnos. They will need to get you all there, anorgd here is not much
of what you call time left.” She shook her head osely. “The Doom is
gathering — oh yes!”

Althaia started. “How do you know of Gabrielle axena?”



The woman snorted. “Do you think | am some feelgieorant old hill
woman? Her sightless eyes turned to stare at tiheswo®l am Eldest!
And although my eyes are sightless, | See - Juseaa Sees. She will
be the next, after me.” She nodded.

The Amazons looked at one another, mystified.

“You will make a gynaikokratumene there — the whsland will be
ruled by women. The best of our nation will gatteerd live there. It will
be the last bastion.” She cackled again. “No mdhset foot there!”

“But how is it, then, that you are not there, yalia Why are you still
here, and vulnerable?”

“How, not? Someone had to wait, to give the worgda! | have stayed
here long, long years, now, waiting for you toariNow my task is
done. And I, too, can leave.”

Althaia looked puzzled. “But, how will you manage?”

The crone scowled at them indignantly. “What do slmak? | will wait
just long enough for Xena. And the Bard. And alloti, to come
gaggling here, to take me with you! Ah, Amalthdeese young Amazons
are dense!” The goat cocked her head, and lookattatia. She could
have sworn that it smiled at her.

S S S I I S b S b e

Xena awoke, suddenly, in a cold sweat. She shiyaradisat up. She
instinctively scanned the darkness of the lodgeckimg for intruders.
Nothing. She listened, her sharp hearing extentdirije area outside,
seeking any presence. No one. She sank back ddavthmsoft, warm
cocoon of Gabrielle’s body heat, and the Bard’s eame back up, and
pulled her closer.

“What is it, Xe?” her sleepy voice whispered.

“Nothing . . . no one. | must have dreamed . .ut' ¥ena wasn’t sure.
She felt — distressed. And wary. She extendeddreses more, scanning



with her inner sense, for the subtle signals thghtrexplain her feeling.
And there it was. A somber grey smudge of smokdiguse in her
mind’s eye that hovered, silently and patientlyiting for her to notice.
She sent her mind out to it, and was startledabze that it was Eponin.

“Poni? What is it? Where are you?” Xena askedhier head.

The figure of smoke swirled, restlessly. She sesoredwful. Xena
sensed the woman'’s distress, which was palpable.

“What are you trying to tell me, ‘Poni?”
Silence. The figure faded away.

Xena muttered something unintelligible. Gabrielley&es came open, and
she stared at her mate in the dim morning light.

“Xe —what is it?”

Xena shook her head. “It's Eponin. | don’t know wHut | have a bad
feeling.” She threw back the furs that covered th#m sorry, my sweet
— but | think you and | have got to ride out ofdeand soon. Something
IS verywrong.”

Gabrielle swarmed into action. She caught up hathek, and moved to
the wash room. They both got themselves ready.

Within moments, they were at the stable, and sagdWo of the horses.
Then they led the animals to the cooking arealénsAmazon was
tending the morning cook fires, and nodded at therthey approached.

“My Queen — Xena,” she said. “Can | get you anyf?ih

Gabrielle nodded. “Please — we need several fukmskins, and a
goodly packet of food to take with us — fill thiady will you? And | need
you to find Alysia, and tell her that Xena and V@dnad to go out
towards Amphipolis. We are going to meet Eponin edgroup. and |
need her to take charge of things until we return.”

“Yes, my Queen.” The woman moved with alacrityfistig food into the
bag.

Xena mounted up, and Gabrielle followed. She seches staff to her
saddle. Xena had her sword and scabbard, strapgest back. They



cantered off toward the gates.

Xena whistled up at the gate wardens. Two headsaapgd, above.
“Open the gates for us, will you?”

They swarmed down the ropes. Running to the gdteg,disengaged the
crossbar, and pulled them open. The two mounteadgywent through.
Once outside, they kicked the horses into a gadog,rapidly moved off
through the trees. The birdcalls echoed after theitine early morning
light.
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lo was restless. The sun was getting higher irsklyeand the hawk call
hadn’t come. She was worried. She looked at therdtto women, who
were sitting patiently nearby.

“It's been too long,” lo hissed. “We've got to geeswhat's happening.”
The other women shook their heads. “We wait forrips signal.”

lo sighed. But the feeling was growing inside lieat something had
gone terribly wrong. She stood, suddenly, and ddicke of the snarl of
brambles and branches. She turned to the two Ansaamidl whispered
again.

“You wait — | cannot! | tell you something is wrdngam going down.
Follow me if you will!” And she picked her way over the horses. They
scrambled to follow. Making their way down throuije bolder-choked
ravine, the trio was careful not to make a souryTkept the cloths tied
over the horses’ hooves.

When they got to the bottom, they paused to listeantly. It was silent.
lo signaled them to wait, and indicated that shaldiproceed alone. She
moved off, leaving her horse there.

She ducked past some bushes, and came up belargkabulder that
edged the trail to the canyon. She cautiously geareund it. And
gasped, at the still figure huddled in the dust Bloked sharply to
either direction, then swiftly strode out, and knel



“Ah, ‘Poni!” she exclaimed, as she reached to totnehshaft that stuck
out from the still woman’s back. She gently turieel head, so that she
could see. Her tears blurred her eyes, and shedasbm impatiently
away with her sleeve.

“Ah, my Regent! My ... my teacher! Don’t leave!'UShe bowed her
head, and wept, as she hugged and rocked the figher arms.

The other two women emerged from behind the roc#,lad the horses
closer. They, too, were shaken with silent teagthay knelt in the dirt,
and mourned.

After a while, lo raised her head. The tracks oftkars streaked her
dirty face. She wiped her face again with her steev

“You've got to take her home.” she said, flatlyh€ly gaped at her.
“We do? And what about you?” Makaria and Boiotiaked at her.
“I'm going on, to Amphipolis,” she said, dully.

Boiotia sighed. “You must be mad. ‘Poni would h&wened right around
and gone back. You remember what Xena and Gabtatleher!”

‘I don’t care! We need to find out what's happenitigere! We need to
talk to Toris! If we all go back, now, without haxg done any of that,
what will come of it? | can go on. | know | can thas! | must do this —
don’t you see? For Eponin!”

They sighed, resigned. The young Amazon was adarmhay knew
they could not dissuade her. And so, leading ‘Pomgrse up, they went
about preparing ‘Poni for her last journey homek&t&a broke off the
end of the arrow, and they wrapped her in her ghegfor; and,
struggling, the three of them lifted her body, aindped it over the
horse’s saddle, and tied it down. Then they mounfpedo did too. They
sat, looking at one another,

“Farewell, 10,” Boiotia said. “Be very careful. Whall tell them what
happened.”

Makaria nodded. “lo — please come back to us! Dpot get killed, as
well!”



lo smiled grimly.

“Oh — | will be very careful, my sisters.” And shened her horse, and
cantered off down the canyon, towards Amphipolis.

The silent figures of Boiotia and Makaria, and thesid burden, set off
toward home.
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Xena and Gabrielle pushed their horses hard. Thedtea gallop most
of the way, and stayed on the road. They knewdpeéd was more
important than caution, and they wanted to gettlasrquickly as they
could. Fortune was kind — for they saw nothing, andountered no one.
It was as if the whole world was in suspense. Tdteyand drank as they
rode, stopping only for necessity’s calls. On tlylothe day, and deep
into the night. A new moon helped with scant liglgnough to show the
road in a faint way.

At dawn the next morning, they had slowed the otea walk, to give
them a rest. They didn’t talk, except to croon emagement to their
mounts. They turned aside, finally, to the rivethao water the tired
steeds, and refill their own water skins.

Gabrielle stoppered the last skin, and sat badkenrineels. She sighed,
and reaching down, cupped a handful of the coleérvand threw it on
her face, rubbing vigorously to help wake hersplfXiena knelt beside
her, doing the same. Suddenly, Xena’'s head camanapshe lunged to
her feet, pulling out her sword with the same nmti®he stepped away
from the horses, and circled, wary. Gabrielle res&, moving to her
horse, she pulled the staff out of its carrier.,3be moved from the
horses, and up next to Xena.

“What is it?” she breathed.
Xena shook her head. “Someone is out there, cooungvay. | make , , ,

three horses. They are not moving very fast.” Saied. Gabrielle could
hear them now, too.



Out of the dimness, they saw a somber sight. BoiMiakaria, and their
mounts came into view. And the other horse, witnthAnd no sign of
lo or Eponin. Xena sheathed her sword, and mowvectet them.
Gabrielle followed.

“Hola! Where are the others?” Xena asked, reacamtp catch hold of
the lead horse’s bridle.

Boiotia looked down at her, the tears and grimartjevisible on her
face. She shook her head, and gestured behind her.

“lo went on to Amphipolis. Eponin . . . Eponin.” and her voice broke,
and she wept again, her head bowed almost to tlthesa

Makaria spoke softly, her eyes on Gabrielle. “We laninging her home,
my Queen.” And she gestured to the horse behind\wer

Gabrielle, in a trance, moved up to the third hoasel put her hand
gently on the still form tied there. She bowed Inead, and rested it on
the fur. Xena came up to her, and held her clas¢he tears came.
Then Gabrielle’s head came up, and she spoke,diez grim.

“Makaria and Boiotia — escort the Regent home. §iveé her over to the
care of Talia and Dika. We are going on to Amphgdb find lo. We
will come back as soon as we can. Tell Alysiarepare for Eponin’s
Farewell.”

The two Amazons nodded, and set off, leading thid tiehind them
once again.

Gabrielle looked at Xena.
“Xena — my heart is breaking.”

“I kKnow. - SO iS mine.”

Hours later, they were approaching the outskirtheftown. Gabrielle
rode close up to Xena's horse, and grabbed Xemais a



er?”
“Yeah.”
“How do you want to play this?”

“Thinking about it.” She paused. “Think we’ll hate just do this the
old-fashioned way.” She looked side-long at GalwieéWe'll just walk
right in See what happens.”

Gabrielle nodded. Then she was distracted, asatexign astonishment
at the surrounding scene.

“Xe .. .look at this!”

Their heads swiveled around, as they began toitaktat they were
seeing. The town was all but unrecognizable. Thg Etretch up from
what had been the ford was now packed tight wiildimgs. The river
had been dredged, and a small wharf now sat wherfotd had been.
Small boats were tied up there. They could sebkardtstance ahead that
there were many more buildings, all around theelabere Cyrene’s Inn
had once stood alone. They could just see the cofnts roof, amongst
the cluttered buildings.

Xena’'s mouth gaped, in surprise.
“Whoa! What has happened, here?”

Gabrielle shook her head sadly. “Progress, Xenagréss. What a
wreck!”

She was referring to the trash, and detritus oftwihd now become a

small city. Broken down buildings, old parts of wag and other mess

littered the roadsides. People were stirring. Tlheynged in the

doorways, and they looked unhealthy. They eyegbénesuspiciously.
No one greeted them. No one seemed to recodgmere. t

They rode on, up the hill. Outside the inn, thesntbunted, and tied
their horses to the rail.

Xena took a deep breath, and looked at Gabrielle.

“Just like old times, huh?” she grimaced. Gabriplé her hand on
Xena’s shoulder.



“Yeah,” she muttered. “Exactly. Well, let's getdhdone.”

They stepped up on the porch, and went througdadloewvay.

Inside, the atmosphere was hazy. The air was bitlnesmoke, and the
sweet smell of it pervaded the room. Gabrielle ¢tmaly her eyes
smarting. “Ghaaa — what is that?”

Xena looked grim. “Hashish. Remember India?”
Gabrielle nodded, choking. “Oh Xe, | don't like tlo®k of this!”

“Neither do I.” She pushed forward through the fegihuddled around
the filthy tables. The floor was strewn with oldast and discarded food.
Gabrielle followed behind her. Coming up to thegaounter, Xena
confronted the surly—looking fat man standing thargreasy bit of rag
tied around his middle. He was pouring watery-logkale into a mug.
She lunged across the counter, and grabbed ailfigitthis shirt. Pulling
him up against the counter, she glared in his face.

“All right, scum, I'm only going to ask this questi once. You better
have a good answer!”

He looked at her, his mouth gaping open. Gabralkted her face — the
stench of his breath was overpowering.

“Where is the owner of this place? Where is Torx@ha lifted him
higher on his toes.

He looked panicky. “l . . . I don’t know who you ar@ We got no owner
here named Toris!” His eyes rolled in his head.

Xena yanked harder. “Oh yeah? So who owns thise@l@dand where do |
find him?”

‘I ... 1own this place.” He quailed as her eyebs drew together in a
fierce frown.

“Oh, right!” She hissed. “And how did that comel®?”

“I...uh, lgotitin dice game . .. about tareeasons back! | got it fair!



Ask anybody! The guy who had it was killed in aferfight!”
Xena'’s grip slackened, suddenly. Gabrielle gaspedind her.

Xena let him go, and he slumped back down on e fAw, you didn’t
have to do that! I'll serve you anyway! What'llae?” He looked at her,
hopefully. You might as well have somethin’ - welll be dead, before
long, anyway.” He leered at her. “Have some ofdmeke! It'll take the
pain away, when they sweep over us, and we altrgmht to Hell!”

Xena muttered. “Keep your swill.” She turned awlagr, face grey in the
dim light. Then she turned back on him. “What do yoean, about
someone ‘sweeping over you'?

He grinned again, gap-toothed. “The Doom is comirtige Conqueror.
Haven't ya heard? Scorched earth — that’s all Aeds behind — him and
his screaming hordes. We haven't got long — th&y Isa was a half day
out, and they’re coming fast.” He wiped his faaeg grabbed at his
crotch “Wanta little ride? Passes the time . .e’'smacked his lips.

“Seen anything of a young Amazon, in the past day®’'scowled at him
again, ignoring the lewd suggestion.

He backed up quickly against the wall behind hikh..* . no! No
Amazons here!”

“How about young girls? Any young girls about?”

He licked his lips, and nodded. He didn’t like thek of this woman —
her anger, and the nasty scar that ringed her ttestood out, livid
against the tanned skin. “Yeah — one . . . she’she’s up there.” He
pointed up above his head. “Have fun — if you likat sort of thing —

it's on the house!” He shrugged, as both of the eminged for the
stone steps leading up to the upper floor, anddbms above. He stared
after them, licking his lips nervously.

Taking the steps three at a time, Xena and Gabnated into the long
hallway at the top. Xena drew her sword, and bégeang the doors
open as she moved down one side. Gabrielle didahee, on the other.
Then a shout from Gabrielle. “Here!” she moved itite room, Xena
right behind her. In the light of the open winddhey saw lo, lying on
the filthy bed, her arms and legs tied to the copussts. Her face was
bruised, and she struggled weakly against her bonds



With the flash of a knife, Xena had her free. Galleiput her arms
around the sobbing young woman, and held her ctosenuring to her.
Xena whirled, and charged back down the hall. Thnds of crashing
and shrieks floated up in her wake.

Gabrielle rocked the young woman in her arms. $to&ed the sweaty
head, bowed against her breast. The sobbing gtgdisainished, until
lo was quiet. Gabrielle kept on rocking. It gotefudown below. Then
she could hear Xena'’s steps, returning. The darkevacame back into
the room. She sat down next to Gabrielle, and puhms around them
both.

“Its over.” She said, flatly. “I gave them somelrpain to remember this
by. They'll all be singing the high notes, from now.”

“lo?” Gabrielle whispered. “Can you walk? We needjét out of here.”

lo tried to nod, but her head lolled against Gdle'eshoulder, and her
chest still heaved with silent sobs, her breathaggped. She seemed too
shaky to stand.

Gabrielle looked at Xena. Xena stood, and in oneanpshe swept the
young woman up in her arms, and carried her frardom. Gabrielle
retrieved her staff, and followed. They descendetthé¢ first floor, and
picked their way past the broken tables and benctiesgroaning forms
littered among the wreckage — and out into the Xena swung lo up
into her saddle, and then pulled herself up bethed/oung woman. She
put her arms around her, and picked up the reins.

Gabrielle mounted her own horse, and they gallagedown the long
hill to the docks, and on down the road out of town

As they rode, Xena crooned a low, wordless sormgtimt ear of the
young woman slumped in her arms. She kissed thetddwad, and they
rode on. Beside her, Gabrielle - grim-faced, atehsi
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Chapter 10



Althaia and her companions worked their way backrmthe mountain
from the place where they had left the old AmaZdrey looked back,
and saw her on the slope above them, now astrele¢ird goat. She

held up her staff, and circled it over her headaepm farewell.

They talked, as they rode.

“Well, that has to be the strangest thing I've esezn!” One of them
laughed. “Was she real, or did we imagine her?”

Althaia nodded. “Oh, she’s real, all right. Shefslpably the Mother of
us all' Anybody want to bet how old she really is?”

The laughed. “O, no — Althaia. What do you think?”
Althaia grinned. “Oh, I'd say at least three hurtblseasons!”

They chuckled. Then got silent. One turned, an#éddback one more
time. “I wonder . . . what did she mean, about@Doem? And about
there not being much time? And she seemed cettatwe’d all come
back here. What do you think about that?”

Althaia frowned. “I think we’d better quit loitergy and get our feathered
Amazon tails back to the village. Xena and Galwiaked to hear what
she had to say — and we need to get that messakédodnem quickly.
Let’s ride, my sisters! We’'ll take the shortesttetthis time!” And they
kicked their horses into a gallop.
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Paphos and Kythereia were up in a huge cedardrethe outskirts of
the village. A platform, hidden in the branchesided them with a flat
area to perch, while they kept look-out. As theptk@eir eyes on the
surrounding area, Paphos listened, while Kythegated her the
Amazon Laws, which she murmured in a whisper —esthey were
really supposed to be being quiet, and hidden.

Suddenly, Kythereia’s voice died away, and she eédgaf Paphos’
elbow.
“Look, oh — look!” She pointed. Through the branghthey could see



three horses approaching, and two figures. Papéns tipe birdcall, to
alert the watchers on the gate that riders appezhcfhen they watched,
as the figures came closer. They both launchedstkes down through
the branches, landing in a crouch at the baseedfitige trunk, and
moved up to meet them. It was Makaria and Boidtieey reined in their
mounts, and sat, slumped.

“Hola! Where are the others?” Kythereia asked.

Boiotia looked bleakly at them. She gestured bhekway they had
come. “Xena and Gabrielle went after lo . . ."e shurmured, her voice
hoarse. “We . . . we are escorting . . . Eponiret kice died away, and
she hunched over in the saddle, hugging herself.

Paphos and Kythereia, their eyes wondering, steppstiBoiotia’s

mount, and looked up at Makaria. The woman’s faas mavaged with
grief. She stared at them, and it was evidentghatwas near exhaustion.
They're eyes moved to the rider-less horse, tetheneits lead, behind
Makaria’s mount. The form, covered in fur and teedo the saddle,

drew them close.

Paphos reached out her hand, and touched theuso8He licked her
lips, her throat suddenly dry.

“‘Oh...0Oh, NO....!"she whispered. Kythetgiaudden sobbing
sounded behind her.

Then Paphos took the tether, and untied it from &fiaks saddle.
Kythereia followed, as they slowly made their waythe gates. Stopping
in front of them, they looked up at the two fagesering down at them
from above.

“Open the gates!” Boiotia called out. “The Regehthe Last Amazon
Tribe has come home.”

The faces disappeared, as urgent high-pitchedtidntasounded, and
the gates swung open. Amazons came running frodiralitions, as the
Regent’s body was ushered into the compound.

Talia appeared, pushing her way through the stgnfynres. Halting
suddenly, she groaned, and sank to her knees ayrdhad, her head
bowed in grief. All she could hear was ‘Poni’'s \aitaughing, and her
last words “O, don’t worry about me,” - “l always come bRg



She whispered, through her tears, “O yes, my Igve,do.” And she
dragged herself up, and followed her to the Houd¢ealing, and the
last intimate devotions she could do, for the lof/&er life.
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lo woke up, suddenly, disoriented. She hazily reglithat she was no
longer on a horse. She looked around, as everydtavgy came into
focus. She was in a cave. She could hear a fickiong, nearby, and the
lights and shadows danced on the cold stone w&tiks.turned her head,
and saw two figures, seated nearby. Xena and Glabrie

She moaned, and closed her eyes again. Everyfdast durt. She felt
weak, and thirsty.

Gabrielle and Xena both stood, and moved over toetxér. Gabrielle
bent over, and wiped lo’s forehead with a coolltlot

“lo,” she called, in a low, gentle voice. lo codlddar her, but couldn’t
seem to speak. She heard Gabrielle, now talkingeta. “I think she’s
coming around. Will the herbs make her sick, do fonk?” Xena’s
voice, soft, answered. “Yes, they will. We'd bestready. Do you have
that water skin?”

lo suddenly had the overwhelming urge to retch. t8heshed, and tried
to turn, and Gabrielle quickly helped her roll ohtr side, She was sick,
onto flat stone floor next to where she lay.

She groaned again. And was sick, again. Theneslzed that she also
had terrible cramps, and moaned, and clutcheddibrwith her hands.
Gabrielle soothed her, murmuring.

“It's going to be all right, lo. You'll feel bettesoon.” And she held out
her hand, and Xena gave her some soft, wet, cleimsclo felt
Gabrielle’s hands pulling at her kilt. She moangdia, trying feebly to
fight off the assault.

“Hush, it’s all right, lo. | need to help you, nolaet me help you. |
promise, | won’t hurt you.” She pulled up lo’s kiland pulled down her
breeches. She washed between lo’s legs, carefakéoher time, and use
only gentle touches; then pulled up the breechebyefastened the Kilt.



lo moaned again, and clutched her belly, as anethge of nausea came
rolling up. When it had passed, Gabrielle held gewskin up to her lips,
and lo sucked thirstily at it. Breathless, she saggack. But the nausea
now seemed to be going away. They had given hdrittex herbs, to
purge her of any trace of the vile men who hadgadaher so cruelly.

Xena's voice sounded again. “lo, you are safe Hdoeone will come
near you. I've taken care of the bastards. Theywant anyone, ever
again!” lo could hear the anguish in Xena’s voishe weakly put up her
hand. She felt Xena'’s large, warm hand take holdeo$. She dizzily
opened her eyes, and saw both women'’s faces, Ingvanixiously above
her.

“Th ... thank you!” she whispered. “Oh, my Queémi so sorry! | . . . |
failed you! And Eponin!” She wailed, and covered faze. And wept.
They held her then, and rocked her in their arndscamforted her in her
grief.
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Half a day later they returned to the village. yFaund the Tribe in
shock. A team of three Amazons were working orayetther pyre,
piling the long, fragrant cedar branches agairnstttles of the platform.
Their motions seemed leaden. Xena jumped down Fensaddle, and
then turned and helped lo down. Gabrielle also dismed, Two women
ran up and took the horses. They would unload theigs and drop
them at the Queen’s hut. Walking slowly, they hdlpeto the Healer’s
House. As they entered the cool quiet room, theyBalia and Dika,
standing near the bier where Eponin lay.

Xena stopped, and picked up lo, cradling her indners. She moved
over to an empty cot, and lay lo down on it. “Staye,” she murmured.
“I'll send Dika over to you.” She

Went to Dika, and whispered in her ear.

“Dika, you must go to lo, now — she needs you badhka hurried
over, and sat on the cot next to her friend. Shdnpuarms around the
haggard figure, and hugged her close.

Xena crossed to the two figures, standing bowed thesbody of
Eponin. They had lovingly prepared her. The smielheender was



strong, and Xena realized that they had packedvitlent, to soothe her
waiting, until they could bid her a final farewellhe leaned over, and
kissed the cold lips, and smoothed the still brow.

“Eponin, you are our own, our own - and we have past of our hearts,
now — that we will not regain, until we see youiaga the Amazon
Fields. Take care of our hearts, Eponin! We willheoto reclaim them,
soon enough!”

Gabrielle broke down, and wept. Xena held her ¢lasd through the
fabric of Gabrielle’s tunic, she could feel therfideat of the dragon
lines, throbbing under her touch. She soothed aded$ over them,,
again and again, until Gabrielle calmed.

Xena embraced Talia, and spoke to her. “Talia, samy. | am sorry.”

Talia looked up at them, her face ravaged. “Xertaveuld have come,
soon enough. She died as she lived, serving ussAndng her Queen.
She died with honor.” And she, too, kissed thexbod Eponin.

Gabrielle leaned into her love. “Take us home, >&h& whispered.

They wearily entered the Queen’s lodge. Their paedbeen deposited
on the floor inside the doorway. They stumbled plasm. Xena stripped
off the scabbard and sword, and dropped them ofidbe They sank
onto the bed. Wrapped in one another’s arms, pdgd the furs up,
and fell into an exhausted sleep.

A scant two candle-marks later, Gabrielle draggedway up into
consciousness. It was dark. She immediately rehtizat she was alone
in the bed. She leaned over, and fumbled for asflto light a candle.
She heard Xena’s voice, low, from across the room.

“Leave, it, Gabrielle. Please. No light.”

Gabrielle got up, and felt her way across to thee.oXena was sitting
on the low cushioned platform, before the fireplakdéow, banked pile
of coals were flickering. She saw Xena, silhoue#tigdinst the glow. She
sat down next to her, and put her hand lightly @m&s back.

“Did you sleep, at all, Xe?”



“Barely,” She shifted restlessly. “Gabrielle, wevhdo move fast, now. |
don’t know how long we’ve got, until all Hades bkedoose. And | need
to know what you intend to do, because that witedaine what do,
about this.” She stroked Gabrielle’s cheek “We'a¢ @ come to a
decision, my love.”

Gabrielle leaned into Xena’s hand. “l know.” Sheeginto the heart of
the fire. The warmth felt comforting. She held hands out. “It seems so
strange, to be comforted by this fire — when liksly fire that will

destroy all that we love.”

“I think we are going to have to run.” She saidafly, her voice
breaking.

Xena nodded. “Yes, | know. | think so, too.” Shened, and put her
arms around Gabrielle. “The question is; will tHefow us? Can we get
the Tribe away, in time? If what that creep saitrue, then we will be
helpless, before them. They've got Greek fire. Theyrn the Grove.
They'll burn the village. They’'ll burn everything.”

Gabrielle nodded, and sighed desolately. “Well &t gather everyone
together, then. And get them started. We'll havieé&we Eponin behind.
There won't be time for the ceremonies.” She gotamal walked to the
doorway. “I'll see you out there.” Xena handed tiex strap, and the
katana, and her fighting stick. She started griddgining her armor.

Gabrielle went out. She crossed the courtyard sémgped beside the tall
framework next to the platform that held the Queahiair. This held a
large metal gong. She picked up the striker, swtiagd hit the gong
forcefully. The loud reverberating tone echoedhia still air of the night.
She struck it again. Figures began to come outef/arious lodges,
headed her way. She struck it a third time. Thenmsbunted the
platform, and stood before her chair. A torch fickd, and then others,
as they were lit by the Amazons. The crowd of thecneased rapidly..
She waited, as the last stragglers arrived. Xepaaed silently, next to
her.

“My Sisters!” she called out. “Come in close — vbanuch to say, and
little time in which to say it!”

The Amazons gathered around, silent in the flicigetorchlight..

“We are in dire trouble, my sisters! You all knawaw, what has



happened to Eponin, and to lo. We have also diseduwhat a huge and
rampaging army is headed our way. They will begiertter our territory
within only two candle-marks from now. And with thethey bring total
and utter destruction. They are following a scodebarth policy, and
they have by now left Amphipolis in ruins! They lanlbt stop, and we
cannot stop them. And so we must depart from tbmd) and find
another. And we must move quickly!”

“But what of Eponin?” someone cried out, in thevedo “We have not
yet sent her on her way!”

Gabrielle gripped her staff, her knuckles whitekrfibw, my Sister. And |
am sorry for it. But she will go, nonetheless. Ahd burning of our
village, and the Sacred Grove, will be enough taldeer, will it not?”
She gazed compassionately down on their upturressfdl know how
hard this must seem, and cold, But we must do ®pahin would have
wanted us to do. We must leave her to guard ouvé&;rand we must go
on, and live, and thrive, as she would have surelged us to do, had
she been able to come with us.”

She lifted her head, and her voice grew louder., ‘t@@av, and gather
anything you can carry on your own persons, angoam horses! Bring
only the clothes on your backs, and bring your weapTalia and Dika,
gather as much of your healing herbs and medicaresget o onto one
of the wagons. Kythereia and Alysia, secure thea2om Law scrolls,
Paphos, gather up the scrolls from my quartersganthem into my
scroll cases, and strap them to your horse. Thibgeuwowho are the
Honor Guards! Issue weapons to all everyone! Eldewill put you in
charge of gathering our goat herd. Rope them gétteer! And have
some of our sisters to help you load as much fadi$shas possible into
the wagons. Xena and | will see to Eponin. Wetrbegeady to move
out in one candle mark! So speed to your tasksAmgzons! And every
one of you - be sure to have your own full watensko not tarry!”

They all sprang into action.

Gabrielle sagged, leaning on her staff. She lo@te<ena, who stood,
watching the scurrying figures.

“Well, Xe.” she said. “Let’s take Eponin to thedwe, shall we?”
Xena nodded, and they stepped down off the platfand walked to the

Healer's Lodge. A short time later, Xena emergedifthe doorway,
carrying in her arms the body of their friend. Galbe walked behind,



carrying the Warrior's mask, and her weapons. Tdisgppeared in the
gloom of the forest.

When they reached the sacred circle of sarsenstXema gently laid
Eponin down on the altar of Artemis. She smoottednair on Eponin’s
head, and gently laid the Amazon mask over her. f@aérielle kissed
the cold folded hands, and whispered somethinghadent for the last
time over her friend; then gently placed her weapairher side.

Then they turned, and walked together to the sg&atue of the Goddess.
Gabrielle put her hand on Xena'’s arm, and theypdpShe looked
silently up at the looming figure, standing so qumethe night.

“Artemis, we are leaving your servant Eponin, Rsgent of the Last
Tribe of the Amazons, to guard over your Sacredv&réor as long a she
can, until the cleansing fires send her on her teder Just Reward.
Please watch over her, Artemis, and kiss her omagt And do not
think too harshly of our departure. We must trg&we your Amazons for
yet a little while longer, in this cold world. Igdige to you, that we will
do everything in our power to make it so.” Sheflgtibrought her arm up
across her chest, and then walked away, her Scailmhder side. Neither
one of them saw the small figure that crossed laetiiam, and sat at the
side of the altar, deep in shadow, her long stafiea side.
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Within the candle-mark, they mounted their own bersat the head of
the throng of heavily laden Amazons. Gabrielleéarin the saddle, and
surveyed the large group of silent women. She kedrauntil she had
found Dika, and lo, and Paphos and Kythereia. M&tyghed, silently
awaiting the signal.

Gabrielle looked at Xena. “Well, my dear Heart, whshall we go?”
Xena looked searchingly at her. “We will follow A#dia. To the Aegean
Sea.” She said, and she gave the signal. And teeTtde of Amazons

moved out, behind their Queen, and her Consort.silaet, deserted
village lay behind them. The future loomed, ahead.
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In the quiet Grove, the small figure moved, andhed The stone was
hard, where she sat, and she decided that she Wweuttbre comfortable
sitting in the Chair of Artemis. She laboriousiyt go her feet, patted a
loving hand on the breast of the sleeping Wartloen huffed over, and
sat down in the embrace of the carved stone thi®ine stretched her
arms on the low armrests, and sighed. It felt g@mnfortable - even.
Her head nodded. She just wasn't used to all tleésanight activities,
any more. An old woman shouldn’t have to put ughwtit She deserved
her rest. She’d have to complain to Gabriellehmmorning . . . her head
nodded, and she fell asleep. The silent stone Gsgttmoming behind
her, smiled a secret, granite smile.
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Chapter 11

The Amazons pushed hard. They wanted to get dsofartheir valley,
and the Grove, as possible, by the dawn. Xenatkept at a brisk pace.
About an hour had passed, since they left thegella

Dika, Paphos and Kythereia were riding togetheay tiee back of the
caravan. They were silent, for the most part, timglkabout everything
that had happened to them.

Kythereia suddenly straightened up, and then sitobeér stirrups, and
scanned the heads of the women walking and ridwega of them. She
turned in agitation to Dika.

“Dika, Paphos! Look closely! Do you see Ephegnrgyehere?”
They did the same: standing up in the saddles,sbagyned the women,
horses, goats and wagons ahead and behind thegnshibek their

heads.

“No — nowhere . . . are you sure she’s not in dn@d®wagons — maybe
the one with lo in it?” Dika asked.



‘I don't see her there — the wagon with lo is jagead.” She turned.
“And the other one is back there.” She pointed.

Paphos looked at the other two women. “Do you sephe stayed
behind? Maybe she got confused, and is still baeket”

They looked at one another, and then, they instelgt pulled up, and
cut their horses out of the crowd, off to the safléhe road. They looked
at each other, and the same thing telegraphed atheng As the last of
the caravan passed them, they turned their haaedspook off down the
road, back toward the village.

They rode hard, full out. They knew they were gamde cutting it
close. As they neared the valley, they began t@s#sep orange glow
against the skyline. The trees that rimmed theeyahowed as jagged
black silhouetted against the sky. They cast wdmgiances at one
another, but rode on.

As they approached the rim of the valley, theyqulilip their horses,
aghast. The village was down, ahead of them, atlibtiered end of the
valley. And it was alight. Flames leaped high itite darkness. Small
figures danced and careened in the light. Feardameeworks ringed
the village, and as they watched, horrified, they §ery molten balls of
Greek fire being launched at the ancient trees.

“We're too late!” Paphos moaned. But Kythereia gdlback, “NO! | bet
she is in the sacred Circle, with Eponin! That Hasarned, yet. See?”
She pointed. The fire, it was true, was only apgihazg the Grove. They
could see the outermost wall of trunks beginningddasted by the
licking flames.

They wheeled their horses, and set off at a gatliopling around to the
right of the valley, so as to approach the Growenfthe side, and cutting
around the burning inferno of their homes.
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Gabrielle and Xena called a brief halt, to water lorses at the stream,



before they turned down the ravine that led eastédSea. They rode
back down the line of silent figures. As they neélaifee back of the
group,

Gabrielle, agitated, began to frantically searehfttes of the Amazon
riders.

“What is it?” Xena asked. Then her head too begdnorn, as she
scanned the riders and wagons. “Where are they;€HaB”

Gabrielle turned, frantic with worry. “I don’t s¢leem, Xe!” She trotted
the horse to the end. Then she halted, and wharleand. “They’re
gone! O, Xena! What have they done?”

Xena looked back down the dark road. She shookéad. Then she
turned, and shouted for Alysia.

“Yes, Xena? What is it?” Alysia brought her horgeta where they sat.

“Alysia, we need you to take charge, and keep tilgeTmoving as fast
as you can. Xena and | have to go back. Dika, Pa@ma Kythereia are
missing!”

Xena muttered, shaking her head,
“What, Xe?” Gabrielle asked.
“And Ephegnia,” she added. “Ephegnia is gone, too.”

And she and Gabrielle clapped their legs agairest tiorses’ sides, and
took off back down the road to home.

*kkkkkkk*kk*k*

The three young Amazons threw themselves off theises, shortly after
they arrived under the canopy of the ancient tr€bsy led the beasts
through the silent matriarchs, aware of the shdqgr of smoke that was
sifting through the clearings, and the distant sboicrackling and
snapping, and the background roar of flames franiliage. And it was
getting hot. They coughed, too, as the smoke rehttiesr lungs. They
cut through the forest, and came in closer to dwoeesl Circle from
behind it. As the approached the clearing whereséingen stones kept



their vigil, they could hear the thump as the fakblanded among the
trees. And worse, they heard the yells and souhd®n, carousing,
from the clearing ahead of them.

They burst out of the trees, moving quickly to sih@nes, and took
shelter behind them. They cautiously peered ardlwch, to see a sight
that curdled their blood. Five gesticulating figsirelanking in their
armor, capered and cavorted around the altar acégthdrunkenly
singing and shouting. They danced and jeered arthendilent figure
lying on the altar. And beyond the altar, they dogge a huddled form,
seated in the Throne of the Goddess, her heabrakan angle, like a
discarded doll. They came charging out from beltinedsarsen stones,
their weapons drawn, ululating a piercing Amazoalleimge, as they
swept down on the desecrators. They surprisedtits,lwho whirled
and staggered, so drunk they could hardly functhord the men were
cut down where they stood. Dika then ran to theofiay and bent over
the still form. She wailed, as she gathered theboldly close in her arms.
But Ephegnia was gone from them.

Paphos and Kythereia ran over to the altar, anmbsbo either side,
weapons ready, in case any more should come tarligte rest of their
Regent. They were desperate, because they couttinktof leaving, as
long as the forest was swarming with the raginglesy and yet, the fire
drew ever nearer. They could see the big treesibey to burn, and the
odor of the sweet cedar smoke was thick. And thevas getting too hot
to breathe. They looked at one another, and time iggality of their likely
end dawned on them, and their fear rose up in thesats. The roaring
of the flames got louder. Great tongues of flana sip, up, higher than
the mighty treetops, in the sky above them. Dikaied Ephegnia’s body
over, and laid it down next to Eponin. And thenytieenbraced one
another, and made their peace. They stood, guati@igown, and
awaited the end. And then first one, and then ampthkll over and
succumbed to the overwhelming heat.
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Then, as the last figure was close to passingtwotracing figures burst
out into the clearing. Xena and Gabrielle - mowsmgftly - each grabbed
an arm of the remaining figure, and yanked her nitgéowards the far



side of the clearing - away from the village. Thesre shouting, but the
sound of the fire was too loud, and they could raxenthemselves heard
above it. The two women were soaking wet. Theydmdsed
themselves in the river, before entering the irdefabrielle carried a
dripping wet blanket bundled under her arm. Sheklioout, and threw
it over the young woman’s head; then they led beunghing and
retching, off through the trees, as fast as theydcmanage, ever deeper,
eastward, into the forest. They kept moving, stungodnd gasping, until
they reached a spot that seemed familiar to Gadriehey stopped at a
huge fallen tree, and as they bent over, tryingetiotheir breaths,
Gabrielle realized where they were, and pointeceathof them was the
deep hole; the place where lo had fallen and Ky died. And Xena
and Gabrielle, urging her with frantic hands, pusher to the edge.
They turned themselves; and hanging by their hahdg,all dropped
down into the hole. Once they recovered from theng landing, they
had her move up against the side of the hole thatdeepest, and urged
her to lie down, and cover herself completely wvifta wet, clammy
material.

As the roaring got louder, and the heat more irggetigere was just
enough time for Gabrielle to throw herself on tépXena, wrapping her
arms around her. Burying her head in Xena's ndoi psayed to all the
Gods and Goddesses in the Universe to look aften thow. She felt the
wet material of her tunic hiss, as the water evafgol from the cloth. She
felt the cloth begin to disintegrate, and she caufell the stench, as the
hair on her head began to smoke.. She screameay ahéhe dragon
finally awoke, and lashed its tail, and flexedaksws, and roared out its
challenge to the God of Fire, and the fire in g#dyoshot out of its
gaping jaws, as it leaped from its crouching plaedier back, to meet
the advancing flames. And Gabrielle saw darkness fal into it.
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The fire raged for an entire day. And at the engenvit had turned
everything into a deep drift of ashes and stinlolagk snags, and
charred lumps that might have once been a fammi@ssy spot, or a pool
of hot water, or an altar, or a standing stone, gentle horse, or a
beloved home; only devastation remained.

And deep in the silent, smoking bed of ash, a blealk yawned. And



from down inside it, came a sound of coughing, @agiging, and
gasping. A huddled shape moved, and then erupbed dnder the
covering that had sheltered her, and clouds of@sh up in the air, as
the figure staggered to her feet, and looked aranimebnder. Then she
stumbled over to two bodies, a little way off, astidl lying prone. These
had no covering but they just seemed to be sleepimg slight, wiry

form of the shorter woman lay, covering the lardgnkier woman. The
silvery blonde hair of the one on top was lightlyged, and blackened
on the tips. Her back was bare, the cloth havimgdxd right off, in the
conflagration. And as she huddled next to the Bgushe gasped, to see
what had happened. For on Gabrielle’s back thesavzew image. It
was sea-green, with iridescent blue-green scatekitavas also a dragon
— but this image was different. It was curled]otsg tail tucked under
itself, its claws retracted. And its head restedt®own coiled body, and
it seemed asleep. And her skin was untouchedar,c@d healthily
tanned, but otherwise unharmed. Lying under henaXgas also
unharmed — but her clothing was in shreds. Andchla@rwas now
completely white. Her arms were wrapped arounddwar, and she
breathed peacefully. The young woman stood, awatidoymage. Then
she knelt beside the figures, and prayed to thed€sxl\Within her, and
thanked Her for their salvation; and grieved fa kbss of her friends.
And as she finished, the two figures stirred, aatdup, and looked at her,
and at one another. And fell into each other’s eyes
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As they made their way though the devastation, fpeke little. Xena
was wrapped in the robe, until they could retrithadr horses, and she
could dig out some clothes for herself. The yoAntazon was very
guiet. They came up on the cave, northeast of ineeg where Gabrielle
and Xena had sheltered their horses, and Xenaagkowe whistle, and
they heard the horses, blowing and whickering, iwithe deep entrance.
They went inside, and Xena immediately handed tivater skins, and
they drank thirstily all around. Then Xena pullesre clothes from her
saddle bag, and dressed herself once again. Galinglged Paphos to
her, and stroked her cheek, and gentled her, gsmhiéed.

“Paphos, | am so sorry. | wanted to save you.all Gabrielle stopped,
her voice breaking with sorrow.
“No! My Queen! You did all that you could! It wasiofault — we should



have just stayed with the Tribe. We were fools'é ghurst into tears.

Xena came over, and put her arm around Paphosyidmg one, don't
fret. You were all very brave, to go back for Ephi@g No one else cared
as deeply as you. Don’t count that as foolish. M@we heroic, in your
defense of what was most dear to you. Artemis wbake been proud of
you — and so would Ephegnia — and Eponin.”

The young woman looked up, through her tears. 8amed awed, once
again, at the two women standing so naturally Wweh For it seemed to
her that they must be Goddesses. She shook heirhaathzement.
“How did you survive, like that? Do you know — how. how much you
have changed?”

The two women looked at one another, their eyemgaieep, And they
smiled, and looked again. Xena walked toward Gébriand then
moved around her, looking at her as if for thet finee. She stopped,
behind, and reached out her hand, and touched élatwiback. And she
moved up behind the quiet woman, and put her hanti@dragon,
stoking it with her fingers. “It is so beautiful ynhove,” she whispered.
“I will describe him to you, later.” And Gabriellmiled, and bowed her
head. Xena handed her a new tunic, and Gabriellecb1 on, over her
head. Xena ran her hand thorough the back of Qldsidair, and spoke
again. “And I'll trim off the singed tips, when vget to our first camp.
You'll have to have a shorter cut, for a while,ilintgrows back.” And
she dragged her fingers down Gabrielle’s neckhasmsoved around to
face her. And then they kissed. Paphos shyly adérte eyes, and gave
them their privacy.

And Gabrielle put up her hands, and gently trabedatide, banded scar
around Xena’s neck, that had somehow acquiredaime pattern as her
original chakram had borne, the patches of liglat @k forming the
pattern of the original etched geometrics. Andrsimeher fingers of both
hands through Xena'’s hair, and pulled it genthyhwmtXena'’s view, so
that Xena could see its transformation, as welh&still coal-black
eyebrows furrowed in surprise, as she looked dawheasnowy white,
slightly wavy hair. And she looked up at Gabriefleshock, her eyes
slightly glazed, And Gabrielle smiled, and kissed &gain, deeply, and
put her arms around the rigid body, and coaxeatdt her embrace.

“It's all right Love.” she whispered. “You are drajead gorgeous, now!”

They rested briefly, in the sheltering cave, witiley ate some trail food,
and drank more water. They were all powerfullygtyifrom the effects



of the heat, and the long wait for the ash to k@ eaough to get out of
the pit.

They rode the horses single file through the dwftismoking ash of the
ruined forest. Paphos sat up behind Gabriellealras around her
Queen, and her head pressed against the warm®faeldaydreamed
about the dragon that lay sleeping, just beloweaey as her head rested
there. And she slept. Gabrielle held the arms wed@round her close,
and smiled.

They made their way slowly through the ring of sarstones. There was
no trace left of any of the bodies — neither Eparon Ephegnia; Dika,
nor Kythereia. They were completely vaporized gy ititense heat of the
fire. The drunken men were gone, as well. Thaistat Artemis loomed
up, its surface shiny, where the intense heat helteththe surface of the
rock. The sarsens were similarly coated. And wihewy arrived at what
was left of the village, they stopped in utter dagmit had burned to the
ground. Only a pile of ashes lay in each locatidverg once a building
had stood. And the horses that the girls had rididl@m were also
apparent victims of the inferno. Xena rode her @arger by Gabrielle,
who had stopped and was looking down at what wasfi¢heir lodge.

“The scrolls are all gone, Xe.” She said, quiethl of them.”

Xena nodded. “Well, yes; - except for the ones thefss, my Love. And
Now you have Paphos — so you will make them, anew.”

Gabrielle smiled, sadly. “O, yes — we will. Butdve lost forever the one
from Sappho. “

“Yes — but | will sing it to you, any time you wigh hear it again, my
Bard.”

“You have it by heart?” Gabrielle gazed at her,lthe pouring out of
her face like a sunbeam.

“By heart,” Xena nodded, gravely. And they moved leaving the ruins
behind them, forever. They had to move cautiousdyy, because the
Conqueror’s horde was between them and their TAbd.they didn’t
want to run into one, and miss the other. They takore northerly
route, up into the hills; and could they have knpthey were tracing
Althaia’s route almost exactly.
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Chapter 12

The Tribe continued on its way, meanwhile, pressihg furious pace, so
as not to be overrun by the armies of the Conquéitwey pushed on,
almost to the point of exhaustion; and without kimayif their Queen
and Consort, let alone the others, would ever doaok to them.

As they neared the coast, they slowed. Maybejisidatigue, but also,
Alysia and the Council were getting more and mareasy about the
time passing without the return of the Queen andaXd@hey conferred,
and decided that they would try to find a seclusigot to make camp,
and there wait the outcome of the search for taeAmazons. They
luckily found a good place, easily defended, onoadaed hill that also
had a strangely beautiful rock formation. It lookd@ a seated figure,
with a crown. They pulled in close to the basehefhill, and hid
themselves in amongst the many large rocks thaulapled around.
Alysia sent look-outs up onto the formation, soytheuld keep watch in
all directions — both for the return of GabrielledaXena, and for the
Army, and even for Althaia and Laodameia. And tlggl began.

Three days passed, and still there was no sigry Wkee restless, and
some of the younger Amazons began to grumble amatadgo be
moving on. Several arguments broke out. In the haidéilone, a hawk
cry from one of the lookouts brought them swiftly to where the scout
was hidden. She pointed to the north, and theydcees four Amazon
ponies and their riders traveling at a fast pawed,@ming their way.
They went back down the hill, and Alysia mounted h@rse, and rode
out to meet them.

Alysia’s horse burst from the shelter of the halhd move toward the
approaching figures. They converged, giving the 2omasalute and
laughing with astonished glee.

“Alysia!” Althaia called out to her. “Hola! Whatrimgs you out this
far?”



Alysia shook her head. “Let’s get back under codthaia. We've got a
ravaging army on our tails. And we’ve got almost émtire Tribe, over
by that hill.” She gestured toward the rocky height

Althaia shook her head in amazement. “Whoa! Alhtig_et’s go, you
three.” And they cantered off toward the rocks tlhesy rode, Althaia
spoke.

“I've got important news for Xena and Gabrielleliessaid. “We met up
with the strangest person! And she had a messadlecim. She called
them by name!”

Alysia nodded, distracted. “Well, if they ever cobek to us, maybe
you can tell them,” she muttered, and then letdcesveary sigh. “I'm
sorry, I'm just exhausted. We are all exhaustésibeen terrible,
Althaia. We’ve been traveling without stopping four days. Paphos,
Kythereia, Dika and Ephegnia got separated fronTtitee, and Xena
and Gabrielle went back for them. And the horde ywasabout to
descend upon the village, as we left! They sdmhd already swept over
Amphipolis, and left only scorched earth — so wa'tlbave much hope
that any of them will come back.”

As they dismounted from their horses, Alysia tood&n over to a group
that was seated in a circle around a hot, smokéles3 hey were
heating up some stew, and they poured the womer kenb tea, and
welcomed them back safely. They sat, in the shel# stretched out,
resting their weary bodies. Many of the Amazonsaenasieep, trying to
recover from their fatigue.

Toward dusk, another hawk cry went up, this tinoerfra lookout facing
West. They sent up a runner, who soon returnedtivémews that two
riders were coming, fast, and it looked like asteane horse had
doubled up riders. They were still too far outet who they were. The
excitement in the camp was palpable.

Finally, the suspense was over; the cry of theimarént up, followed
by the sound of the mourning dove. It was XenataedQueen. And one
other. Their horses rounded the base of the mdl,they all stood, and
gaped, as the riders came into sight.

Gabrielle stopped her horse, and let Paphos dowttygd&hen she
dismounted herself. And behind them, Xena'’s hoaseecup, and the tall
figure slipped from the saddle. Bringing the remer the horse’s head,



she caught Gabrielle’s mount’s reins, as well. Télea turned, and
gestured for one of the Amazons to take them. Tiere all standing
speechless, at the sight of her white head.

Gabrielle came forward, and embraced Alysia. Tkerjng Althaia, her
exhausted face broke into a smile, and she hudgetbtigh, tattooed
woman to her, murmuring greetings and exclaimingrder. Xena
advanced, and grasped the woman’s arm. Then tleeyagl the other
three wanderers. Gabrielle finally caught sightogfwho was hanging
back a bit from the bustling, milling figures. Skent up to the young
Amazon, and pulled her close. Then she turnedgastiired for Paphos,
and Paphos and lo clung to one another, and ckiedl Gabrielle put her
hands on both their shoulders, and counseled theare for one
another, since they were the last of the friends.

Gabrielle then turned to the assembled women of ke, and spoke.

“My sisters, we have managed to return to you abat terrible price.
You don’t have to know much, to see that we arardshed. When we
are all safe again, | will be able to share ournystath you. But now, |
must beg you to let us get some rest, before weaak to move on.
Alysia, will you continue your excellent watch owaur Tribe, while we
try to recover with a few candle-marks of sleep?”

Xena and Gabrielle wearily found a secluded spetjrid some large
boulders, and threw down their kits. They spreadioel furs, and cast
themselves down on them in relief. Xena, on hekpleld out her arm,
and Gabrielle lay down next to her, and curled hgoside, and lay her
head on Xena'’s shoulder. Xena pulled the fur up dvem both. She
sighed.

“I think I got a lot older on this journey, my Gadite,” she murmured,
her lips close to Gabrielle’s head.

Gabrielle hugged her tightly, and whispered badke’better to love me,
my dear.”

And Xena, as she drifted off into a well-deservest rmuttered. “The
chakram and the dragon . .. and my silver head.”
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At morning’s light, they were all packed up, andhgaied together before
the start of the last leg of their journey. Xend &uabrielle were waiting
for the last of the Tribe to join the throng sumding them, as they
stood in one of the wagons. Finally, they werdladre.

“Amazons!” Gabrielle saluted them. “We have manatgeelscape the
army of Doom, but not without cost. We have loghemf our dearest
kin: Eponin, Ephegnia, Kythereia and Dika were @ctihg the Sacred
Grove, and the Altar of Athena was their final megt{place. You can rest
secure that they must surely have gone quicklij@éodmazon Fields,
escorted by our greatest Queens and Regents,domsible sacrifice is
honored even there! And we who are left behind swlf their praises,
and honor them - as the Heroes they were - witin heries, when we
have reached our final destination And we will laggrgeve their noble
sacrifice.”

“Now | must tell you that we have got word, broug¢hus by Althaia and
her companions, from one whom we do not know, butwwe honor
nonetheless: for She is the Mother of all the Ammaz&he has been
waiting, season upon long season, in her rockyéast north of here, for
us to come wandering, adrift from our home, angdeste for direction.
And see how the long-awaited thing has come to! passare going to
go to her, my sisters, so that we may bring heln w# — to our new
home!”

“Where is that, our Queen?” someone in the thrailgad out.
And Xena, rising tall beside Gabrielle, turned, aothted northeast.
“Lemnos!” she cried out. “Lemnos; that we will matke Isle of the

Amazons! It lies in the middle of the Aegean Séas& by the fabled Isle
of Lesbos, home of the Poet Sappho.”

And there was a roar, as the Amazons shot thésrifiso the air, and
cried out their approval.

Gabrielle spoke again. “Well and good, my Amazdwslet us not tarry
here any longer! Let us ride North, and meet ouefother, and then on
to Lemnos!”

And they struck out to the North, on the last Iégheir journey — home.
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Chapter 13

The old woman muttered to her self, and to her,gsashe sat on the
rough stones of the old wall. The bees were buzririge wildflowers,
and she could hear the sound of the crickets itked Lo live in the cool
cracks between the stones. The goat shook itsibédread, bleating
and making the small bell tied around its neck ehgweetly.

“Oh, don’t fuss so much, Amalthea! You never weeeywgood at
waiting!” She chuffed and scratched the flat frohAmalthea’s nose.
The goat playfully butted up against her hand.

The sun felt good on her old bones. She stretcketegs out, and
sighed blissfully. It was so much easier, now —wia#ing. Now that she
knew that the Amazon Tribe was on its way to hed she would finally
be able to go home. Each Foremother had lived hetarn, passing on
the responsibility to her successor: to wait uthii \WWarrior and the Bard
would come out of the South, with their Tribe, gras$s over to Lemnos.
Each Foremother had spent their span of three-lkdrekFasons the same
way she had — waiting, sightless, with the Goat kmea - in the
sanctuary of the Old Goddess’s temple.

She suddenly stood, her keen ears picking up tinedsof horses — many
of them, by her count. They were making their wpythe side of her
mountain. She sat back down again.

“Not long, now, Dearie,” she cackled, her face wined in a smile. She
folded her hands, leaned against Amalthea’s warolywaat, and
nodded off into sleep.

About half a candle-mark later, Xena and Gabriedtde into the bow! of
the little valley, at whose far end stood the rwhghe old temple, and
the gnarled grove of ancient trees that surroumdédthaia rode with
them, as guide. The rest of the Tribe waited, rthown the slopes of
the mountain. The three women approached the {egrsa and
Gabrielle looking around in great interest at tbeng. Althaia stopped
her horse and pointed.



“There,” she said, indicating a sunny spot, where old sections of wall
came together, the branch of an old olive tree hgwiverhead,
sheltering the old woman and her companion.

Gabrielle and Xena dismounted, and walked overhteresshe sat dozing
in the sun. The Goat stared at them, silent. Thgreeted them. “Meh . .
.eh . .ah.” Xena raised her hand, in greeting.

“Good morning, Amalthea. We have come to meet yoigtress.”

The Goat nodded, then nuzzled the still figure Woenan opened her
sightless eyes,

“Good morning, Mother,” Xena bowed her head, hersaspread wide.

“Well! It's good that you have finally arrived!” Tenwords were acerbic,
but the smile was genuine.. She put out her hardiGabrielle came
forward, and took it in both of her own. She bovaeed kissed the hand.

“We have come to take you home, Mother.”

“Althaia?” the woman turned her sightless eyes toMthe Amazon, who
stood to the side of Gabrielle. “You have donelwebas afraid for you
and your companions. The others will not be joinypg.” She shook her
head, her long, long hair swaying.

Xena spoke sharply, “The others?”

The old woman turned her head, and spoke to Géhrighey are
resting, on the high steppe. They have gone té\toestors.”

Gabrielle nodded, casting a look at Xena and Adthdiaodameia,” she
said.

“Yes,” Xena answered, her voice bleak.

Gabrielle helped the woman to her feet. She pustadf into her hand.
The Goat arose, also, the small bell sounding stead. The old woman
grasped the Goat’s horn. “I am ready,” she saidl sime and the Goat
moved off.

Xena, Gabrielle, and Althaia went back to their misyand they then
followed the odd pair, walking their horses behinem.



“Xe,” Gabrielle said, as they walked along behind tvoman and her
Goat. “What did you call the Goat?”

Xena looked at the creature, as it slowly ushefednistress along the
stony ground. “The Goat's name is Amalthea.” sipdied. “It has been
around averylong time. It suckled Zeus, as an infant. ThattG®a
practically a Goddess, herself. Some say, she wes & nymph.”

Gabrielle stared at Xena, her mouth open in amazerftéow did you
know all this?”

“Well, I'm not sure . . .” Xena hesitated. “ButHibk | found out about
this when | was with the teachers . . | just kribet when Althaia told
us about this place, and the Old Woman’s messtgk came flooding
into my mind, like I'd already known it.”

Gabrielle linked arms with her. “You're awfully gddo have around, do
you know that?” she asked.

Xena grinned at her. “If | didn’t — | know now.” Ainshe stopped, and
cupped Gabrielle’s head in her hand, and pulledrhfar a kiss.

Gabrielle caught her breath, laughing. “Oh, Xe —-eWhget you on that
island . . .”

Xena smiled delightedly. “Promises, promises .shé shook her finger
at her partner.

‘O, yes . . . and more than promises!”
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Down to the coast, the wanderers traveled. And whey reached it,
they camped on the shore of the brilliant blue aed,the susurrations of
the waves lapping at the sand soothed their exioaystnd mended their
wounded spirits. They set up a fairly permanentgdor it would take
some time to organize the next leg of their journéna and Gabrielle
would have to make for the closest port, and aedogthe purchase of a
ship big enough to transport them all to Lemnos.

Several tents had been erected. One was resemwd@®f®ld Woman,
but she refused it. And one for Gabrielle and Xé&ree tribe was



gradually getting used to Xena’'s new appearancey filad not seen the
Queen’s Dragon, but word of it had spread, aftey tiad heard the
stories told by lo and Paphos. They were callechupde their own
Storytellers, around the campfires at night, si@edrielle was not
seemingly ready to resume her Barding.
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They lay on the furs in their tent. And Xena turnedher Beloved, and
smiled.

“I seem to remember my saying something aboutwhat did | say?
“Time enough, later’ — was that it?” She pausedgchiag the green eyes
watching her every expression. “Gaby . . .l need Xena'’s voice was
stilled by the hand that came up and touched psr fhat was then
followed by Gabrielle’s lips; and their breath steningled, tasting of
mint; and their tongues took turns. Their bodiegléu as the jolt of
passion soared into a surging tide of feeling, giveeover both of them,
and they strained to connect - wanting every serfadouch and merge.
They could not hold each other close enough —ttll@g aching need to
be One.

“Yes, my own — | can give . . .” Gabrielle whispeyé . . .all that you can
take ... and more . ..” and her hands were eeye, dancing over the
surface of her lover’s long body, memorizing thagals she had visited
so often before, and now once mtrere for her. The hollow at the
collarbone, just beneath the chakram pattern;ltgbtsrease, just to the
side of the left nipple; that made it list a liftendearingly, to the left.
The rock-hard muscles of her biceps, and the lomgpgh strength of her
thighs. She danced more, along the ridges of b and down to the
sweet whorl of the navel. Meant for kissing. Anddmwn the tender
skin of the belly, to the silky curls below. Thegne still as black as the
wonderfully mobile eyebrows, which were workingeottme, now, as
Xena panted and gasped, letting Gaby’s handsahpggongue speak so
eloquently the language of love to her. And thestjung lips found the
willing center, and moved lightly across the suefa€ the inner thighs;
the soft, soft skin jumping, ever so slightly, Be exquisite nerve-
endings telegraphed the sweet murmured messagd¢mgedb her core,
and the flood of her nectar rushed out to meet Bbdss lips, as she
sought to kiss that other sweet mouth — to captuas well, and make it
her own. She whispered the words that once moveefidike honey



from the depths of her soul. They arched, andhigghm of their breath
Increased, and they soared into that place wheseltbth lived, joined -
One Being, One Light, One Life.

They slept, and loved, and slept again. The healimgnecessary — as
necessary as living, and breathing. They needeektore the balance of
themselves. They needed to heal the ache in thants) for all that were
lost to them. So they could move on. So they ctedd. So they could
be the source, for their Tribe. And all around thtbeTribe, to lesser
degrees, did the same.
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Two days later, they heard a bell outside the &md, the figure of the
Old Woman felt her way inside. The Goat did notdal, but they knew

It stood just outside. They sat up on their betuds, as the woman came
slowly forward and sank to a crouch at their feet.

“The passion is strong in you, yes!” she said, moglther head and
smiling. “It is stronger than | have ever felt,fi@nyone — and that is a
long time of Seeing — a long time, indeed.” Shekdaack on her heels,
wrapping her boney arms around her knees. ‘I thirgktime for me to
tell you some things.”

They looked at one another, and the feeling ofitabuity was strong.
The air around them hummed with energy.

“It is my Charge, to tell you the story of your @n. Ah — | can tell you
are uneasy because | say this — but don’t be afitagla simple thing,
when all is said and done. For you, Xena, the Wes/lleen somewhat
revealed. Over the course of your long strugglé wetdlemption, you
wondered if you had some kinship to the God of Wand you came to
believe that you owed your origin to him. But | 2ayyou, it is not so!
Ares played a part, to be sure — because his redplitly was to give
you the task of experiencing all that such a patiedemption would
reveal concerning the role that aggression playallithe human
condition. For you have emerged, whole and alivéhefar side of that
aggression, Xena! And so it is, for all humansat §our eternal spirits
are greater than pain, greater than the illusidosd, greater than death
itself. Your spirits continue on. And you had tare this, if you would



become the Goddess Within.”

She turned, and her sightless eyes seemed to thaighs into
Gabrielle’s chest; and Gabrielle’s heart jumpethatpower of the Elder
who sat so unassuming before her.

“And you, sweet Bard of Potedeia,” the ancient eatontinued, “are
much, much more that you ever imagined yoursdifetoYou, too had
the mistaken belief that you were just a simplespaagirl, born of
simple folk. You knew, to be sure, that no goldeméd children came
of that stock — but you did not have a ready ansamat so you tucked it
aside, to take out and examine periodically, asngade your way into
the wide world. To no avail. So now, | will helpwytay that confusion to
rest. For you are born of Gaia, Great Mother of\Wld. Both of you
were created by Her, to come into this life ane li@nd learn, so that you
might bring the Knowledge of Her, and the innerdeisi of Her, to the
hearts of all who will follow you. The Gods and Gledses of Olympus,
and even the God of Eli, have played their paieseach you about
yourselves — but She Who is the Earth was yourNtather. As She was
mine.”

The ancient crone smiled. And all the wrinkles ef face creased
upwards, and they could see that those lines wareih laughter, and
the joy of living. They sat, humbly silent, in h@Eesence.

Gabrielle leaned forward, and took the old womarnhayhand.

“Mother, we thank you for this gift. | am speecld€sshe paused, and
put her hand up to her chest. “| feel such peaceyimeart, now. It is
strange, how your words have healed a place tleat eur love” - she
cast a quick, apologetic glance at Xena — “hadyabbeen able to heal.”

Xena put her hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “| tbeatt, too, “ she said,
her voice soft and low.

The old woman cackled delightedly. “Aaiiee — idaia! Shewill have
her way with you!” And she rose up, and turned, entivo steps she
was out of the tent, and gone. They heard thessoitd of the bell,
tinkling.
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Epilogue

The figure - dressed in a simple linen robe - hivid writing, and put
down her quill. She sanded the parchment carefilin shook the
grains back into the olivewood tray that lay neafldyen she rolled up
the scroll, and tied it. She rose from the tabhel @arried the scroll over
to the wall, where a deep cabinet stretched thieedetgth of the room.
In its recesses, hundreds of scrolls lay, eacHetest its own niche. And
she slid the scroll into its waiting place..

She walked back over to the open arch, where tliabt sun entered
the deep well of the sill. She sat on the warmagefof the stones, and
looked out at the vista beyond. The house perchddehillside; and
below, a garden of olive and apricot trees shadedjtound. It was
covered in sweet-smelling thyme, which had spresid/éen the
flagstones that lay in courtyard. A grape arbohadcover one corner,
the vines heavy with the fat purple globes. Indpposite corner, a
statue stood looking over the wall at the seaals the image of Eponin,.
A small bird alighted on its shoulder, and bursbisong. Others
answered from the treetops. And beyond, Paphosicad the deep blue
of the harbor, where the town spread down to the Idailtiple low
arched roofs, all brilliantly whitewashed, shonéha glare of the hot
sun..

Many seasons had passed, since the coming of tibe tbrLemnos.
They had founded the town, and, as they passeel; Athazons, and
other women, had made their way across the Aegemking sanctuary
on the island. The Tribe had prospered. They hdedd established

a gynaikokratumene there. One of the first thitngsTribe had insisted
was that they have two Queens. And so at last Xan® into her own
right as an Amazon, and joined her beloved Gakredlthe first dual
Queens of Lemnos. And ever after, that was howoiild/ be.

A low voice called to her, from the doorway. Sheked up, smiling, as
lo walked in, and crossed to sit beside her orstlhelhey kissed, and lo
draped her arm around her mate, and leaned herdgaaast Paphos’



head.

Paphos sighed with contentment. And as they sa theey heard voices
from below, and leaned out, watching. Two figurame into view,
climbing up the hillside. They entered the low, ivdlcourtyard,

strolling slowly, their arms around one anothere Tlo heads were both
white now, and their simple white chitons set bkit tanned skin. The
taller figure bent and kissed the other passiopaseld they laughed, and
sat together on a stone bench in the sun.
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The End
of
The Chakram and the Dragon

* The lines are excerpted from the poem “In TimeQame” by Suzanne
Gardinier



