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Very slowly, Xena stepped forward to the thronéh@ middle of the village. She kept
a straight face as she lowered her head while iogelown onto one knee. There was
only one Queen she'd bow for in this world.

The Queen suddenly felt a smile steal away on Xm@ression. "Xena." She hastily
rose up from her seat and went down the three stepsthe dirt ground.

The Warrior Princess finally revealed her happylesmind after standing up, she was
fully drawn into a powerful hug.

"Gods I've missed you," whispered the Queen intoa¥eear.

Xena lightly kissed the side of the Queen's templaspering back, "I've missed you
too, Gabrielle."

The Amazon Queen pulled back but still clung tofriend's arms. "How have you
been?"

The warrior gave a faint nod. "lI've been okay. Hotlve Amazons been treating

you?" she lightly teased. She noticed how Gabrigtee her Amazon Queen attire;
she hadn't seen her friend in that uniform sineeveais brought back from death a few
moons ago.

Gabrielle gave a half chuckle before answeringettiyigood.” Then without warning,
she hugged her best friend again. "l really misged Xena."

The warrior closed her eyes, happy to not justsgealso feel her friend in her arms
again. "l know... I'm here as long as you need me."



The bard pulled back enough in the hug to be abéeé Xena's face. "l know, thank
you... I'm really glad you came so quickly."

"You know | would." The warrior then decided it wWasst to separate as she carefully
released her friend and took a step back.

Gabrielle noted her regent and Solari finally jomher side.
"Its nice to see you, Xena." Ephiny quickly pulkbeé warrior into a warm hug.

Xena hadn't quite expected the hug but happilymetlit and even received one from
Solari.

"How about we go to my hut," suggested Ephiny.

Gabrielle nodded her agreement and the group witlggdway through the village to
the regent's hut. Once inside, they began disagi$stare plans for the next few days.

"Are you expecting them to be that hostile?" inqdithe Warrior Princess as she took
a chair near the fireplace.

"They very well could be," replied Ephiny. "But weehoping they are not, we
wouldn't think so."

"Especially if you are there, Xena," added in Galkei She took another step back
and leaned against the windowsill behind her. "ulddrave had Solari or Ephiny
come with me but they need to stay here to take ahthe village."

"What about Eponin?"

The Amazon Queen shook her head.

"She's too busy dealing with preparing the newedit@ns to the... troops,"
explained Solari.

"So we thought our best bet was having you go, X¥oa know that group of
centaurs pretty well." Ephiny folded her arms aghirer chest.

"And why not send a few Amazons with Gabrielle?"

"I'm too worried that they'll see it less as a gdalctalk and more of response to a
threat." Gabrielle let out a faint sigh. "I thougtd be better for you to accompany
me, Xena."

"I will," promised the watrrior. "l was just a bitidous as to why | was chosen."

"Welllll... we'd like to send a legion for protectiavith Gabrielle but since we really
can't, we thought we'd send an army." Solari sndiethe Warrior Princess.

"Funny,” deadpanned Xena as she threw a mock gldahe Amazon.



Solari and Ephiny both chuckled between each other.

Gabrielle then straightened off the sill quickIXeha, are you sure about coming with
me to the centaurs?"

Xena nodded before saying, "I'm positive."

That caused a small smile to reappear in the baxtsed expression. "Thank you."
She then turned her attention to her Amazons. fE@aa need to go check on Ep and
a few other things if | remember right."

"Yes we do," agreed the Amazon.

"Eph, you think you can brief Xena for me on whgtiéng on with the centaurs?"
Gabrielle raised an eyebrow at her regent.

"Not a problem, Gabrielle.”

"Thank you." The Queen then went to the door agdaded her second in command
to follow her. The pair then left the hut silently.

The regent walked over to her desk and lifted &egd desk chair. She carried it over
towards Xena and set it a little off to Xena's &fte. "Have you heard anything about
what's been going on with them?"

"Afraid not," admitted Xena.

"Well..." The Amazon sat down and relaxed into haicHThe centaurs are kinda of
splitting into two groups now."

"They're quarreling?"

"Unfortunately yes," responded Ephiny. "We had alsproblem with some young
Amazons and a joke that did not go over so well."

The warrior raised an eyebrow at this. "What happét

"Well it seems that a few young Amazons severaitsigqgo decided to play a small
joke on the centaurs." She paused for a momentytiDaecall that statue in the
centaur village?"

"Yes, the one of the first centaur if | remembghtj" answered the warrior.

"That's the one." Ephiny took a deep breath beforginuing with the story. "Well it
seems these three Amazons thought it would be ftony

"Vandalize?"

"Uh huh," agreed Ephiny. "Now we're not sure howchmtruth there is to this but the
kids said they accidentally broke the front leg thas free in mid air." She shrugged



briefly then added, "Now they thought the centauwnsiidn't be all that upset and it
could easily be repaired.”

"That's not the case huh?"

"No of course not." Ephiny sighed. "There is acstiaw that if that statue is every
vandalized, much less broken, that the guilty {gastippose to pay a penalty."

"What's that penalty?"
"Death," simply replied the regent.

Xena raised and eyebrow. "You are kidding." Shedudvhen her friend shook her
head. "They are kids," she muttered.

"Exactly," agreed the regent. "And that's the peahl The centaurs see that statue as a
symbol of everything they are. For it to be ruinedn absolutely sin and holds a high
penalty. That's why it has survived for as long ihags." She paused for a moment.
"Half of the centaurs agree that it was an accidehtn small course of punishment
should be taken for the vandalism. However, thezdlese few centaurs that are firm
believers in upholding the laws of their forefather

"Cute... real cute." Xena shook her head. "Alwaysva $tubborn ones."
"There are," agreed the regent. "But that's bdgiedlat's happened. Gabrielle wants
to be there tomorrow and try to come to some kinagoeement. Instead of losing

some more feathers around here."

"Mmmm," sympathized the warrior. She then lifted bges off from staring at the
floor to Ephiny. "How has Gabrielle been?"

The Amazon pressed her lips together as she coadigdat to say and whatnot to
say. "She's been better than this," she simplgditat

The warrior bit her lower lip faintly then askedjér and Cheala doing well?"

Ephiny reached behind and rubbed her neck whilsidering the question. When her
hand rested back in her lap again, she finally, s&dbrielle seems to think so, yeah."

"Hmmmm." Xena lowered her gaze down to her interési hands in her lap. "I've
been pretty worried about her," she admitted quiégiver since | left her here a
month ago."

"She's been really worried about you too." Ephieldher breath for a second, trying
to control her urges but let it go anyway. "Sheally needed to see you, Xena...
honestly."

The warrior sat up straight and leaned back intachair again. "They're doing that
bad huh?"

"Mmmm... its not so much that really."



"Then?" pressed on the Warrior Princess.

Ephiny released a heavy sigh. "Cheala can be arintagirlfriend, Xena. | know
you don't know her that well but | certainly do.dAwhat doesn't help is the fact that
Gabrielle has the disease to please."

"Don't | know," agreed the watrrior. "She sure didpsise me when she told me she
wanted to stay in the Nation."

"Yes | know." The regent stood up finally and tdede chair back to her desk. She
slowly turned around and leaned against her ciaire minute you were dead,
Gabrielle brought you back, and then the entineghwvith Velasca." She shook her
head a few times. "Not even | saw that coming betweer and Cheala."

"I never even knew of Cheala till Gabrielle saidnsbhing,” stated Xena. "It
definitely... surprised me to say the least." Shetystood up.

"Xena, will you please talk to Gabrielle about bad Cheala?"

"Why?" The warrior folded her arms with a corkeeleyww. "The one thing I've come
to learn about Gabrielle is not to tell her whatt"

"l agree but... | just think she needs somebodyltottaright now." The regent closed
her eyes briefly while saying, "She won't talk te or Solari or Ep about what's going
on between her and Cheala." She opened her eyes '‘aya@ constantly see the two
of them fighting now and about three out of fivedis | see Gabrielle with blood shot,
red eyes."

“I'll try, Eph."

The regent nodded faintly. "Thank you, Xena. | krtbe three of us appreciate it."

"Hopefully Gabrielle will too," retorted the warrioShe opened the door and stepped
out, closing it behind herself.

"I think she will," whispered the Amazon to nobdalyt herself.
"Hey sit down and join us," offered Solari.

Xena smiled at her friend and decided to take ffex.dShe lowered her plate of food
on the opposite side of the bench from Solari apioiriy.

"Sorry | didn't get to talk to you that long," apglzed Eponin, who sat to Solari's
right. "Things have just been crazy this springugia”

Xena nodded. "l can relate."

The weapons master chuckled. "Yeah | bet." Shegakdtle at her food. "How have



you been?"

"Pretty busy."

"Yeah Gabrielle mentioned you just finished vigitiwith your mother...?"

Xena turned her attention to the second in commafehh | stayed with her for two
weeks." She licked her lips and quietly statedt&Aéverything | kinda needed some
time away from..." She fell short when she noticed@dle by her side. "Hey," she
greeted and smiled.

"How was your afternoon?" asked the bard, she kdwiin near her friend's side. A
small plate of food was in her right hand.

"Relaxing," admitted the warrior. "Yours?"

"Pretty busy,"” grumbled the Queen.

"You sitting with us?" inquired Ephiny from acrade bench.

Gabrielle stood up and shook her head in respd@éeala wants me with her.”
"Ah... okay," said the regent quietly.

"I'll catch you four later on," promised the Que8he gave a tired smile and weaved
her way through thkall to sit with Cheala and some other Amazons.

"Can you recall the last time she sat with us?agdluffed out angrily to Ephiny.
Ephiny didn't reply and simply continued eating demer.

Xena acted like she didn't hear their commentscamtinued eating her meal. She
then decided to look up from her meal. "So whensthie last sit with you?"

"I'd say the last time was the night after you.lefabout two months ago." Eponin
glanced back to where Gabrielle was sitting witle&lh. "You see..." she turned back
to Xena. "those are Cheala's friends, not reallyr@le’'s."

"As a matter of fact,” cut in Ephiny, "a lot of #®Amazons are the same ones that
followed Velasca."

Xena raised an eyebrow at that, a very high eyebtAnd does..." Xena had to
choke out the name, "Cheala ever talk to you ttiree?

"Only if she needs to find out where Gabrielle Bdlari slightly jabbed her chicken
cutlet harder than she needed to. "But... they'tevia right?" She gave a very fake
smile. "We're happy for them."

Eponin grunted at that without any further commeard ate her dinner.



Gabrielle quietly listened to her girlfriend caoy a conversation with a few of their
friends. She peered up at them and suddenly naatdeduestion. "We probably
could.”

"We really should, hun," persisted Cheala.

The Queen licked her lips. "I'll look into it, babyt considering how busy we are
might be hard."

"Gabrielle, Cheala could really use that extra popgnt in the metal shop," persisted
the one Amazon.

The bard felt her shoulder slouch a bit more thaaand ago. "I'll try my best."
Cheala smiled happily and side hugged her girlélieémhank you."

"Uh huh." Gabrielle forced a smile on her lips efehe went back to eating her
dinner. She stared down at her pilgiok and wanted to have some but at this
moment she felt like she wasn't allowed to haveragy Her stomach wasn't hungry
and her mind was too busy worrying about her future

"Baby, how long you think you and Xena will be la¢ ttentaurs for?"

Gabrielle shook her thoughts away and focused ofokier. "l really don't know."
Cheala frowned at the answer. "You think you'llhbare than three days?"

"We could be, yes."

Cheala nodded a little and just turned her atterttieck to her friends.

The bard sighed quietly to herself but then stgodaking her plate with her. She
went first to the trashcan and disposed of the &l didn't even eat. Then she tossed
her plate and utensils into the dirty plates bith@ut any other care, she left the hut
heading into the cool spring evening.

She silently walked through the village, making Wwawy out of the gates of the

village. Following the main pathway through theefst; she finally came to an
opening in the forest. She found her favorite $pdait in this secluded area. Gabrielle
then sighed dramatically as her back pressed lt@dol, large rock behind her. Her
eyes drifted up to the star covered sky.

"Hey, what's going on?"

The bard looked up when she heard her lover's vindn't think you saw me
leave."

"Mmmm... | did." Cheala stood on the edge of the ihgpfor a moment then made
her way slowly to her partner's side. She kneltboeside her, her small hands
resting on Gabrielle's thigh. "Why'd you leave?"



"Just needed some time alone, honestly." Gabmetleed her left hand to rest on her
girlfriend's own hand.

"What's wrong huh?"

The Queen shrugged before squeezing the Amazamk haist stressed.”
"With?" persisted Cheala.

"Just with what's going on this spring."”

Cheala nodded a few times. "Between the centautsanng preparations huh?"
"Yeah," whispered the bard. "Pretty much."

The Amazon studied her girlfriend's features momagtthen asked, "Anything else
wrong?"

Gabrielle shook her head, never really saying thedwo.

"You sure?" The Amazon raised a dark eyebrow asasiteher friend hand and
brushed back a long strand of wavy black hair.

"Yeah... I'm sure, baby." Gabrielle forced a smileslas tried to give a reassuring
squeeze to her girlfriend's hand.

"Hmmmm," was all the Amazon said. "Well, think yibbe here long?"
"Not much longer," promised the Queen.

"Alright." Cheala stood up suddenly. "I'll be inrdwt." She turned and strolled off
towards the village.

Gabrielle licked her lips and pulled her legs uptess against the rest of her body.
She dropped her chin down on top of her kneeseastsined ahead into the woods.
Taking a deep breath, she said loudly, "You canecont, Xena." She watched as the
slightly glowing brass armour began to emerge otit@dark trees.

The warrior grinned at how friend knew her so wéflou're good."

Gabrielle slightly chuckled. "I just know you afteicouple of years."

"True," agreed the Warrior Princess. She approahkeftiend and asked, "May |
sit?"

The bard unwrapped her right arm from her leg atted the ground. "Would love
it." She brought her arm back around her legs asstiched her best friend sit beside
her.

Xena stretched her legs a little then took a venglbreath, as she started relaxing.



"Ssso..."
The Queen grinned a little. "So?"
"So..." The warrior faced the younger woman. "How yoa?"

The bard seriously thought about that questiorthmr finally replied, "I have been
better than this."”

"When were you better than this?"

"I'm not quite sure,” she confessed to Xena. "Bash so busy... everything is
hectic."

"Yeah | know they have been for you."

Gabrielle really did not say much else, her owarsie taking her further from the
grove than earlier.

Xena studied her friend, letting the silence goafdittle while. She thought about
what to say that didn't sound like she was pryirig her and Cheala's relationship.
That's when her mother finally came to mind. "Metvanted me to tell you she said
hi and that she misses you."

The bard came out of her thoughts at hearing abgrgne. "How is mom?"

Xena smiled at the question. "She's doing well.sSheen pretty busy."

"Has she? The tavern doing well?"

The Warrior Princess nodded a few times. "Busihesspicked up and she has three
barmaids now working for her."

"Wow that's great." Gabrielle chuckled at thateli&nt thoughts about Cyrene. "
haven't seen mom in so long."

"Yeah | know," whispered the older woman.

Gabrielle shook her head a little then said, "Yaow what though?"

"What?"

"I really miss traveling with you," admitted therbayuietly. She peered up into sad
blue eyes. "All those adventures with you could beangerous but at the same time

it was a lot of fun and | felt free."

Xena nodded a few times. She then braced herssieaasked, "How have things
been lately between you two?"

"They're okay," replied the bard quietly. "A biuggh but okay."



"Anything major going on?"
Gabrielle shrugged slightly. "No... not really, | gsé'

Xena nodded while they went quiet for a minutevaw.t"Well... you know, | still
have an opening for a sidekick if you're ever iested."

The bard raised an eyebrow at her friend; a tiny gurled her lips.

"Well in your case I'm willing to let you be my paer since | like you," teased the
Warrior Princess.

The Queen laughed quietly and leaned over to hufribed by the arm. "Thanks."

Xena grinned herself; she bent her head down toHas friend's head lightly. "Well
the offer is always open for you, Gabrielle."

The bard lifted her head, her hands still holdingpoXena's forearm. "I know, thank
you."

"You're welcome." The watrrior filled her chest wdh until she couldn't anymore and
after letting it all out, she asked, "Tired?"

"Yeah | am." Gabrielle smiled up at her friend.stlane question.”
"Hmmm?"
"How long do you think it'll take to travel to tleentaur village?"

Xena waggled her right hand in mid-air while sayifigvo days roughly. Why?" She
rested her hand back on the ground.

"Just kinda hoping this meeting with the centautstake awhile." She paused the
continued with, "Wouldn't mind a break from evemth"

"Wellll..." The Warrior Princess grinned at her freeriThere is a village on the way
to the centaurs. We could always..."

"Sidetrack huh?" teased the bard.
"Mmmm," agreed Xena with a twinkle in her eyes.cduld be fun."

"It could be." Gabrielle squeezed her friend's #rat she still clung onto. "I'll think
about it."

Xena laughed at her friend's sly voice. "Let mewknehat you decide, Queen
Gabrielle.” She then stood up from her spot. Hieralen slipped through her friend's
hands until her own hand held onto both of the Enakands. "Come on, you need
your rest."

Gabrielle felt herself hauled up onto her feetles stood up. "Thanks."



"Welcome." The warrior then began walking to thikage with the Queen at her side.
Together they walked quietly to the village. Figatlaking their way to the bard's hut,
she turned to her smaller friend. "Gabrielle," shel quietly, "if there's anything you
need to talk about to me, please do. Don't be ddardo it."

Gabrielle smiled sadly at Xena and suddenly hudpged Thank you."

"Go on." The warrior released her friend and sthwalking off to her own hut.

The Queen momentarily watched her disappear iga#nk distance. With a heavy
breath, she made her way inside of her hut.

"So what village did you have in mind?"

Xena readjusted herself in the saddle before negly her friend. "The town is
Pyros."

Gabrielle nodded several times as she consideeclitith sidetrack. While she
thought about it, she reached forward and ranihgefs through her horse's mane
then patted him on the neck. "Pyros huh?"

"Uh huh."

"Huh." Gabrielle then looked at her best friend ahdt her a big grin.

The warrior laughed and knew exactly what that lowant. "Let's go." She tugged
lightly on Argo's left rein.

The Queen followed right behind on her own horse.

And after about two candlemarks of riding, theyvad in the village of Pyros. They
both stopped at the entrance of the town and diatedurom their horses.

"Lets see if we can find a stable," suggested tlaerMf Princess.

The pair weaved their way through the small towd famally found a stable at the
other end. After paying the stable boy for one dagy then untacked their horses.

"So what you feel like for dinner?" inquired themar, she stepped out of Argo's
stall.

"Not sure," answered the bard. "Any thoughts?" IBfteher horse's stall and walked
out of the stable with Xena.

"Mmmm." The warrior shrugged. "We'll see what we &ad first."

The smaller woman laughed quietly. "Sounds goaued'



And after about twenty minutes of hunting throulgd town and some debating, the
pair came to decide on an inn that also served. f0ode sitting at a table in the
corner of the inn, they began ordering their disrfesm the barmaid.

Xena watched the barmaid walk off and turned hienébn back to her friend. "So
you think this talk with the centaurs will be tojh

The Amazon Queen leaned back into her chair anagtitdor a moment. "I hope
not." She shook her head a bit. "l just can't belisome of those centaurs are being
that extreme. | understand being upset somebodyaliaed a sacred statue but to Kill
children...."

"I know. I'm sure the ones that want to upholdl&ve are the older centaurs."

"You're probably right,” Gabrielle agreed.

Xena spotted the barmaid returning with their dsirRhe briefly smiled at the server
as she received her drink.

"Thank you," stated the bard to the barmaid. Adtex left, Gabrielle returned her eyes
to Xena. "This spring has been tough."

"What has been going on?" inquired the watrrior.

The Amazon Queen took a quick drink from her muigteereplying. "Well Ephiny
decided this year we should go through the entigntory in the armoury.”

"Oh gods," muttered the Warrior Princess.

"Exactly and this includes all the different unifws." Gabrielle folded her arms
against her chest. "And too boot, she thoughtuimattever weapons or uniforms
needs replacing we should replace.”

"And who's the lucky person to do all that work?"

"Cheala is actually in the armoury."

The warrior didn't say anything about that as slaked in the information. Before
she could continue with the conversation, Gabriedigt talking.

"Actually, that's how | ended up meeting Chealdé Dard pushed her chair back a
little. "These," She lifted the necklace of broifeathers from her neck to display
them. "were made by Cheala. When... well while youengone for that bit of time
and | became the Queen, I'd received this. I'ddaSkdari who made such beautiful
work and she told me it was Cheala. Asked to meetdnd well that's how we met."

Xena considered what she heard before saying agythit after a moment, she
asked, "Did you meet her before or after you knevas coming back?"

"Before," simply replied the bard.



The older woman pressed her lips together briefls hought occurred to her. She
then noted their food coming so she moved a litieof the way of the barmaid.
After the server left, she began eating, as didriGk.

"You haven't really met Cheala yet huh?" askedldbeen quietly.

Xena peered up from her dinner. "Not really." Staated for a second. "What's she
like?"

"She's young," joked Gabrielle lightly as ate @dibf her chicken. "She's rather good
with her armoury work, I'll say that. Some of tieavglry she's done is pretty
excellent."

The Warrior Princess nodded for a moment and aftatlowing down some carrots,
she question, "But what is she like?"

The bard laughed slightly after the question wasated. "Well Cheala is... well
Cheala." She decided she needed a moment to therktloat question, so she took a
long gulp from her drink. After putting it back dawshe finally replied, "She can be
tough but gentle at times too. She's pretty outgoi got a bit of a temper though."
She chuckled.

"Figures," teased the watrrior, "you like tempers."

"Yeah right," joked the bard. "Anyway, things atéab bad." She glanced up from
the food.

Xena caught the soft green eyes with hers. "Thatsl to hear... I've been worried.”

Gabrielle suddenly lowered her eyes back to het.féaah | know," she quietly
said.

From that point on, the pair were rather quietmythe rest of the dinner. Afterwards,
they decided to skip dessert and head to theimo@drOnce in the room, they each
separately went into the bathroom and changedtiieio sleepwear.

Xena came out of the bathroom once she was chaBpedioted Gabrielle just lying
on the double bed, eyes closed and slow breat@iomg around to the other side of
the bed, she sat down on the edge next to hedfriglowly green eyes stared up at
her. "Hey."

"Hey."

The warrior grinned at her friend's word. "Tired?"

Gabrielle considered momentarily. "A little but lokay."

"Sure?"



The bard considered but then nodded with a silly. gireah." She then suddenly had
a devilish grin. "How about a back scratch? | kriew much you love those things."

Suddenly the warrior had a glare but a grin wagisigaher lips. "l do not."
The Amazon Queen laughed and ordered, "On your.back

Xena then laughed and crawled over her friend amditly into the middle of the bed.
She flopped down onto her stomach, her head tumede side.

Gabrielle waited for her to settle in, she therosed a little closer and sat beside
Xena. Bringing her slightly long nails to soft skehe started a very long process of
scratching. And all she could hear after that waeaasional sigh or quiet moan
from her friend.

After about ten minutes Xena finally said, "Thigieat."

The younger woman chuckled to herself. "Yeah | Bé&ien was the last time you had
a back scratch?"

The warrior grumbled and muttered, "Since you'l&he then closed her eyes as she
realized how she put that answer.

Gabrielle sighed quietly to herself. "And uh..." Sbek a deep breath before
continuing. "Mom didn't give you one?"

"No... for once," replied the warrior quietly. "Shesvreally busy with the tavern.”
The bard nodded a couple of times. "It soundsitike

"Mmmm," agreed the Warrior Princess. She breatheahtil her chest was full and
slowly released it all. She could feel how warm Ihedy was, especially the skin

directly pressing against Gabrielle's own.

"You know... I've really missed travelling with youyientioned the bard in a quiet
voice.

Xena opened her eyes and lifted her head so thathirerested on the pillow. "lI've
missed having you with me."

"You've just missed having somebody cook for yoedsed the bard.

The older woman laughed. "That too."

"Figures," chided the Queen.

Xena half turned her head around to gaze up dtiked, just giving her a grin.
Gabrielle started laughing quietly at her then gmtled back.

The warrior rested her head back on the pillow@aded her eyes again. "So am |



allowed to ask you about you and Cheala?"

Gabrielle furrowed her eyebrows. "Why couldn't yo88e then decided to focus
more on massaging her friend's back than just&uray it.

"Mmmm." The Warrior Princess shrugged a little.stJseems like a big sacrilegious
thing to do in the Nation."

"What?" The Queen laughed a little. "Everybody eddp ask me about how things
are going between Cheala and 1?"

"Pretty much," replied simply the warrior.

The smaller woman sighed at her friend's wordscamtinued working the muscles
on Xena's lower back. "l guess because of thirtgsyla

"What are the things?"

"Well..." started the bard, "everybody probably hast noticing me upset more
often than not." She finished with a shrug.

"Mmmm." Xena forced herself to refocus on what fnend was saying instead of on
the back massage. "What has been upsetting yo@'then

Gabrielle stopped the massage briefly and in that becond she faintly heard her
friend whimper. She just grinned to herself andtiomed the massage. "Cheala and |
just get into a lot of fights anymore."

"Over what?"

"Some of the dumbest things that | can't even relpeephonestly Xena." The
Amazon Queen shook her head. "Like right now, shetsyme to stop everything and
have her armour hut remodelled."

"What'd you tell her?"

The bard huffed and replied, "Well what can | s&y@'s my girlfriend and | have to
say yes."

"You say no to me just fine," teased the warrior.

Gabrielle let out a small laugh. "Xena, that's thet same thing."
"Welllll," started the watrrior.

"Xena, no." The bard then tickled her friend's sadétle for emphasis.

The Warrior Princess grumped a little then deciaechove her hands up and place
them under her head. "So things aren't too weleen the two of you?"

"Mmmm," agreed the bard quietly. "Hopefully thinggl get better. | think it's just



the pressure of the spring, yah know."

"But this happens every year," reminded the warfiyou would think she'd be
accustom to this."

"I'm sure she is." Gabrielle shrugged a little. tBon not. The spring has been taking
a lot of my time and | think she dislikes that &"lo

"Gabrielle, it's your duty to be the Queen... shetbasmderstand that.”

"She does," whispered the younger woman.

Xena turned her head slightly and peered up dbahe faintly. She noted the
expression on her friend's face, which was a mikusftration, upset, and stress.
Lowering her head back down, she muttered, "I khbave."

"Well in either case, | think things will be okay."

The Warrior Princess suddenly rolled over ontoldeak and responded, "l hope so."
Gabrielle smiled sadly at her best friend.

"Come here."

The Amazon Queen lowered herself down and wasaguile a very strong hug.
"Okay," coughed out the bard, "I can't breathe... Xen' She coughed again right as
she heard laughter from Xena.

The warrior suddenly released her hold and pakttedgdunger woman's back.

"Gods you got a mean hug."

Xena grinned devilishly. "You said you always likedood hug."

"Yeah a good one... not a deathly one." Gabrielldaak up while shaking her head.
"People don't know that one side of you."

"Oh? What side is that, Gabrielle?" She smiled angls at the bard.
"That side of you that's such a bratt."

Xena laughed and put her hands under her heaudnk people can tell I'm a smartass
at times."

"No, | said bratt... you are a smartass too but feavkyou're a bratt.”
"Yeah, | think you and mother are the only two."
The bard huffed. "Lucky me," teased the bard imyat@he.

"Yes you are," chided the warrior. She then suddeatl a thought occur to her.



"Have you done much writing lately?"

Gabrielle returned her attention to her friend aftdr a second she started shaking her
head. "I haven't written anything since... well, yhad."

Xena's eyes lowered as she considered the bardis wBecause of my death?"

Gabrielle shook her head some. "At first yes bueémvizou came back, no. Everything
was okay to write again then."

"Then why not...." Xena trailed off.

"Just been too busy," confessed the Amazon Quédirday I'm taking care of my
village then by nightfall, well...." She shruggedhdve to take care of Cheala."

"You need to get back into it."

"Mmmm." The bard shrugged and lightly patted hearfd's stomach. "Maybe
someday." She then stood up from the bed. "We teegdt some sleep.”

Xena nodded her agreement as she rolled out dfettieShe quickly pulled the sheets
back while her friend was cleaning her face andiban the washroom. After a few
minutes, the pair climbed into bed together.

"Goodnight, Xena."

"Sleep well," replied the warrior. She'd turned back to her friend, as did Gabrielle.

~Fk ko

By the morning, the pair had crawled out of bedhbn their normal morning grump
mode as they had every morning. Neither saying ra wbey went about cleaning up
and preparing for their day. Once downstairs atidg@®reakfast did they finally
begin to talk with one another.

"Not much longer till we get to the centaur vill&jeasked the bard quietly before she
sipped on her orange juice.

"No... about three candlemarks of a ride," replieglwharrior. "Have you figured out
what to tell the centaurs?"

"No not quite." The bard sighed. "Spur of the motien
Xena chuckled at her friend's words. "Always yoytes"
"Learned it from the best," taunted the Queen.
"Thank you," retorted the warrior with a smirk.

Gabrielle just huffed and continued eating her liisest.



After their quick breakfast, they left the inn witieir things and sought out their
horses in the stable. Within a few minutes, they their horses retacked and things
tucked away. Together, they left the stable andicoed on their journey to the
centaur village. For most of the ride, the paikedl about various things. Gabrielle
telling all about the different projects she hasdlaahis spring. On the other hand,
Xena spoke about some of things she'd done sirckeiGabrielle in the Nation.
The talking mostly lasted them a half a candlentefiore their arrival at the centaur
village.

Once at the gates of the village, they dismountetiveaited for the guard to come to
them.

"Queen Gabrielle," greeted the guard, he slighthydd his head. "Welcome." He
then glanced at the Warrior Princess. "Good toyseeagain, Xena."

Xena just nodded her response.

"Tyldus will be happy to see you two." The guarddehe two of them first to the
stables.

A younger centaur came out of the stables andte®lair's horses. Then afterwards,
the guard continued leading them to Tyldus's hut.

"Here you are." The guard pointed to the hut diyaatfront.

"Thank you." Gabrielle smiled then headed for therd

Xena watched the guard go then joined her friend.

"Come in," called a male voice from inside the hut.

The Queen and warrior entered the leader's hubatidwere greeted by Tyldus.

"Thank you for coming," started Tyldus. "We haveamo figure out about what's
happened.”

"Yes | imagine we do," agreed the Queen. "l wadrppe could solve the problem
today if possible."

The centaur nodded. "That's what | kind of thoughtive heard you are quite busy in
the Amazon Nation. | and the council appreciate gmming all this way during the
middle of things."

"Anything to help my allies," stated the Amazon @uaimply.

Tyldus nodded. "Let us go to the meeting room andl request the council meet
with us." He stepped past the two women carefulty left the hut.

Gabrielle and Xena followed behind him quietly.

Once inside the meeting building, Tyldus requestgdard to bring the council. He



then offered Gabrielle and Xena to sit together ti@aopposite end of the table.
Within a few minutes, the other six council membarsved. Along with them,
Phantes entered the building. Each centaur folsmbaaround the extremely long
table except for Phantes, whom stood off to one efdl'yldus.

"Queen Gabrielle, along with Xena, have come toudis the slight problem with our
statue."”

All the centaurs' eyes went onto the Amazon Queen.
Gabrielle felt herself shudder as everybody lockielder.

"Now then," started Tyldus, "we have a rather staw about the desecration of our
statue."

"Which is?" inquired Queen Gabrielle.

"That whoever so desecrates the statue must phythir life," answered a council
member.

The Amazon Queen sighed at this. "And why is tiseieh a strict law as that? It was
a pure accident on a count of these young Amazons."

"Well if there wasn't such a law as that then tia¢ue would be ruined everyday of
the year," hotly spoke one council member. "Whydo think that statue has stood as
long has it has?"

The Queen sighed quietly to herself. "l understiiadl yes. But to punish children by
death... that's unthinkable. It was a mere childrprask."

"It does not matter," demanded a council membeéwéilet this slide then it means
anybody can get away with defacing the statue."

"I think Queen Gabrielle is right,” suddenly spakePhantes. "We are not talking
about a couple of adults that destroyed our statneake us look like fools. This was
a few kids that were trying to play a joke and deatally broke the leg."

"Those young Amazons had no right to be pulling grank to begin with much less
break it," countered a council centaur.

"Let's put it this way," cut in Xena, she lockeesyvith all of the centaurs around
her. "If a couple of your centaur children cameitite Amazon Nation with intent to
desecrate the statue of Artemis and broke sometnirtge statue. Then the Amazons
get into an uproar saying such an action is pubighiay death. What would you each
say to that?"

The room fell silent after the warrior had spoken.

"Are any of you willing to hand over your child grandchild willingly to up hold
your allies law?" questioned Xena quietly.



"So your answers, gentlemen?" questioned Tyldus.

Each council member began to shake their head umal@rstanding what Queen
Gabrielle was trying to stop and protect.

"Thank you," uttered Gabrielle quietly to her frikn

The warrior smiled softly, she reached under théetand squeezed the bard's leg to
show her reassurance. "That is what family is felng whispered.

That made a gentle smile etched across the Queasssion; her stomach stopped
turning.

"Now then, | think we need to find some kind ofiga@n to repairing our statue.
Correct?" inquired the centaur leader.

Again, the silent council members started nodding.

"Any suggestions, Queen Gabrielle?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact," replied the bard. dught that the Amazons could take
your statue, along with the broken portion. My gtute artist, with the help of the
children that broke it, will first repair the staturhen after they have repaired it and
cleaned it, they will coat it in gold to protectatr the future as much as show our
apologies for what has happened.”

Tyldus nodded his head several times at the Quieas"| like it. How about the rest
of you?"

One by one, each council member voiced their aggrov

"Wonderful," stated Tyldus, "I think that means @an adjourn now." He watched all
of the council members trot out of the building. tHen turned his focus onto Xena
and Gabrielle. "Thank you two for coming here aesbiving this."

Gabrielle stood from her chair and joined the cenkaader, her friend following
behind quietly. "Thank you, Tyldus. | take it yoer not in favour of the death
penalty?"

"Not exactly," expressed the centaur. "l cannotegqunderstand something as
significant as that and | think that law needse¢ahanged soon here."

The Queen chuckled at that, which made the cegtaur"And thank you too for the
help, Phantes."

"I'm sorry | wasn't much more help but | tried."”
"Yes | know, | appreciate it," replied Gabrielle.

"In any case, nothing would have happened to thbaédren,” simply stated Tyldus.
"I would have seen to that." He then held out laisch "Thank you again, Gabrielle."



The Queen carefully shook the centaur's arm. "Tlyank"

Tyldus smiled and turned to Phantes. "Why don'tsioaw them to a hut for the
evening and help them around with dinner tonight.”

"Yes of course, Tyldus."

"Thank you." The centaur leader stepped past ewdgybnd left the building.
"I'm sure you two want some rest before dinner...?"

Gabrielle nodded. "Yes, that'd be rather nice. Wiketinner here?"

Phantes started for the door. "Always at sunset."

"Perfect.” Gabrielle laughed quietly and followée tentaur out, as did Xena.

Phantes led the two women towards the guest hut apoke with them. "How has
Ephiny been?"

"Rather well," replied Gabrielle. "Just as busyresthough."

"I can imagine. | have not seen her in quite awhihantes sighed.

"Well... | can deliver her a message if you'd likbaRtes," offered the bard.
The centaur brightened up at this.

"As a matter of fact, | can have Eph come heremcidup the statue herself with a
few Amazons. I'm sure she will not mind one bit."

Phantes laughed lightly and smiled. "That wouldjtesat, Gabrielle.”
The Queen smiled back. "I'll make sure to do that."”

"Thank you." Phantes then came to s stop and pbtotéhe hut to the right. "That is
your hut, ladies. Your things are inside already."

"Thank you, Phantes," replied Gabrielle.
"Thank you too, Phantes," added in the warrior.

"You both are welcome." Phantes watched them he#ikethut before he trotted off
towards his own hut.

Gabrielle sighed in relief once her back hit thenéartable bed. "Gods... what a
day."

Xena laughed as she stood over her friend. "Itthvasbad huh?" She kicked at the
bard's boot.



The Queen groaned. "No guess it could have beesewor

"Yeah... they could have decided our lives on a pyoald have been better than the
kids."

Gabrielle huffed at that idea. "Glad you didn't gest it to them."

The Warrior Princess chuckled as she walked offsaded taking her weapons off.
"Well, | think this calls for a nap."

The bard instantly sat up. "Oooooh are you fegjmgy old age, Xena?"

The warrior raised a dark eyebrow at her friendhdle you know being thirty-seven
years old has its advantages over your young age."

"How's that?" taunted Gabrielle. "You got more esecto take more naps?"

Xena's lips were pressed tightly together. "RritigHer head was bobbing up and
down as she walked across the room to where hdtedad)s rested on the floor.

Gabrielle suddenly then felt her stomach drop wstemsaw her friend coming back at
her. "l really did mean that in a nice way, Xerfalie put her hands up right when her
friend stood towering high above her. "I mean thablout it, | love to sleep and |
never get naps in like you do." She smiled shegpisMly hole is getting deeper
huh?"

The Warrior Princes bent down until her face waselto Gabrielle's. "Oh yeah...
you are toast, bard."

"Hades!" screamed the bard. She quickly jumpeddoawight as Xena grabbed for
her.

Gabrielle smashed into the floor but before shddcecramble onto her feet, Xena
had a handle on her feet.

"Xena! No no no! | hate this!" she screamed out.

The Warrior Princess laughed evilly as she liftedIest friend by her ankles into
midair.

"Oh gods, Xena," moaned the Queen, "all the blsadshing to my head. I'm gonna
be sick."

"Amazon shit... you're fine," teased the warrior. '&@o | really that old?"
"Xena," whined the bard.
"What'd you say?" asked the warrior teasingly.

The bard closed her eyes. "I'm gonna be sick im poots."



"You better not or you'll be cleaning them," statieel warrior with a chuckle.

Gabrielle groaned. "Xena, | told you its okay bewhd. | mean at least you haven't
gotten to that stage of your life where you fartlad time."

"Gabrielle, you're making this worse."

The Queen chuckled evilly. "Sorry, | can't help thet you're so old. | mean even
your warhorse is getting out of date like you." $en suddenly heard a loud growl.
"Uh oh," she whispered in fear.

"Out of date huh?" growled an angry watrrior.

"Oh no," whimpered the bard. She then suddenlyddwerself being swung upwards
then thrown by her ankles towards the bed. Shaswd loudly as she could until her
back crashed into the middle of the huge bed. Wshexfinally opened her eyes, all
she saw were dark blue eyes staring back at het.ske muttered while pushing
away a little. She then saw an extremely sly graep across the Warrior Princess's
face and her eyes twinkled.

"Out of date huh?" she repeated to Gabrielle.

"Um well... yeah something like that... you know, likepired, Xena." She shrugged.
"At least you don't have any grey hair... oh wait.Gdbrielle reached up as her eyes
narrowed down to one patch of hair to the righKeha's face.

Xena's eyes went to the right corners of her egesha watched Gabrielle grab a hair.
She clamped her jaw down when she felt a ting of pame from the top of her head.

"Um well... you seem to have grey hair now, Xena.eard held up the long strand
of grey hair in front of her friend's face. A vestyy grin crossed her lips.

The warrior snarled at the hair and plucked it fr@abrielle's fingers. "It's gone
now." She tossed it over the bedside.

Gabrielle just giggled in response.

"That's it, you're toast, bard." Xena suddenlyckita Gabrielle's sides with her
fingers, tickling her to death.

"No, Xena! No ooooh gods, no!" The bard startedjtang uncontrollably. "Oh gods
please no!" She then started thrashing aroundeitéa trying to get away from her
tickle attacker. "Xena, please! No!"

"You give, bard?" The warrior then suddenly felt heeath taken out of her when the
bard kicked her in the stomach. She grunted atdttaed breathing again but didn't
stop tickling her friend.

"No! You're... are... you are! sssso old!" screamedoiduel. Now tears began
creeping out from the sides of her eyes. "Stop. gads, Xena stop... you're gonna



kill met!"

"Not until you say I'm not old," growled Xena. Stinied lowering her body more over
Gabrielle's to keep her from kicking her anymor@ushing her away. "And take
back what you said about Argo."

"No!" yelled the bard. "That horsssse... has everemomore grey hairs!"
"That horse | know better than you," reminded tlzener.

Gabrielle laughed even more at what her friend, d8d stomach starting to hurt from
all the laughter. "That poor horse!" she screamed.

The Warrior Princess just groaned at the latesitiishie received from the bard. "I
don't know why | keep you for a friend," she tauhte

The Queen suddenly rolled onto her side, stilhigyio get away from her tickle
attacker. "Because... cause you love... me." Thendh&blardment of tickles came to
complete halt. Gabrielle cringed and kept her ¢gbdly closed preparing for her
friend to attack her unmercifully.

Xena grinned at her friend's reaction and just ledéer face close to the side of
Gabrielle's. "You're right... 1 do love you... bratt."

The bard just chuckled evilly. "I know... I'm so lyclotherwise I'd really be toast."

The Warrior Princess grinned at that. "Mom is rjdittouldn't have gotten a better
sister than you."

Gabrielle slowly opened her eyes. "Mom said that?"

"Uh huh," whispered the older woman. "Besided, wasn't for you.... I'd be
wondering, babbling idiot across this country side.

The Amazon Queen giggled at that and rolled ontdobek again. "Nah, you'd be fine
without me these past couple of years."

"Gabirielle, the things I've shared with you theastpgwo years... its more than
anybody knows about me. Not even mother knowsdfdtie things you know."

The bard's eyes lowered as she considered thaty {d(htell me so much then?"

"Because | trust you," whispered the warrior, "god try very hard to understand
me." She sighed quietly. "Plus the fact | knowtéll you what | have done in my
past, | know you're going to forgive me without guen... not hate me."

Gabrielle felt her chest fall with a sigh. "Xen&nlow you've done a lot of things in
your past... stuff | probably don't even know abaud anly find out in time. But its

in the past, what matters is who you are now." $hiéed softly. "You've come a long
way and still have a ways to go but you're becomaihgtter person each passing day."



"l have been trying," admitted the warrior.

"l know, thank you." The bard smiled.

Xena studied her friend for several moments. "Bateémber, the only reason | have
gotten as far as | have is because you've beew sid@ every step of the way. You've
truly helped put my life together again."

"I've just been myself and tried being a friend."

"I know," whispered the watrrior, "and keep going."

Gabrielle grinned. "Sssso, that means you arehald huh?"

"Gabrielle," growled the warrior. A devilish grieappeared.

The small bard smiled sheepishly. "Well... maybethat old."

"Gabrielle," warned the warrior.

The Queen sighed but was grinning. "Okay, you'teotah.. I'm just really young."
The warrior's eyebrow started arching up slowly.

"Okay okay!" The bard laughed. "You're so youndhe%olled her eyes.

Xena chuckled. "Thank you." She patted her frieamls. "How about that nap?"
"Oh gods, sounds like an idea from the Elysiandsiél

Xena laughed at that as she got out of the bed:éhiahad one for that long huh?"
"No, not really," admitted the bard.

"When was the last one?"

Gabrielle shook her head as she sat up. "I'm nmetreally." She considered it while
she untied her boots. "It had to be before you wete&he fell short as she peered

across to the warrior.

The Warrior Princess glanced across the room veitiieg in a chair. "Since | was
injured huh?"

"Yeah," admitted the bard quietly. She shruggedesseyes went back to her boots. "I
just haven't been able to sleep that well everesirghe admitted.

"Nightmares?"

"Half the reason, yeah." Gabrielle pulled her badts"Going to sleep just means |
watch you die again." She laughed bitterly. "I hthtg one."



Xena had her boots off already and was just staxangss to the bard. "Why else?"

The Queen looked up from the floor. "Just consyasttiessed out between the Nation
and...."

"Cheala?" whispered Xena.
"Yeah," simply replied Gabrielle.

The warrior chewed on the inside of her lip. "W#llbe in the bed beside you, so you
know I'm not dead," she tried to tease lightly.

Gabrielle smiled sadly. She then stood up and caraeto help her friend get out of
her armour. "l know."

"How did you sleep last night?" questioned Xena.

"Actually better," acclaimed the bard. "l don't knwhy but | always sleep better
around you."

The warrior chuckled at that. "Call me the warobsleep.”

The Queen chuckled quietly at that as she unhoaKed clasps. "Not sure... guess
because | feel well protected.”

Xena grinned at that. "Come on." She stood up appesl off the loose armour.

Gabrielle felt a warm hand come to the centre ofdaek and push her towards the
bed. "Beeeed," she whimpered.

Xena laughed and easily pushed her friend int®he then climbed in afterwards.
Gabirielle rolled onto her side to face her friend.

Xena brought her hands under her head and closexyés.

"Xena?"

"Mmmm?"

"l have a real weird question for yah."

The warrior just grinned at that. "What's that, Gelle?"

"Have you found anybody?"

"What?" The warrior instantly opened her eyes amded her head to Gabrielle.
"Found anybody?"

"Yeah you know... to date. Well | know you don't ligalling it dating but you know
what | mean."



"Gabrielle, why are you asking this?"
The bard shrugged. "Just curious."
Xena sighed and just closed her eyes again.

"Well come on now." The bard could see a small greeping along her friend's lips.
"Oh you have! Give, Xena."

The Warrior Princess laughed. "Gabrielle... she'senabiphysical interest and less of
a mental one."

"Hey fuck friends work too, you know."

"Gabrielle," growled the watrrior. "l don't do tHaghe kept her eyes closed but raised
an eyebrow never the less.

Gabrielle laughed a little. "Oh nothing wrong wahuck friend."

"Gabrielle," warned Xena.

"Well... at least tell me what she looks like, XeAad where did you meet her?"
"l didn't really meet her, Gabrielle."

"Then how you know her?"

The warrior opened her eyes again. "That's it;l'tdkanow her... while at mother's |
just saw her in the tavern.”

"You didn't talk to her or anything?"
"Gabrielle, that's not me."

The smaller woman huffed at that. "Yeah all gunbowa kicking strangers' asses but
when it comes to meeting somebody new you hidecioraer."”

"And like you don't?" taunted the watrrior.

"Ah well... that's not fair, this is about you, noer

Xena just laughed deeply at her friend. "No, lddd talk to her, Gabrielle.”

"Well that's alright... what'd she look like at |e&ist

The Warrior Princess sighed despite the fact slsegnaning, she closed her eyes
again. "She was a bit shorter than me. Had longdolair... a bit like yours," she

added. "Rather slender but not sure about musclasything."

"I know you prefer muscular.”



Xena shrugged. "It depends... more concerned aboothdy are much less what
they look like these days."

"l agree to that,"” retorted the bard. "What colovere her eyes?"
"l couldn't really tell... she was too far from me."

"Hmmmm." Gabrielle nodded a bit. "Well... it's a star
"Gabrielle, I'm not going back there just to méws stranger.”
"Oh come on, Xena," started the bard, "You could-"

"Go to sleep," cut off the warrior with a laughdtn't wanna hear this." She turned
over onto her side.

The Queen just lay there with a big frown. "Abselytno fun."”
"Sleep well," teased the older woman.
Gabrielle huffed and just closed her eyes. "Slegq,t she muttered.

~Fk ko

The Amazon Queen waved to Tyldus as her and Xedeaat of the centaur village.
"Don't worry, Phantes. I'll deliver the messag&piiny."

"Thank you," called back the centaur.
Gabrielle smiled and faced forward again.
"Glad everything worked out?"

The bard nodded to her friend. "l sure am." Shkesdgcontently. "Feel a lot better
about that."

"I know you do," stated the warrior. "Let's get ymome huh?"

"Yeah... home," muttered the bard sadly.

Together the pair rode in silence towards the Amaalbage, both knowing they'd be
there about a candlemark before sunset. They alse khat once they arrived there
they would have to go back to acting like frienattweren't as close as they real are.
That also meant they would have to soon separateygen and that made both of
them want to turn in another direction away from Amazon Nation.

"So uh... Argo has been well?"

Xena chuckled at the question that broke the s#efies.” She patted the side of her
mare's neck.



"You give her plenty of apples?"

The warrior corked an eyebrow at her friend. "Geall#j | just got finished getting her
to lose some weight after you."

"Xena, she enjoys those apples with the centrentaké"” The bard grinned and
added, "then putting the pieces of cheese in it."

"Gabrielle, that cheese is bad for her."

The Queen chuckled evilly. "Mustn't be all that lfaghe constantly wants one."
"You taught her a bad habit,” reminded the warrior.

"No, | praised her for putting up with you for asgj as she has."

Xena's jaw dropped down. "She is my horse."

Gabrielle just giggled at the look she was gettiogh Xena. "Yeah well, you mistreat
her... you don't give her the apple treats."

"She doesn't need them!"
"Okay let's ask Argo that."
Xena growled, "Let's not."
"Ooooh because you know what she'll say."

The warrior glared at her friend but she couldelptthe grin that was pulling at the
corners of her lips. "She hates them."

"Okay." Gabrielle bent forward in her saddle ankkas "Argo, do you like those
apple treats?"

Suddenly Argo threw up her head and whining in nzggs at just the mention of
apple treats.

"Well there you go, Xena."

"She said she hates them."

"Rrrrrright,” teased the bard. "She sounded like igdally didn't want one."
"I can't believe this," muttered the warrior.

Gabrielle grinned before questioning, "What's that?

Xena shook her head then looked back at her fri#rgsghent years training Argo to be
what she is now. You do not realize just how harsl fo train a horse let alone her."



Gabrielle just giggled.

"Then you come along and completely destroy myrestystem with her.” Xena
huffed as she turned her attention away.

"Funny how that works huh?"

Xena grunted for her response. "l couldn't beligwme ruined it."

The Queen smirked. "I didn't ruin it, just madenibre fun for her."

"Ha!" Xena turned some in her saddle to better feaeriend. "You ruined it."

"Okay, Xena." Gabrielle held up one hand as a lsmgjek took her expression over.
"You are right, you're always right. I'm so wrongdayou're always right."

The Warrior Princess glared at the other womahat® when you do that,"” she
muttered under her breath.

"Oh but | was just agreeing with you," taunted sheall bard.

Xena grounded her teeth together. "Well its abioue tyou realized I'm always right."
She threw a smirk at her friend.

Gabrielle huffed and rolled her eyes.

"And can | ask where you got that from?"
"What? The 'you're right and I'm wrong' thing?"
"Hmmm," answered the warrior.

Gabrielle snickered and suddenly looked away froenalder woman. "I can't tell, it's
a secret."

"Okay | already know it has to do with mother. Give

The bard furiously shook her head as she starteghiag.

Xena just sighed while her friend was laughing alsmmething.

"Oh gods, | love mom," whispered the bard betwesmdughter.

The warrior sighed again. "The things you two &bout, | can't imagine."

"You wouldn't want to," stated the Queen. She t@aleep breath then said, "Mom
always says you're wonderful, fun to be around tlheitonly problem you have is you

think you're always right."

"Because | am," simply confirmed the 'always rigimé.



"Yeah sure... so mom told me to just let you think'y@ always right even when
you're wrong. Then you'll stay happy with me."

"l see."

Gabrielle started giggling after her explanatiddhé's right though!" She then leaned
to the right of her saddle and started laughingamor

Xena just shook her head as her friend laughednéBet?"

The smaller woman straightened up in her saddle agal filled her chest with air.
"Yeah... | think so." She then shifted in the sadstiee more to get more
comfortable. "Hades, you know what somebody showdnt?"

"Hmmmm?"

"Someway to heat saddles in the winter time." Téuel lvaised an eyebrow. "I mean,
in the winter time these things are so cold. Yalize how nice it'd be if they just
stayed warm all the time."

Xena grinned at the thought. "I'd buy one. I'd |tivat."

"I mean, the horse keeps the saddle fairly warnabiriglle pressed her lips together in
thought. "But | mean a nice...."

"Low roast would be good."”

"Yeah exactly," agreed the bard.

The Warrior Princess chuckled at that.

"Yup, | could see you be the first to get one afsih"

"Why you say that?" inquired the warrior.

A grin streaked across the bard's features. "Ywoea toys like that."
"l do not."

"Xena, come on now seriously.” The bard pointethatchakram dangling at Xena's
side. "What you call that thing?"

Xena glanced down at it momentarily. "A weapong séplied.

"It's a toy... to you. Maybe everybody else it's ap@n." Gabrielle laughed at that.
"But to you, it's a toy."

The Warrior Princess snickered evilly. "It could béut I'd never admit to that."

"Xena, you don't need any weapons to fight. Youehttsem for show and for fun



because they're a toy to you."
Xena didn't reply but was grinning from ear to ear.

"Oh wait!" Suddenly Gabrielle's face brightened aipgl she started talking rather fast.
"Remember the time | bought that breast dagger!"

The Warrior Princess started laughing suddenly.

"You took that off me not because it was dangetmudecause you wanted it for
yourself!" roared the bard.

"l did not!" Xena tried giving a serious look. "las concerned you'd nick your boob."

"Centaur shit!" The Queen laughed, her eyes wageaiound the edges. "You wanted
that thing for yourself. That's a perfect examgla toy you wanted."

The warrior just chuckled evilly as her response.
"You still have that dagger?"

"Let me check..." The Warrior Princes freed her rigahd from the reins and reached
up. She pulled her breastplate out then peered d&nyup, it's in there."

A few chuckles left the bard. "One day, you'll héwdeach me that squeeze your
boobs together and the dagger pops out trick."

"Nope." Xena grinned. "You're not experienced etoiag that." She then paused and
decided to torment her friend more. "Plus, you dguite have the..." she held up her
right hand to her breasts again. "The right sizeigbpop it out.”

"Oh gee thanks, Xena," retorted Gabrielle. "At teame don't hurt me."

The warrior grunted at that comment. "True."

Gabrielle then was silent for a little bit befoomking at Xena again.

The warrior quickly noted the serious expressiothenbard's face.

"Xena, can | ask you something and you answer lilgf2és

Xena felt her stomach turn and her grip on thesréghtened. "I'll try my best,
Gabrielle."

"Thank you."
"Go on," urged the warrior, she felt herself treenbtiefly in nervousness.

"Okay, here goes...." The bard licked her lips asmlteher question together
correctly. "Would you ever... well would you ever dahe?"



The warrior quickly felt herself trying to swallotivat question down like a rock.
"You mean... if you weren't dating as of right now?"

"Yeah exactly."

Xena chewed on her lower lip as she debated whaidtiel the truth. She knew she
couldn't lie to Gabrielle, she never had and trietito hide anything from her either.

"I think | would." She looked seriously at the bafid | had to honestly say what kind
of person is my type, you would be it." She shrugdPlus I've known you for so

long, | know who you are... I've always enjoyed bemgnds with you."

"Yeah... I've enjoyed our friendship for the past tyears." Gabrielle smiled and
added, "And | always wanted an older sister, that'st you've been to me too." She
paused while in the middle of her thoughts. "I hesk about life from you."

"I know you have," agreed the warrior. She thehtérhpted to ask the same question
of Gabrielle but yet that was all Gabrielle hadltbér. Looking away, she decided not
to ask the question of the bard. "I think we'llib¢he village soon here."

"Yeah | know." The Queen gazed over at the westkyn"What you think? About
another fifteen minutes?"

"Around there."

"Xena, thanks for taking me to the centaur village.

Xena smiled at the thank you. "It was my pleaslwmaas glad to catch up with you."
"Me too... | mean with you though."

The Warrior Princess gave a warm grin. "I know.eShrugged though after turning
her attention away. "Don't forget though, | stée an opening for a... partner." She
glanced back at Gabrielle. "If you're ever intezdst

"I know," uttered the bard sadly. "You think yowsthy tonight?"

Xena slowly started shaking her head. "No, | tHinked to keep moving."

Gabrielle nodded without saying much else.

Then within those fifteen minutes after, the parivad at the Amazon Nation. Xena
decided to take a small break before she moveshdncamake sure Gabrielle was
settled. At the gates, Eponin had greeted thenEphithy was soon to follow along
with Solari. The regent was rather excited to rez¢he message from Phantes and
the news that she'd lead the party to the cenidage.

The Amazon Queen, after getting her stuff fromhuse, headed directly to her hut.
Xena on the other hand stay by the gates withhteetAmazons.

"How was everything?" asked Ephiny.



"It went well." Xena leaned against the archwayhef gates. "Gabrielle settled
everything peacefully and everybody is happy."

"That's good to hear,"” stated Solari.
"Gabrielle enjoy her time away?" Ephiny had a ratherried expression.

The warrior considered the question for a momest tiodded. "I think so, she slept a
lot."

"That's good," muttered the weapons master.

"She ate plenty and we had a good time."

Ephiny smiled at that and grasped the warrior's &fitmanks, Xena."
The Warrior Princess sighed sadly. "l wish | codddmore."”

"We do too," agreed the second in command.

"But... only so much any of us can do," remindedrdgent as she released Xena's
arm. "She has to decide what's best for her."

"Rather decide for her," muttered Solari.

Xena huffed her agreement at that. "Well let mevkifahings keep getting worse."
She peered down at her friends. "I'll come back .asee if | can't settle things for
good."

"You have to be careful about that, Xena." Ephiayged. "We both know how
Gabrielle is about people telling her what to do."”

"Oh | know that... | was talking about Cheala." Tharmor raised an eyebrow.
"I like her," joked the weapons master, she poitéidger at Xena.

Xena chuckled at Eponin. She then saw Gabriellarmptowards them so she lifted
herself off the gate. "Well | think this is my clue.

The Amazons looked and saw the Queen coming treir w

Gabrielle joined the group and smiled sadly atdest friend. "Well...."

Xena quickly saw Gabrielle's eyes were red fronngry'Hey...." She took a step
forward, putting herself between the Amazons andri@ke. "What's going on?" She
carefully reached and tilted Gabrielle's face wpaials hers.

"Its nothing," whispered the bard. She gently weapper fingers into her friend's

larger hand and pulled the hand away from her ¢hijust wasn't exactly a warm
welcoming home."



Xena closed her eyes for a second, her tempendlanside of her and she fought
with it.

"Its okay," reassured Gabrielle.
The warrior bit her lower lip as her dark blue egpsned again. "Yeah... right."

The Queen sighed and whispered, "Come here." Wdtlsecond, she had her arms
tightly around her friend in a long hug.

Xena pulled Gabrielle in close, as she would dé&tkease take care of yourself,
Gabrielle," she murmured into the bard's ear.

"I'll try if you do."

"l will," promised the warrior quietly.

Ephiny and Solari exchanged worried looks.

Eponin on the other hand shook her head faintlgeasad situation.

Finally the two friends broke apart. Xena then gawefer hugs to the three Amazons.
Climbing up onto Argo, Xena said goodbye to therhdtopped when Gabrielle came
beside her horse.

"I'll see you soon," promised the warrior.

Gabrielle smiled at that. "I'd like that." She gred her friend's leg. "I'll miss you."

"I know." Xena then felt her smile go sadder. Stentleaned down and whispered,
"Remember, | always love you, Gabrielle." She plieagentle kiss on her friend's
forehead then afterwards uttered, "I didn't comeklfeom the dead for myself." She
straightened back up in her saddle and tapped iirtiee sides. She headed out of the

gates.

Gabrielle turned a little and stood there, her aageinst her chest and watched Xena
ride towards the sunset. Slowly, tears began tnglkdown her cheeks.

Ephiny silently came up behind her Queen, her hahpging onto her shoulders in
reassurance. "Gabrielle... you lost her to death .O18tee squeezed the sore shoulders
that rested under her hands. "Don't lose her agaiot like this."

The Amazon Queen closed her eyes and dropped aériaek; a very low whimper
could be heard from her. "Oh gods...."

The regent gave one more squeeze then loweredahdsh
Gabrielle lowered her head back down and starée@maa's distant figure. Then

without another single thought, worry or fear; sh@de her final decision. She took
off sprinting out of the Amazon village.



A huge smile took over Ephiny's expression.

"Xena!" yelled Gabrielle. "Wait, Xena!"

Xena heard Gabrielle calling for her and instah#ijted her horse. She turned in her
saddle right as Gabrielle came up beside Argo. 'W/laong?" she asked hastily and
in worry. She saw all the tears coming from hett bésnd.

"Xena," rasped the bard in a fast and scared vtiican't keep going on like this. I'm
not happy here and | can't stand being away from Bat I'm too scared to face
Cheala about any of it. | don't know what to donX& She started crying even more
as she gripped Xena's leg tightly.

"Gabrielle, breathe... its okay." Xena reached dowping away the tears. "I'm not
going to leave you if you don't want me to."

"I know it's just... | don't know what to do, Xen&abrielle shook her head. "I don't
know... what should | do, Xena? | trust you more thagbody else in the world.
What should | do?" she begged.

Xena licked her lips slightly and brought her feat of her stirrups. She swung her
leg over the saddle, and dismounted her horsest®bd tall above her friend, her
hands on Gabrielle's worn shoulders. "You wanttovk what | think you should
do?" she uttered.

"Yes." The bard searched her friend's eyes fomawar.

Xena very gradually lowered her head and broughtipe against Gabrielle's own.
Gabrielle had closed her eyes then immediatelygctarXena for support.

Xena slid her arms around her friend's waist tp helr and to pull her in more. She
opened her mouth slightly, letting the tip of hemdgue run across Gabrielle's lower

lip.

The bard sighed and didn't refuse to open her oautim Her tongue running across
Xena's own.

The warrior then pulled her tongue back, her lipstgg to separate from Gabrielle's.

Gabrielle opened her eyes and stared into tenderdyles. After a few moments, she
then whispered, "Xena... really?"

Xena lowered her head again, her lips now goingtde her friend's ear. "Yes...
really," she whispered gently. "Two years ago, ydsday yes, and forever, yes."

Gabrielle whimpered and pulled the warrior in fateong hug.

Xena smiled to herself as she hugged what sheayalelaimed as her bard.



Ephiny just nodded at the scene of her two frietgisally... after two damn years."

The weapons master grinned at the regent's wdrdsally like her,” she commented
about Xena.

Solari chuckled and added in, "Definitely... justktbe girl. | like that myself.”
The Amazon Queen pulled back from the hug. "Xena?"

"Yeah?"

"Can you wait here? Give me like at least five n@sy okay?"

The Warrior Princess laughed softly at the requééicourse.”

"Thank you." Gabrielle released the warrior andalglick turn around. She went
racing back towards the village, headed for hetttndind her things.

Xena smiled at the sight and shifted closer tohoese. She folded her arms while
leaning back against Argo.

Argo whined in question.

The Warrior Princess turned her had to the rigivards Argo. "Yes, | guess that
means you get apple treats again."

The mare threw her head up and whined in quesgama

Xena sighed in annoyance but was smiling. "Yesneti.. you get the cheese in the
middle too."

Argo threw up her head and whined in happiness st@mped her feet on the ground
in a little happy dance.

Xena grinned at her horse's happiness. "I know ymwfeel... but she's still mine."
Argo snickered with a nicker.

"Whiney," retorted the warrior, "Now | know why shalls you Whiney." She then
straightened up off Argo's side as she saw herfaardg back towards her.

Gabrielle came right up to her partner and heldcheutsatchel of scrolls to be placed
in the saddlebags. "I have something to write algatn." A happy smile formed
across her lips.

Xena smiled too as her hand intertwined with Gdletgeand they both held onto the
satchel of stories together.



TheEnd



