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"Come on, get in there,"” ordered the warrior.

“I'm movin', I'm movin'," called back the bard d&saced into the cave with her
pack.

The lightening flashed brightly while the thundeusded across the lands.

Xena rushed in next with a pack but stopped diyaatder the overhang of the cave.
"That's a mean storm.”

Gabrielle brushed back her soaked bangs, stodthdfile dark cave, but finally
moved to her best friend when the lightening libgjs up. "What we going to do
about firewood?"

The Warrior Princess turned around and staredtimgdolack cave. "Let's hope
there's... some in here," she whispered. "We negdttgou out of those wet
clothes... especially with how cold it is."

"l second that.” The bard folded her arms andhfeitbody going cold despite she'd
just been running earlier.

The lightening exploded.

"There's some," confirmed the warrior when she tendry wood over to the right.
"Stay here."

The Amazon Queen stood in front of the entrancdahmitold wind blew on her back
and she shivered. "Xena, it's really cold,"” shesphred.

"Just hold on," promised the older woman. She dyigited an armload of wood into
her arms and carried it more to the center of gdwec

Gabrielle watched Xena put the fire together inlsmarements from the lightening.



Suddenly, sparks reappeared in the dark cave adédaon the firewood, then the
sparks grew into flames and a low fire had begun.

"Come on." Xena held her hand up as she squattadméhe fire.

The bard shuffled over and took the larger hand.

Xena helped her partner sit down beside the fitesha couldn't help but notice the
faint blue tint in Gabrielle's lips. After an inwasigh, she went behind her friend and
removed the pack. "Just warm up huh?"

"All our stuff is soaked?" inquired the smaller wam

"Let me look... maybe we'll be in luck." Yet the warrknew, considering how hard
it was raining while they were running, she doulitet any of their stuff was dry.
She placed her pack along with Gabrielle's agéirestavern wall. She started pulling
things out- she checked them.

Everything had been swimming in water, they mindvall have been in an ocean.

The Amazon Queen glanced sidelong and watched aa eed up a pouch of herbs.

The warrior turned the herb pouch up side downgedn, leafy water just poured
out. "Damn it," she snarled and squeezed the lepthech with all her arm strength.

Gabrielle sighed and came over to her friend. U0 packs are water skins huh?" she
joked in prayer to lighten the air.

Xena sighed and shook her head. "Pretty much.'sfheed the leather pouch back
into its pack but untied the two bedrolls and finosn both packs. "Lay these out
close to the fire; hopefully they'll dry by later."

The younger woman took them and strolled nearitbe$he unrolled them and
placed them close by. "What you think we shouldbdout dinner?"

"Feel like being a fruit-atarian tonight?" The WarrPrincess now laid out all the
items from inside the packs in rows of lines. Hapligfall the stuff would dry out
sooner than later.

"Is that about it?" inquired the bard.

Xena held up a block of cheese. "Plus a cheeseatar

Gabrielle shrugged. "Better than nothing." She gtdacing her friend, and her back
to the fire. "What we going to do about our wetloks?"

The Warrior Princess peered up at her best frishd-grinned. "Have you ever been
to a nude colony?"

Gabrielle gaped.



Well this wasn't quite what the bard had in mindyas a bit nerve racking at first.
Here she was, sitting under one dried fur, neafitagand in the nude. The pure stark
naked buff with notta strip of cloth on her. Shesviiappy to have the fur covering
her.

Just earlier Xena had been moving around in the asdf she did it on a daily basis
in a town. But thankfully, for the bard, Xena'stlears had dried and she'd put them
back on. The warrior now sat a bit away sharpehargsword.

The bard peered out towards the mouth of the cagenatched the lightening flash.
"Stupid rain," she muttered and sighed. She pedwach at her hands in her lap and
just wished she had her quill and scrolls to wistke lifted her eyes and stared into
the fire.

A tiny bead of sweat developed on the bard's btogrew larger then it slowly rolled
down the smooth temple, across the cheek, andffdiker jaw. Another little bead
grew on the other side of her brow and begun theegaurney. Then a third,
followed by a fourth, a fifth even, sixth... eighthinth, tenth...

The Amazon Queen was about to pull the fur awaydxdlled her... dilemma.
"Xena?"

The warrior peered up in question.
"Come here for a second.”
Xena put her sword and whetstone aside. She walkedto her friend. "What's up?"

Gabrielle closed her eyes as she felt the insiderdelf go into a low roast sensation.
"Touch my forehead," she whispered.

The older woman had already noted the beads ofts@agefully, she pressed the
palm of her hand against her partner's foreheadeyts widened. "You're burning

up."

"That's what | thought," whispered the bard. "l {de= I'm in the fire now," she
added.

"Damn it," growled the watrrior for the second tiwfehe evening. "You're getting a
fever."

"Wonderful," muttered the bard. She opened her ageddelt herself faintly go
lightheaded. "This is going to be bad," she whisgddyy the way she had begun to
feel.

"Let me see if a bedroll is dry enough. You neelietaown.” Xena walked over to
the opposite side of the fire and touched bothdikdand found one fairly dry. She
picked it up and strolled back over.



Gabrielle got onto the bedroll once her partnet taout close to the fire.
The warrior knelt beside her best friend. "Get soast huh?"

"Yeah." The younger woman smiled reassuringlyll itobably be gone tomorrow
morning."

"Let's hope so0." Xena brushed back her friend's smv@at soaked bangs. "Are you too
hot?"

"No, I'll be fine," uttered the bard.

"Just get some sleep, please.” Xena leaned foraradkissed softly her companion's
flushed cheek. "You don't need to get sick.”

"I'll be fine," promised the bard.

"Go to sleep," ordered the older woman with a sn8lee got up to her feet but
muttered, "Musta been the fruit-atarian night." S8teat back to her sword and
whetstone.

"It was the cheese-atarian,” Gabrielle joked back.

"Go to sleep," called Xena.

The Amazon Queen chuckled and closed her eyesysltwlidn't take her long to fall

asleep since she was exhausted between todayrigaand running through the
rainstorm. And well, the fever itself was drainimey.

Xena sat up and glanced at her friend next to$tee.noted how her friend was curled
up in a ball. She glanced at the fire, which wasast dead. She growled at herself,
got up, and put wood in the fire.

The fire came back to life in good time.

The warrior guessed it to be about five candlembgtsre dawn. She was hesitant
about getting back under her fur and bedroll.

Gabrielle's eyes gradually opened and peered thye atarrior. "Xena?" she
whispered.

"Hey, I'm right here." The tall woman bent downdiyou feeling?"

"I'm really cold," replied the bard.

But when Xena touched her friend's forehead, shedat still hot yet Gabrielle laid
there shaking and shivering. "Want me to sleep voti?" she asked quietly not

completely sure if her friend would agree; espécgihce Gabrielle still wore
nothing.



The small woman nodded before she asked, "Whatini@"

"Real early," answered Xena as she stood up. Stidbgd her other fur and came
back over. She placed it on top of her friend tbarefully crawled under the two
blankets. As cautiously as she could, Xena wrapyeedop arm over her friend's
stomach.

Gabrielle followed with the signs; she rested heacon her friend's bottom arm and
pressed her back into the warm leathers. One igstidl rolled up and down her
spine then left her.

"How's that feel?"
"A lot better," answered the Amazon Queen.

"Good, try going back to sleep." Xena remained casnpossible despite how much
every fiber was triggered by the nude body so doders. My own nude idea
coming back on me, mentally joked the warrior. @ddt she had her leathers, which
blocked the warm skin from touching her stomachreasts fully.

Gabrielle suddenly pressed her butt hard in Xereaiser.

The warrior clamped her jaw down as her eyes wide®&ay... this was a bad idea.
Now what was she suppose to do with a butt stickuigoard? Absolutely... nothing.
She could only pray that sleep would take her soeal,soon.

Xena gradually opened her eyes and looked outeotdive; she noted it was early
morning. She sighed and considered if she shouldmger not. But then she looked
down when she heard Gabrielle lightly moan ancedbbver.

The bard now faced Xena and started to snuggleherto

The warrior just lifted an eyebrow at this and @ast of pulling back; she carefully
tightened her arms around her best friend. Afteeay sigh, she decided to sleep
longer knowing it was best for Gabrielle.

It wasn't for another three candlemarks until tlaener woke back up. When she had
finally fully awoken, she took a look down at heehd.

Gabrielle had moved again and was now on her bagk,sprawled, and mouth open.
She wasn't snoring, which was rare to even bedim sa Xena knew it was because
she couldn't breathe from her nose.

The Warrior Princess lifted her left hand and bitdugover her friend's nose. She
couldn't feel any heat or breathing but could ftoen mouth. "Head congestion," she
grumbled. She then moved her hand up more and braugjose to Gabrielle's
forehead but without touching her. She couldn'seeanymore heat radiating off
Gabrielle's forehead like last night. She sigherklief.



Xena now looked back at the cave then over to thredry bags. She sighed knowing
she needed to find something for breakfast. Shefudyr slipped out of the furs and
went to put her armor on quietly. Within five mieat the warrior was heading out of
the cave with her sword unsheathed.

The Amazon Queen rolled onto her side and openeeyles slowly. She felt nice and
warm under the furs except for her right leg, whicks sticking out from under the
furs. She grumbled and pulled her leg back undefuts. She then scanned the cave
and realized Xena had left, probably to get food.

"Means | have fifteen more minutes of sleep," dedithe worn bard. She closed her
eyes but soon realized her mouth was pretty drg.li8ked her lips and closed her
mouth yet her nose didn't bring in any air. Shekjyiopened her mouth again to
breathe and also grumbled. "I rather be feveriah thot breathing out of my nose,"
she partially growled. With a big huff, she closext eyes and tried to sneak in a few
more minutes of sleep before Xena showed.

The Warrior Princess did return within about fifteminutes with three cleaned quails
and a couple of apples. She had a feeling hergrantauldn't be too hungry but still
would want something. She decided not to bothefrierd now and knew a better
technique to wake her. So she skewed the quaitsléamed the skew against the
cavern wall while taking a minute to restart thre.fiAfter the fire was going, she
placed the birds over it to cook.

After she'd done so, she already saw her partnemgeome in the bed. Xena
glanced over while kneeling beside the fire.

Gabrielle had pushed her furs around some and Istdkanly moved them down to
almost reveal the top of her breasts.

The warrior chuckled some and shook her head winiteng her head away. Standing
back up, she started for the leather packs bupstbmidway and glanced at the bard
when she moaned some. She knew her friend woulé walany second.

The bard rolled back onto her side again, facingaXand the cave entrance.

The warrior quickly moved to the bags and bent ddvem back now to Gabrielle.

The Amazon Queen opened her eyes and stared faieinel's back. She smiled at
Xena's return and she closed her eyes tightly stretiched her legs out and her arms.

"Good morning," greeted Xena. She finally turneauaid and smiled at her.

"Mornin"." The bard took a deep breath and faipitked up the scent of quail even
with her nose mostly congested. "Are you cookingaihning?"

The warrior grinned immediately then replied, "Yesme quail. Are you hungry?"

"Yeah, | think so." Gabrielle was starting to it lbut stopped midway when she
remembered she had no clothes on still. She qupzkied the fur up to her neck and



a blush crept up her neck.

The Warrior Princess chuckled deeply and said, dHol." She stood up and went
over to where Gabrielle's clothes rested nearitbeShe carefully picked them up
and crossed over to her partner. "Here."

The bard coughed some and took the clothes withigigrhand. "Thanks."

Xena thought for a moment then said, "I'll just...a@ck on the quail." After
Gabrielle's sheepish nod, she went to the fire athback to Gabrielle.

The bard sighed in relief and slipped out of ths fghe felt the chill rise up her back.
She quickly slipped her skirt on, adjusted it, tipeih on her green halter top.

The warrior timed it mentally and knew the haltersdaced up to about the middle.
So she stood up and came over to her friend wailimg, "Quail are almost finished."

Gabrielle peered up from her halter to her partt®osunds good." She glanced past
the warrior and saw the two apples on the grouRduiid some apples too?"

"Yeah but | think they're still a bit ripe,” reptiehe warrior. She folded her arms over
her chest and leaned against her right leg. "Howfgel?"

Gabrielle laced the string two more times then tiedf. She finally answered back,
"Better, | think." She did a mental check and m=di she could breathe a little better
out of her nose but just the right side. She todkep breath and found it pretty easy.
Then she swallowed but suddenly she felt her thrglaten. Awe Hades a sore throat,
she mentally complained. "A lot better," she hifl|

The warrior raised an eyebrow then said, "I'll bees after you eat."

The bard almost whined but stopped herself, notiwagro worry her friend. "Not a
problem." She gave a bright grin.

Xena raised an eyebrow but turned around to chexbkitds again.

Gabrielle's grin suddenly fell and her shouldewsrgled. | suck at lying, especially to
Xena.

Once the birds were cooked enough, the pair sahdpuetly together and ate their
breakfast.

The bard mainly picked at her bird and ate verylspiaces. She then noted Xena's
very curious look on her so she quickly shoved gehpiece of meat into her mouth.

The warrior just stared at her, watching very itlien

Gabrielle smiled and chewed the meat; she therdoherself to swallow it despite
the pain. After she had it down, she held backcbegh and said, "Good quail."

"Uh huh." Xena returned her attention to her quewas the second one and it'd only



taken her half the time to eat two birds thandakiGabrielle to eat one. After her
partner was finished her quail, she picked upweedpples. "Want one?"

Gabrielle quickly shook her head knowing the dtifit would really hurt her throat.
"No, no... quail was plenty."

Xena held an apple in each hand. She tossed otinenaught it. "Save 'em for later.
You think you can travel?"

"Oh yeah," promised the bard. "I know you want ¢ tp the village to get Argo and
our stuff."

"Yeah," agreed the warrior. "We'll take it slow hase the village isn't too far. If you
want, we can stay the night there."

"We'll see...." Gabrielle shrugged then patted hienff's leg. "Let's get going, kinda
late as it is." She stood up and went to the padtiere her staff was too.

Xena watched intently and a bit surprised aboufiemd's persistence. She stood up
too then joined her friend in getting ready.

After about a candlemark, they were about halfveathe village that Argo was being
kept. Their packs were pretty much light now simzest of it was ruined from the
storm. The walk to the village was a lot slowemtimrmal for them but neither
minded it either.

"l guess we'll need to stop in the market for fhoih 2"

"Yeah since the storm ruined our supplies." Xemagtd at her friend then back at
the road. "They have a small market, hopefully whamneed." She paused then
asked, "How you feel?"

"I'm okay," reassured the bard.

Xena slightly bit her lower lip then quietly saitf,ou were pretty worn out last night
between yesterday and that fever."

"Yeah | know, but the good night's rest helped."

"Mmmm." The warrior wasn't satisfied because shmnkher friend was still sick and
didn't care to admit it.

Gabrielle knew her friend didn't believe her so sheédenly stopped and grabbed the
warrior's arm, making her stop.

Xena curiously looked at her friend.

"Xena, I'm okay... honestly." The bard smiled warméleased the strong arm, and
dropped her head against her staff. "And | appte@&@serything you did last night."

The Warrior Princess now folded her arms and tigealct stoic.



"I'm serious," urged the bard, "it meant a lot wtayed with me last night." And
without another word, she stood up on her tiptogslaaned in to her friend.
Gabrielle gently placed a kiss to her friend's ébitek then lowered back down flat on
her feet and continued traveling.

Xena blinked as she felt her cheek suddenly warmm tipe formation of Gabrielle's
lips. She cursed herself if she was blushing atpbint. She forced the shiver away
then urged herself to turn and followed after thedbOnce she came along side the
bard, she thought of what to say and all she csajdwvas, "You're welcome."

Gabrielle smiled at the response yet remained quiet

It wasn't long before they made it into the villagaey went directly to the stables
that Argo had been staying in for the past foursd@yhen they arrived at the stable,
they found the young man that attended the stakkssa paid him the other half of
the dinars then requested for her saddlebags.

The young man had disappeared back into the sididee there was a locked room.
He soon returned with the heavy saddlebags.

Gabrielle was about to take them but Xena had stéphead of her and took them.
She mentally cursed her stubborn partner for bgingrotective yet deeper inside; she
truly enjoyed that about Xena.

Xena then led the way to the stall where Argo veagiatiently.

Argo greeted her master with a very happy whine.

The warrior couldn't hold back her smile at se¢giagmare. She pushed her way into
the stall and quickly began tacking her up afte*éblaced the saddlebags onto the
stall door.

The Amazon Queen however remained off to one siolein the stall and leaning
against her staff. She felt rather exhausted fiaaay's walk and she rested her head
against her staff. She closed her eyes and toelep sallow but quickly stopped
when her throat ached. She sighed and tried td@wahore carefully this time.

The warrior was busy tacking her horse but not lmmyugh to see Gabrielle's
troubles. She made a mental note to discuss it I&e you think you can travel a
little more or want to stay for the night?"

Gabrielle didn't open her eyes but did reply, fhkhtravel another candlemark.”

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah, positive."

Xena licked her lips and thought they could gettfer if she got Gabrielle on Argo.

Although she knew just how hard that would betwegimg the mare and not letting
Gabrielle think it was because she was still sgtke carefully chose her words before



she spoke them. "Would you like to ride Argo?"

The Amazon Queen opened her eyes gradually wheleshsidered the offer. "No...
| think I'm fine."

The warrior looked away and continued tighteninghgcrown on the mare's face. "l
meant, you and me, Gabrielle. Then we could coviglemore ground.”

Gabrielle hadn't realized the ride meant Xena énstaddle too. Those types of rides
were few and far between. "Can | sit in the front?"

Xena bit back her grin at how her offer complet#ganged the bard's decision. "If
that's where you'd like to sit, that's fine." Slosvriooked up with a very serious
expression even though she was grinning on thdenssound okay?"

Gabrielle nodded then smiled.

The Warrior Princess took Argo's saddlebags arttethghem to the saddle. "Hand
me your pack."

The bard swung off her pack and scooted closdrdatall door. She held it out to her
best friend.

Xena snatched it and took out the contents, puthieg in their various places. She
then rolled up the pack and lashed it to the s&ddie. After that, she did the same
with her own pack but also had to tie down the and bedrolls not wanting to really
bother with them right now. Then she and Argo cauneof the stall and headed for
the exit of the stables.

Gabrielle followed a little ways behind. Once thegre outside, she went up beside
Xena and question, "Ready?"

The warrior stopped beside the stable and grinhdrgpartner. "As soon as | get the
supplies.”

"Oh Hades, almost forgot." The bard laughed atdiersSorry."
"It's okay. Why don't you wait here and I'll geéth. It won't take me long."

Gabrielle faintly nodded. She was a bit relieved sbuld take a slight break. "You
sure though?"

Xena had already started walking off but calledsiBve."

The bard stood there and watched her friend slovglgppear ahead down the dirt
street. She then peered up at the mare. "I misseogyrl."

The mare whined in laughter.

"l did to," argued the bard. "I'm being honest."



Argo huffed and nudged the smaller woman at heulsleo.
"Yeah, | know you're kidding."

The mare showed the front of her teeth in a sostrfe. She then sighed and looked
at the spot where her master had disappeared.

"You know... its nice being sick around her."
Argo quickly looked back at the bard, question@n éyes.

"Haven't you been sick around her, Argo? She dktgoaried and extra sweet." The
Amazon Queen started to snicker some. "It's so"rare

The mare snickered in laughter and shook her head.

"Yeah... it's nice." The bard sighed contently anapged her head against the staff.
She then suddenly coughed but it only hurt herathnmaore and she actually heard
some mucus in the cough. "Oh gods not good," sinaigied.

The mare lifted her head up quickly and took a sig@ away.

"Ooooh come back over here... I'm not going to makesick." The small bard
waited but Argo didn't move back any closer. "Hay;ses can't get a human cold.”

The horse puckered her lips out in seeming thotlgdnt she stepped back into her
original spot.

"Thanks," deadpanned Gabrielle. She sighed andrém®er head back to her staff.
She closed her eyes and slowly began to doze dibwi knowing it.

Xena hadn't taken very long, as planned she wamiag in ten minutes. In her right
hand was a bag of various food supplies. She taeted to slow down once she came
closer and realized her best friend had actuallgriasleep standing up. "Gods she
must be exhausted," she muttered. She took a adeathlihen decided to let the bard
think she hadn't got caught so she called, "Heyi@ldn | got something good for
you."

The young bard instantly lifted her head at heahiegfriend's words. "Oh... uh
what'd you get?"

The Warrior Princess approached while she shiftemligh the bag and pulled out an
item that had cloth over it. She handed it to reatner.

Gabrielle took it and carefully unfolded it to fimaitbread. "Oh gods, Xena...." She
looked up with the largest smile on her face. "Thgou." She then almost frowned at
realizing her throat problem. She held back heagpsintment as she quickly stepped
forward and hugged the watrrior.

Xena was surprised by the response yet didn'tdtesd hug back. "Come on," she
said after the hug, "we should get going." Sheldyiput all the items away along



with the nutbread on the top for tonight. She therunted the mare with ease, took
the reins, and then held her hand out to the bard.

Gabirielle offered her staff.

The warrior turned in her saddle and reached batl the staff down for now. She
then turned back to her partner then helped hantoghe front of the saddle.
"Comfortable?"

The Amazon Queen shifted a little each way to geated then finally answered, "
am now."

The grinning warrior chuckled and checked her bootke stirrups. Happy with
everything being right, she tapped Argo's sidesvasak to the exit of the village.

Gabrielle sighed happily in her comfortable spdte Slightly shifted again and
became even more comfortable. She swayed in tlidesadd the warmth from Xena
started to relax her a great deal. "Thank you afpaithe nutbread.”

"You're welcome... thought it'd be nice for tonight.”

If | can swallow it, mentally added the bard. "YeaWill be." She then realized she
was a bit thirsty from still partially breathingpfn her mouth on occasions. "Xena, is
there a waterskin handy?"

"Yeah hold on." The warrior waited until they wenat of the village. "Take the reins
for me."

The bard brought her hands close to Xena's orethe but not without her lower
palms brushing against Xena's fingers.

The Warrior Princess slightly turned in the sadaid pulled out a skin from a side
pocket. She uncorked it and held it out in frontref bard. She made a quick trade for
the reins.

Gabrielle took a long drink and paused for abounmirsgute then took another yet quick
drink. "Thanks." She corked the skin back up arld heut towards her friend's
hands. She made a trade for the reins now.

The warrior quickly replaced the skin and finathpk control of Argo once more.
"So... do you feel like visiting the Amazons?"

The small woman suddenly smiled at the offer. "Yehht'd be really nice. | kind of
thought we were heading in that direction.”

Xena chuckled quietly to herself. "Yes, we are."

"Mmmm... be nice to see Ephiny,” mentioned the AmaQaomeen. "l really miss
talking with her."

"I know... I'm not much for conversation huh?"



Gabrielle shook her head and replied, "You've golketter over the two years,
Xena." A huge grin spread across her expressioou'\¢ been managing to give me
full, complex sentences versus those one word seese’

Xena just grunted in response.

"Or those too0."

The warrior felt a grin tug at her lips. "After seany years of silence it's hard to talk
again."

"But you'd think you'd have plenty to talk aboutiwso many years," reminded the
bard.

"True but then again, those years are not exaotr&ining."
Gabrielle shrugged then countered, "Who said tlaelyth be entertaining?"
The warrior didn't really respond but did consider friend's words.

The bard moved her right hand from the saddle tmdena's right leg. "I enjoy it
when you talk... no matter what it's about."

"Thank you," whispered the watrrior.

Gabrielle squeezed the leg tightly then loosenedlupean, you have to get sick of
my rambling."

As if on cue, Xena's devilish grin appeared. "Yaidst... not me."

The bard immediately rammed her partner with higeleow. "You're a brat, you
know."

The older woman gave a deep laugh and statedartide it from the best.”
"Whatever," grumbled the bard. "You know what thio@g

"What's that?"

Gabrielle dropped her head back, her head restiokg &gainst her friend's chest.
Xena found this a curious position but looked downetheless.

"You see, you might not talk a whole lot but...." Therd trailed off as a sly grin
creased her lips. "But | can read your facial egpiens so well and that says so much
right there."

Xena shook her head and looked down but a grifiadid. "Can't say | have too many

people that can read me that well, Gabrielle. kguter two years, you've come to
figure me out pretty well."



"Yeah well, that's pretty much it," agreed the bdrdhink your mother is the only
other one."

"Mmmm," agreed the warrior.

Gabrielle closed her eyes slowly but she still hadhead resting back against her
partner's chest. "I've enjoyed the past two yedls you," she whispered.

"And so have I," warmly whispered back Xena. Fopbhasis, she lowered her head
back down and softly kissed her friend's forehead.

Gabrielle's eyes flew open to stare up into verg vearm sky eyes. She couldn't
control the smile that developed on her face.

Xena slowly mirrored back that same smile and stieafmost ready to hug her friend
tightly but resisted.

The bard contently closed her eyes and decidetbmabve her head especially since
it didn't seem to bother her partner. She felttseage that she was starting to slip
away into her sleep. Suddenly she started to sfid® her right and she jumped back
into her position, her heart pounding.

"Hey, hey relax," soothed Xena. "Come here." Skedrer left hand and pulled her
friend in closer. "Why don't you sleep for awhileh?"

"No... no I'm okay," brushed off the bard. "Besiddgeally fall off next time and
make a complete ass out of myself."

The older woman couldn't help but chuckle som# htld on to you, you'll be fine."

"No, don't want you worrying about me like thatyaed Gabrielle. She grasped
Xena's arm and was trying to pull it back in protesd it was not working. "Xena,
please... its okay." For a response, the strong igimenhed even more against her,
which only caused her to push back into Xena tighéell this can't be all that bad,
she considered, | pull and she pulls me in cldSke had a devilish grin and she tried
even harder to pull Xena's arm free.

"Gabrielle, stop." The Warrior Princess forced partner in closer until their bodies
were pressed tightly together.

"Fine," hotly stated the bard when she was onlygmding to act annoyed. "But I'm
not going to sleep."

"Yes you are."
Gabirielle huffed and folded her arms over her chest

Xena licked her lips slightly then took a momentexide on a tactic. She took a deep
breath and growled, "Go to sleep."”



The bard's eyes widened at not only hearing heng@agrow! but felt the growl shake
her body. "Um... | feel tired; | think I'll sleep #tle."

"Good idea," agreed the smirking warrior. "l wdattgo either," she promised and
squeezed Gabrielle's stomach for reassurance.

"Thank you." Gabrielle finally relaxed and let th&aying calm her and Xena's
warmth surrounded her. It was not long before shaséleep, her head turning to the
right and falling against Xena's shoulder.

The warrior just smiled at that as she'd been viradgcher friend slip away. But after
she felt Gabrielle was well asleep, she decidetbteome inspection. She carefully
slipped the reins into her left hand that was hmgdinto Gabrielle. She then slowly
lifted her right hand up towards Gabrielle's throat

Gabrielle now turned her head so that she faceddfar but her head rested directly
between Xena's breasts.

Xena bit her lower lip and sucked in her breathe &taxed herself and then gradually
placed her hand against Gabrielle's throat. Sh@&tdiqueeze knowing it would

quickly wake her friend. So she had to keep hedlpaassed close enough but not too
tightly. Now she had to wait until her friend woiwddallow in her sleep. She didn't
have to wait too long for Gabrielle to swallow &t noted how hard it was for the
bard to swallow.

"Sore throat,"” she whispered, her eyes narroweadotider...." She licked her lips as
she pulled her hand away. She lifted her hand shélcame to Gabrielle's mouth. She
kept her fingers tightly closed as she felt hesrfd exhale. Then when she knew
Gabrielle was about to inhale, she covered Gablsetipen mouth. She waited about
two seconds then quickly pulled her hand away angming it to the saddle.

The bard suddenly started coughing from the baek lof air. She slightly opened her
eyes yet closed them just as quickly and returodtet dreamscape.

Xena had heard the wet cough and knew her suspigiere true, Gabrielle was still
sick. She then sensed the bard stirring more.

Gabrielle had shifted again in the saddle sometargpre comfortable. She also had
moved her right hand from Argo's mane to Xenalstiand that was on the horn.

The Warrior Princess felt her friend's hand laceugh hers and she groaned. That'll
teach me, she decided with a small laugh. But nemwhsd a slight issue since she
needed to better direct Argo but really could nithwhe reins in her left hand against
Gabrielle's side. With a big sigh and a grin in &goression, she held onto Gabrielle's
hand and slowly wrapped both of their arms agddadirielle's stomach. She was now
able to move her left hand, which held the reins.

For the rest of the afternoon, the small bard sMdple Xena took care of the riding. It
wasn't until about two candlemarks before sunsesde decide it was best to start
looking for a good camp area. It so happened tladtri€lle had decided to wake up
from her nap.



The Amazon Queen first woke herself up with a gsivetch. Her legs stretched out
and down while she reached for the sky with hedeaBhe gave a small yawn then
settled back down in the saddle.

"Nice nap?"

Gabrielle was rubbing her stomach sum, just aboyea)s arm. "Yeah, it was nice."
She then furrowed her eyebrows at a random thotghhand was holding Xena's
hand around my waist. She blinked once she thaalgtt it. Oh gods, | must
have.... And suddenly a blush formed on Gabrielbe fand she was very happy
Xena couldn't see it.

"Still waking up huh?"

The bard tried not to laugh but replied, "Yeahygorou know me." Now she kind of
expected Xena to have removed her arm yet hadfar s@rhe first part of my dream
was real weird too."

"Yeah about what?"

"l was swimming in the water or something, tryiegstvim to the top because | was
about to run out of air." Gabrielle laughed some famished off her story. "l thought |
almost ran out of air and started coughing but nthdéop just in time."

The biggest grin creased Xena's lips as she m@edibly hard not to laugh. "Well...
glad you made it to the top."

"Thanks," deadpanned the bard.

Xena closed her eyes as a laughing expressionofdodér face and she held her
breath.

"So uh... we looking for a camp?" the bard had ndtiteir shadows were rather
long ahead of them. She didn't need to look beturse the setting sun to know it
wasn't long before night.

The watrrior finally calmed down and replied, "Ye&kt me know if you spot one."

Gabrielle almost fell out of the saddle at thosedso"Wwwwo0000, you asking for
my opinion on a campsite for tonight?"

"Why not?" countered the warrior.

"You never ask me for my opinion. You just... you ltnsuddenly walk off the road
and we end up in this perfect campsite."

Xena shook her head. "Well, you never express gpunion in the matter."

"You never ask," protested the bard.



"Ha Gabirielle, you have an opinion about eeeevargtalse. So | figured you'd let me
know your opinion about the campsite since youlslmuaall the rest." She considered
that for a moment then added, "As a matter of fdtayve yet to hear a complaint
about my campsite selections."

"Yeah well... it's something you can do right," tehtfee Amazon Queen. "l guess its
just one of those many skills of yours, Xena." Sardd she felt her stomach squeezed
really tightly. "I was just teasing!"

Xena had a grin on her face as she lowered herdwad close to Gabrielle's left ear.
"Be careful what you tease me about," she whispseedually, "or I'll show you
another skill of mine."

Gabrielle instantly straightened up and turnednead to look side long at her friend.
"Xena, | don't think so."

The Warrior Princess let a deep laugh come up hedtsted, "And what did you
think | meant?"

"Uhhhh..." The blushing bard turned her head away.

"l see."” The warrior slowly felt her friend relaadk into her body. She tried to
reassure Gabrielle by giving her a gentle squeeze.

The bard smiled to herself and reached up to paaXearm. "How about that camp?"
she joked.

Xena grinned and asked, "You want to pick it out?"

"Hades no, | have a good thing going with you pigkit out."

The older woman laughed then suddenly pulled Arffjoto an open area of the
forest. It wasn't long before she saw the foreshap into what would make a great
campsite. "Look good?"

"Excellent.”

The grinning warrior pulled her mare to a halt be €dge of the open area. "You got
the wood?"

Gabrielle nodded, yawned then carefully slippedaduhe saddle with her friend's
help.

"Want your staff?"

The bard peered at her staff and really thoughtigiba'Nah... I'll scream.” She threw
her hand at it then walked off into the woods.

The Warrior Princess shook her head at her frietix attitude but she knew
Gabrielle was also right. It wouldn't take anythimg a yell or scream for her to come
after the bard. While her partner was getting foed, she took care of setting up the



campsite. She knew she'd have it finished befot&i€lee could pick up three pieces
of wood.

It wasn't anymore then about twenty minutes uhalpair had finished preparing for
the night. After Gabrielle had the fire startedn&eavas already off on a hunt for
tonight's dinner. The warrior then soon returnethwwo rabbits for the evening. The
bard was about to take the rabbits but then quastked, "Feel like soup?"

The warrior stared down at the bard, who was kngeiext to the fire with her
cooking supplies. Her throat must be really botigehier. She slowly nodded. "You
get the water and boill it. I'll take care of cuftimp the rabbits."

"Thank you." Gabrielle stood up with the cooking pad held out a small wood
board for cutting the rabbits. "There is a lakerreeasomething?"

The Warrior Princess lifted her left hand and paihdown to her right. "Not that
far." She then took the cutting board.

"I'll be back." Gabrielle gave a quick smile thezaled for the water source.

Xena briefly watched then disappeared into thestpeebit far from the camp not to
let the scent of the rabbits to filter into the garAfter she'd further cleaned up the
rabbits then cut the meat up, she walked backih@e@amp with a board full of meat
and a bloody dagger. She found her best friendgilieside the fire again with a pot
of water. "Here's the meat."

Gabrielle reached up and received the cutting bd#rshouldn't be too long."”
Xena nodded then said, "I'm going to clean my dagjge

"Alright." While her partner went to the lake, do®k a moment to select what items
to put into the soup. She picked out thyme for arbhdried carrots, and dried onions.
She then weeded through the cooking pack even iookeng for some kind of
thickening. She finally decided on a creamy, péke&/powder. She placed all of the
items beside the cutting board then glanced ataibleit meat. She furrowed her
eyebrows when she realized her partner had chagpdte meat a lot finer than what
she typically had done in the past. | wonder whey dildl that instead of thick chunks
like she likes it.

Xena had already returned from the lake and sawi@k#studying the rabbit meat in
curiosity, almost like something was wrong with'Kleat looks okay?" she asked
from across the camp.

The bard quickly looked over at her and smiledlgofteah, looks perfect...thanks."
The warrior grinned as she came over with the nearcblade. "You were looking at
it like something was funny." She went to her satdbs that leaned against a tree
trunk.

"No, no... it's fine."



Xena slipped her dagger away then removed ArgashbiShe went over to her horse
and slowly brushed her down.

Gabrielle turned her head away but stared at thagmin. She knew it was time to
throw in the ingredients. She stood up with therb@d rabbit meat and pushed it all
into the pot. She then grabbed all of the driecetages and poured them in too. Last
she added in the thickening then used her long elsgoon to give it a good stir.
The pair remained silent while dinner was brewixgna continued brushing down
her mare while Gabrielle kept an eye on the sodierAawhile, she went over to the
saddlebags to pull out two bowls and spoons.

"We'll have that nutbread afterwards, right?" imgdithe watrrior.

The Amazon Queen almost groaned at the thoughgrafdre throat and nutbread.
"Yeah, sounds fine."

Xena grinned to herself because she knew her pavarged the nutbread but
couldn't handle it with her throat. "Unless yoduk afterwards...." She trailed off
however looked back at her friend over her shoulder

Gabrielle peered up and shyly smiled. "I'm reathy that hungry."

Xena turned her head around because she knewjs$iegiven her friend a way out
of the dilemma. "How about we see how you feelratikay?"

"Fine by me." The young woman now returned hemétta to the soup. "l hope
there's no hedbane in there either."

The Warrior Princess was grinning ear to ear ases@onded, "That wouldn't be any
fun if there wasn't."

"Xena," warned the bard. "No wonder you're so intengetting me to eat it," she
teased.

"You figured me out," taunted the warrior.

"Are you serious? There's really hedbane in there?"

Xena finally laughed and shook her head, her balktkassGabrielle. "No, Gabrielle."”
She stroked the brush down the side of Argo whilgtening, "Just wanted to hear
you call me beautiful again."

"What?" called the bard.

"Nothing," yelled Xena.

Gabrielle narrowed her eyes as she glared at ileadfr'I'm not deaf, yah know."

"What?" yelled the warrior even louder.



"Cut that out.”
"Huh?" yelled Xena.

Gabrielle gritted her teeth and saw how Xena's lsleosi were shaking from her
laughing. She got up and came right up behind &st foiend. "Can you hear me
now?" she yelled into the warrior's ear.

Xena closed her eyes while she waited her eat®porsging. She held up her hands
as she turned around and opened her eyes agaud"@u be a little louder,
please?" she teased and lowered her hands withrdkh still in her right hand.

The bard grounded her teeth some, opened her mandiprepared to yell even
louder.

Xena suddenly lowered her head down, her facettlinecGabrielle's face. "l dare
yah," she threatened yet a nasty smirk formed irekpression, her eyes twinkling.

Gabrielle's mouth remained open but nothing cante ou
"You better close your mouth before a horse fiydkgm it," she whispered.

The bard's eyes flickered over to the back of Aagd she saw a fly buzz around her
tail. She slowly closed her mouth then her eyeaded back on Xena.

Xena licked her lips, knowing she could really temhher best friend at this point.
She gradually moved her head forward but beforesalteanything, she noticed the
soup was starting to boil. She brushed her lipghagéhe bard's ear then whispered,
"You know what | think?"

Gabrielle swallowed despite the pain and felt d dpiple up her back. "What?" she
barely said.

"I think...." Xena paused, knowing the wait wouldwdriher partner crazy. "I think
you need to check the soup, it's boiling over."

"Oh Hades!" The Amazon Queen spun around and allmstsher balance between
everything. She recovered herself and raced ouetboiling pot. Without thinking
about it, she just reached out to grab the hahdlevwas hanging over the fire. She felt
her hand scream out in pain and she instinctivetlgd of it, she was about to yell as
she lost it. Yet she stopped when she saw a mugérlaand grab onto the handle in
midair and lower it down to the ground.

"Be careful,"” warned Xena. She quickly droppedttaadle after the pot was on the
ground. She then grabbed her friend's fisted hdmed.me look."

Gabrielle had her eyes closed as she forced héoseffen her hand. She sucked in
her breath as two fingers gently probed the burrkma

"Looks like it could fill up with liquid later.” Xaa noted her friend finally looking
down at her hand. "Let's put some salve on ittuste safe.”



The bard faintly nodded and she was biting hefrbm trying not to get upset.

The warrior saw how her partner's mood had suddgvrdpnged. "I'll be right back."
She hurried over to the saddlebags and pullecheusalve from the medical kit.

Gabrielle had walked over a little ways and met&balfway.
The Warrior Princess gently rubbed the salve isiofiiend's palm. "How's that feel?"
Gabrielle only nodded her head, which was hung low.

Xena sighed and put the salve away then came bduakrtpartner. "Hey, it's alright
huh? Not worth crying over spilled soup?" She canity hope the joke would
lighten the mood.

"Would have been spilled soup,” muttered the b&hek finally lowered her hand back
to her side.

"It's was my fault for distracting you."

"Not your fault," brushed off the bard. She weng¢oio the pot to start filling the
bowls.

Xena quickly came over and offered, "Let me haittdheih?"

Gabrielle sadly nodded and sat down on the groftedwaalking a little ways from
the fire.

The watrrior filled her bowl higher than GabrielleShe also tried to put less meat in
her partner's bowl versus her own. She then gratteetivo spoons off of the cutting
board and slipped them into the bowls. She thegredf her partner her bowl of soup.
She sat down beside her then quietly started etitengoup.

Gabrielle had noted the less amount of soup butgnateful for it. She took her time
eating it by making it seem like it was extremedy Bnd blowing on it. "How is it?"
she asked before putting the spoonful into her mout

"Really good," complimented the watrrior.

"Good." The small woman continued eating her sbappy with how it came out.

And for the first time, she realized her best fdewvas sitting beside her for dinner.
Normally Xena would sit a little further away ortae other end of the log, something
along those lines. But tonight, Xena's knee wasging against her own and she liked
that.

The Warrior Princess soon finished her soup analddshe was up for a second
bowl. So she returned to the soup pot and fillethepbowl halfway but made sure to
leave some incase Gabrielle would want some. Stedutly sat down back in her
spot again and continued with her meal.



"You're really hungry," commented the bard.
"l think it's because of last night,” mentioned Xen
Gabrielle chuckled. "Oh you mean because of thednd cheese huh?"

"Mmmm," agreed Xena. She then slowly raised an meyelat the other woman.
"You're not hungry huh?"

The small bard peered down into her bowl and savas pretty well filled. "I think
it's because | didn't do much today... other thaepsleshe joked.

"Oh... is that why?" Xena quickly looked away andsabher spoonful into her
mouth.

The Amazon Queen sighed as she lifted up a spoohhér soup. She did like how
the soup soothed her throat however for some raas@s slowly starting to taste
funny. She couldn't quite figure out why either bhe ignored it and kept eating.

The warrior didn't take long to finish off her saddbowl then she placed her bowl to
the side on the ground. "That was great."

Gabrielle slightly grinned and asked, "Was good#iuh

"Oh yeah." The warrior gave a huge grin and tedSduit little boiling over seemed
to do the trick."

"Funny." The bard laughed some at her then retutméer soup.

Xena contently sighed then leaned back, her hampigsg back to land palm down
on the ground. "How about | take care of the dishlee you finish up. Sound
alright?"

"l can get them," protested Gabirielle.

"No, go ahead and finish up. By the time you'regjdifi have the stuff clean." Xena
stood up, relieved to get space from Gabrielle. Nosmember why | always kept a
certain distance from her. She shook her headraditd finally recover her control
of her body's tingling sensations. She quickly patkip the pot with the large ladle in
it, the cutting board, and her own bowl with spoBhe hurried down to the lake.

After Xena had left, the bard finally felt all thiegling in her body turn into one big
shiver. She shook it off and tried to return to $@up. And Xena was right, by the
time she was back with the clean dishes; Gabnedie finished with her soup.

After the pair took care of the dishes and puesetything out near the fire to dry,
they settled down into separate spots to relaxaXeu her sword and whetstone like
always and she saw Gabrielle was about work omsdretls but realized her hand still
bothered her.

Xena sighed at her bard's delay so she asked, dbowt a back rub?"



The bard was milling through her scrolls near theédéebags but stopped when she
heard the offer. She turned her head to her part8eriously?"

"Yeah, sure." The warrior placed her sword and atoee down off to her right side.
"Come here." She patted the ground in front of her.

The smaller woman went to settle down in the spdtant of her friend. She felt
strong hands grasp her shoulders and made hebd&ersome. She then felt the large
hands kneed her shoulders starting out a bit tiggnt going tougher. She looked over
to Argo and called, "See girl, she is nicer whea'nsick." Then her shoulders were
squeezed really hard.

"Sick huh?"

"Um... well what | meant was still recovering fromitg sick."

"Hmmmm." The warrior grinned while she continued Kmeading on her partner's
shoulders. "l guess you don't want any nutbredubgtt

"Maybe a little later... still full. Did you want sca®"

Xena chuckled and replied, "Not until you do. | gdbr you."

"Yeah | know... and I'm offering."

"No thank you," sincerely replied the warrior. "Belmore," she whispered.
Gabrielle sighed then tried to calm down and cldsardeyes as well.

Xena slid her hands down to Gabrielle's back aed to massage her back even with
the halter top in the way. "Tired?"

"Yeah, some what." Just at the mention of sleeri@le yawned. She shook her
head and said, "l don't know why I'm so tired."

"Still recovering huh?"

Gabrielle picked up on the slightly teasing tonesyee also knew her friend was
serious. "Yeah | guess so." She sighed contergly tjuietly asked, "How you feel?"

"Not bad... not quite tired."

"Yeah... didn't think so," agreed the bard. "MmmmheSmiled some and added,
"This is nice."

"Well... | figured you shouldn't write so | thouglhii$ would keep you happy."
"Thanks," grumbled the bard.

Xena chuckled lightly then lowered her hands furtbeget Gabrielle's lower back.



"Besides, you're a little more important than mps"'
"Oh you're full of all types of flattery tonight.rén't you?"
Xena laughed and responded, "All for you."
"Geeeee... you spoil me, Xena."

The warrior sighed at her partner's words and slegvkGabrielle was getting sleepy.
"How about | spoil you some more huh?"

"Oh yeah? With what?"
Xena felt a grin creased her lips as she cameetend of her massage. "Lay down,
first." She slid her hands back up and graspeddhee small shoulders and pushed

down.

Gabrielle followed the signal and slid forward e ground until she could rest her
head in Xena's lap. "Xena, can | ask somethingrbsfou.... spoil me?"

"What's that?" inquired the grinning warrior buedbst her grin when she saw the
serious look given to her. "What is it?" she askexde seriously this time.

"I'm not complaining or anything, okay?" She stappped saw Xena's confirmation.
"But... why are we suddenly so... like touchy and &llthe two years we've been
traveling together we've touched as much as welwehed all together today."

Xena thought about it and decided to make light fafr now. She lowered her head
down close to Gabrielle's.

The bard stared up into vivid sky eyes as she déaiteever for the answer.

"It's because you're sick," finally replied the viar.

"l was," corrected Gabrielle.

Xena licked her lips faintly and thought of whatsty. She grinned devilishly as she
lowered her head even more and whispered, "You sulgkng, Gabrielle...
especially to me." She received no verbal respbonssaw how Gabrielle closed her
eyes and started to laugh.

Gabrielle then started to have trouble laughingeadaughter turned into coughs.

"Hey hey settle down," whispered the warrior.

Gabrielle patted her chest as she tried to cotiteotoughing fit. She finally stopped
but her breathing became rasped and her throatleduilled with mucus.

"Need to sit up?" Xena had lifted her head backmgb was about to sit Gabrielle up.

"No, no... hold on." The Amazon Queen patted her tcthes cleared her throat out.



She suddenly received some mucus in her mouthrandvgallowed it back down.
"Gabrielle, you didn't just..."

The bard sheepishly grinned. "Sorry... | didn't wianspit it around here."
"Gaaaabrielleeee,"” drew out the warrior, "you betext time," she growled.
"Sorry," squeaked the bard.

Xena shook her head some but asked, "Okay now?"

"Yeah yeah, I'm fine." The small woman clearedthenat a little then asked, "What
was the spoiling?"

The Warrior Princess grinned at her partner's irepaé and responded, "Okay, just
close your eyes."

"Aaaalright.”

Xena waited until she didn't see any spring eyasngf up at her. She took a deep
breath and slowly started out with a quiet humm{@dually the humming grew
louder then Xena began singing in a language Q&bdeuld not understand but it
did not matter to her.

Xena continued to sing to her partner and noticaldr@lle was slowly falling asleep
as she planned. And as she sung her best friesiddp, she lost herself into her own
song. Her eyes closed and she let the song commeifi<ide her heart. And when it
ended, she gradually opened her eyes and peeredatdie bard.

Gabrielle was now laying on her side, her breathieny slow, and her mouth a little
open.

A very soft smiled creased Xena's lips. She shifiexdright hand off her leg and
carefully brushed back Gabrielle's bangs. A faioamdrifted between Gabrielle's
lips and Xena could tell her partner was faintlya&e:

"Xena?" whispered a sleepy bard.

"Yes?" The warrior was still sweeping back herrfds bangs.

"Thank you."

"What for?" uttered the older woman. She neverdeltomfortable in this position
with her partner.

"Singing... the... song," muttered the Amazon Queen.
"You're welcome."

The bard slipped her right hand up and graspefdrieed's knee. She felt rather



sleepy but she wasn't quite ready to drift awag Bas enjoying where her head was
resting at this moment. She also could smell ththkr from Xena's outfit and she
always loved that scent.

Xena finally let out a deep sigh then bent forwswoche. "Ready for bed?" she
whispered.

"I'm comfortable right here,” muttered the bard.

Xena's eyebrows shot up at the response, she haalhytexpected it. "Gabrielle," she
drew out, "I'm not a bed."

"I noticed," muffled the Queen, "you're more condbie."

If it was possible, Xena's eyebrows lifted everhbig "The things you say when
you're tired, Gabrielle."

The Amazon Queen quietly giggled and uttered, fiysflu."”
"Yes, and you need to stay warm so you don't gesevd

"Not going to move," protested Gabrielle. To urge point more, she tightened her
hand on Xena's knee.

The Warrior Princess released a long, deep bréadbrielle, you need to stay warm
tonight.”

Gabrielle grumbled and decided to make her finalsien by bringing both arms up
and around her partner's waist. She locked her araud Xena and then contently
sighed.

"Ggggabrielleeee,” growled the older woman. "Yowowrthat's not going to stop me."

"You have to be nice to me... I'm still sick.”

Xena laughed quietly and shook her head at herdri®Alright then." She suddenly
reached forward and grabbed at her partner's sides.

Gabrielle's eyes flew open and she yelped when Xegan tickling her. "Xena, no!"
she screamed and let go of the warrior. She taeptab at Xena's hands but was too
late and Xena had jumped up onto her feet.

Xena looked down and regarded her partner withieks®he noted how the upset
green eyes were studying her.

"That was unfair,” complained the tired Queen.
"How about | make it up to you?"

"Oooh?" asked the curious bard.



The warrior winked and walked off but not withoalsg, "Don't move."
"No problem," called Gabrielle.

Xena gathered up the two sets of bedrolls and §he.went over by the fire and
carefully unrolled them both. She glanced over abiizlle and noted how she was
curled up in a ball, probably from being cold. "Yalight?" she asked.

"Yeah." Gabrielle felt a chill ripple up her back.

The warrior had noticed it, and she became woagain. She quickly crossed over
and knelt down. "Come here." She slipped her amaeuher best friend then stood
up with her.

The small bard opened her eyes.

Xena smiled down at Gabrielle but she now reali@abrielle's eyes were blood shot.
"Are your eyes bothering you?"

"Yeah a little... why?"
"They're red."

The Amazon Queen closed her eyes and felt it maythsg than keeping them open.
"Stupid flu thing."

The older woman shook her head and decided it efasitly time for bed. She
crossed over to the bedrolls. She carefully lowédpartner into the bedroll that
was closes to the fire. She then knelt down at iBkdss feet and started taking her
boots off.

"I can do that," protested Gabrielle.

"I've got it." Xena finished unlacing one boot gndled it off. She then made quick
work of the second one, tossing it aside with teeoone. She then sat back on the
ground and pulled a fur over. She threw it overdid@n lowered it over Gabrielle.
"Comfortable?"

"Very... but not as comfortable as earlier.”
Xena didn't respond to that but did brush backitend's bangs. "Go to sleep.”

The bard faintly nodded and slipped her hand auhfunder the furs. She caught
Xena's hand in her own and gave it a gentle squeeze

The warrior had a sad smile yet squeezed her fadrahd back. She then stood up
while releasing the smaller hand. She was walkrograd the camp while taking the
time to unhook her weapons and armor. After shedddeeverything was okay
around the camp, she returned to the bedrolls aleldooff her body armor. She
silently placed it on the ground near her bedtahtlowered her weapons right next
to her bed roll. She then knelt down to start ondo®ts.



It wasn't long before she had her boots off and teeker armor. She then sighed
deeply and crawled under her furs. Tonight shed#etcto sleep directly next to her
partner instead of leaving her alone. Typically Xevould sleep a little further away
but not tonight, she was too concerned.

Xena just laid there, on her back, and her armgwuher head. She stared up at the
sky that had no clouds and only twinkling starsvdss funny to think that last night it
was pouring down rain with lightening and thundet ow it was a beautiful but cool
night.

A very long, drawn out sigh escaped her and shieaaquick glance at her friend.
Gabrielle was on her right side, facing her bashft but she was out cold. The flu
more than likely wearing her out. That flu reallpmied Xena, she wasn't expecting it
to take so much out of Gabrielle. Then again, sasn expecting Gabrielle to try so
hard to pretend like she was fine. She didn't istdad why Gabrielle insisted she
was fine.

As Xena kept thinking about it, she grunted atitlea that it might have been
Gabrielle's own stubborn side. Or it could havenlibe bard trying to show no
weaknesses to her. She sighed at the thought ofeBaltrying so hard to impress her
or even be like her. When it came to being sickhaalways believed it was the one
time to let everything go and just spend the timgdt better. She knew too well how
a small flu could turn into a serious sickness latigheople.

The warrior also thought more about Gabrielle'§eraguestion tonight. Why am | so
touchy, feel now? she wondered to herself. Xendent®ff as the flu. For some
reason, whenever somebody was sick Xena did netadayut her stoic side anymore.
She had to drop it in order to take care of the@ebut she only did this to her family
members. She'd already considered Gabrielle a wogigter a long time ago and to
her, this was taking care of her little sister.

Yet thinking more and more about it, Xena couldedall being quite this tender with
either of her brothers or mother when they'd geit. sshe simply shrugged it off and
rolled onto her side, now facing her best friende Studied the bard for several
minutes then slowly closed her eyes. She finallfgedt asleep.

The pair slept quietly most of the night until abaur candlemarks before sunrise.
Xena had opened her eyes when she heard a litthepghing. Gabrielle was still in
the same position but balled up now. She was &lakiisg and still whimpering.

Xena sighed and reached across with her left Hainel pressed her hand against her
partner's forehead and instantly her hand was doatewveat. "Hades another fever."
She didn't think it would have started again biaitl started. She threw off her fur
and felt the cool air grab at her skin and makesherer. She hastily moved while
lifting her best friend's fur. She scooted undemidl pulled Gabrielle into her body.

"Xena?" whimpered the bard.

"Ssssh, go to sleep.”



"I'm rrrreallyyy c-c-c-cold.” Gabrielle then shiveat and tried to bury herself into
Xena's body.

"I know." The warrior helped her partner get cloged she wrapped her arms around
her. She pulled her in as close as she could amdvnapped her legs over Gabrielle's
legs. "Better?"

The bard faintly nodded and closed her sore eyais a§he felt incredibly warm in
Xena's arm.

Xena sighed in relief but she was already hot f@aabrielle. The bard's body felt like

a hot ember from a fire yet she was shivering. fhioeght of an ember made Xena
look across to the fire and she realized the fias starting to die out. She decided she
wouldn't bother with it since it was more importémistay with her friend.

"Go to sleep, Gabrielle.”
The Amazon Queen kissed Xena's chest and whispéredl, Thank you."

Xena sighed and snuggled her head closer to hergpar "You're welcome,"” she
muttered.

The friends slowly slipped back into their dreanpssa The rest of the evening was
quiet now and Gabrielle remained rather warm degspt fever. In the morning, Xena
woke up to the sunset when the sun's rays piehreddh the trees and onto her face.
She lifted her head some and peered down at leedfriSince she had Gabrielle so
close to her own body and could already tell tiverfevas either down or gone.
Gabrielle's body wasn't as hot as it was last nighe also noticed there wasn't any
perspiration touching her neck from Gabrielle'®fmad like last night.

Xena now debated whether to get up and prepar&fastdor her friend or to keep
resting. She decided to give it another candlerttaak would get up. The candlemark
passed by while they slept and Xena woke up a |ii#ist a candlemark. She urged
herself to get up but slowly and carefully so sluldn't wake up her partner.

It wasn't long before the warrior had the fire gpagain and a breakfast prepared. She
could only hope that Gabrielle would eat it sinbe would need the energy. She had
yet to decide whether they should take the rigkateel to the Amazons or to a nearby
village or even stay here for another day. Shediduinake that decision until she
knew how her friend was feeling. Then again, ske khew Gabrielle would say to
keep traveling to the Amazons not matter her coolit

Xena was now sitting on a rock a little ways froer best friend. She was busy
sharpening her sword yet she kept an eye on GlbréHe'd already put her boots
back on, armor, and hooked her chakram into plageasn't until about another
candlemark that her friend started to shifted. I8twered her sword and whet stone
and just waited.

The Amazon Queen opened her eyes and instantlyeddier best friend was gone.
"Xena?"



"Hey." The warrior smiled across to her best friend

The bard sadly smiled at her partner. She soordftven partner kneeling right beside
her.

"How you feel?" Xena had already sheathed her sanddin her left hand was her
whetstone.

"I'm okay," whispered the bard. She then coughdiichvcaused her to close her eyes.

The Warrior Princess sighed at how Gabrielle's hougs still wet and maybe even
worse. "Seriously, how you feel?"

Gabrielle sighed and tried to do a mental inspaadioher body. Okay so her throat
hurt more now, her cough was still wet but she ‘tidave a fever now. "Fever is
gone," she whispered.

"Uh huh. How's your throat?"

The small woman shyly grinned and said, "Greatt'tBa 'great’' came out a little
rasped.

"Do me a favor," started Xena, "try talking louder.

Oh great she already knows, complained the bahritalk louder,” just rasped the
bard.

"Uh huh." The warrior reached forward with her tigland and pressed her finger tips
into Gabrielle's throat. "You mind as well save iy@aice so you don't lose it today."

"Gods... | sound like I've been running all day."

Xena grinned and quietly said, "At least this'Nesany sanity.” She'd already removed
her hand from her friend's neck.

"What's that suppose to mean?" whispered the bard.

"You can't talk much," explained the warrior. Skeeided it was best to stand up for
her own safety. "It'll save my sanity."

"Oh you're a br-" Gabrielle suddenly broke intaoaighing fit from trying to yell out
her words.

Xena quickly bent back down and placed a hand dori€lee's back. "Calm down."

Gabrielle had her eyes closed tightly as she rakpear. "I hate being... sick," she
rasped.

"l know," whispered Xena. "Okay now?"

The Amazon Queen had settled back down but nowlibgycould here her



wheezing.

"Mmmm." Xena had her lips together and wheneverri@dé saw that she knew it
meant Xena was debating with herself.

The bard decided to cut into the debate and asWéden we leaving?"

The warrior's right eyebrow gradually lifted up asfee said, "I was thinking we
should actually stay."

"Nnnnno way," protested the bard. "l wanna keepeling," she rasped.

"Gabrielle, I'd rather give your body a day of restthe next day you can travel all the
way to the Amazons."

"Xena, I'm not going to sit on my ass all day tati&abrielle gave a hard stare at her
partner. She was trying so hard to hold her owniggicagainst her partner.

The warrior knew they'd just get into a fight abthus if they really wanted to. Today
she didn't feel like it and she also didn't like tea of her partner traveling all the
way to the Amazon Nation. She tried to think of sacompromise. "How about this?
There's a fairly good size town about halfway & Kation. Why don't we stop there
and stay there for the night. Get a room for tohiglgood meal, and we can do some
shopping together."

Shopping together? repeated the bard in her héadredlly must want me to take it
easy. But a soft bed, a good meal... and more tiomealith Xena.... "Then we go
to the Nation?"

"Yes," promised Xena.

As much as Gabrielle loved spending time with hera&ons, she loved spending her
time more with Xena. The warrior knew this a lomge ago and always managed to
use that to her advantage and this happened tgbedtime to take it to her
advantage.

Together, they were up and moving and started bvitkfast. Afterwards, they
slowly prepared to leave and Gabrielle took thesttmlace her boots back on while
her partner was tacking up her mare. She was abduid her staff then realized
she'd left her staff still lashed on Argo's saddigh She knew Xena must have taken
it off last night so she looked around and sawahing against a tree near the
saddlebags. "Good one, Gabrielle," she mutter@ashmoyance.

The warrior glanced over when she heard that atetinehere Gabrielle was staring.
"Not like you needed it last night," mentioned Xe@asually. "You had me around.”

A lopsided grin appeared on Gabrielle's expresisidgrshe still felt a little annoyed,
"Yeah but we know how you drilled it into my headlie rasped.

Xena walked over to the bard and grinned down at"Neu're sick... doesn't
matter."



"Oh is that my... excuse?" whispered Gabrielle. S#d bp her hand.

Xena's grin grew as she reached down and claspgzhhaeer's arm. "Yeah, it
works." She pulled her friend up to her feet witise

The bard hadn't quite expected it so she caugkeli¢rom falling by grabbing
Xena's hips. She sheepishly smiled at her besidritSorry... was about to fall." She
pulled her hands away.

"Like you need an excuse," teased Xena. She walkedithout another word but she
did look back and smiled at her best friend.

Gabrielle just stood there between surprise andhfeso content despite her flu. All
she could do was follow after Xena.

The warrior led them to the road they'd been oteyday. In one hand were Argo's
reins and in the other was Gabrielle's staff. Stenkas soon as Gabrielle caught up,
she would want her staff.

The Amazon Queen rushed herself and caught uprt@a$temoving partner. She
grabbed her staff and Xena released it. She climpeazhto the road and began the
journey to the town.

The pair traveled most of the morning and a litite the afternoon. They finally
arrived on the outskirts of the town about a h&l sandlemark after noon time.

"Guess we're in time for lunch," mentioned the bard

The warrior grinned at her friend. "l guess so. Hawaut we get Argo stabled up.
Then we'll go find ourselves a tavern-inn."

"Alright. Then lunch, right?"

Xena softly smiled and brought her left arm up ar@ind her partner's shoulders.
"Anything you want, Gabrielle." She suddenly tugged

Gabrielle stumbled but came closer to her bestdres they entered the town. "Oooh,
this could be a good day," she taunted in a quigtev

The Warrior Princess softly chuckled to herselhtheleased her best friend. "This
way," she commented after seeing a stable.

It didn't take long for Xena to stable Argo andedke saddlebags. Her partner took
care of carrying her own scroll satchel and the.flihey then went in search of a
combination inn and tavern, which actually wadwet far from the stable. Once
inside, Xena debated a price with the inn keepdmaanaged to get a decent room for
tonight. When they got into the room, they putitis¢uff down on a chair and table
that was set in one corner of the room. In the teidflthe room was a large double
bed and just off to the right was a doorway thdtitgéo the washroom.



"Not bad," whispered the bard.

Xena was over by the table, fishing through thelkdwhgs. "Glad you approve,” she
teased. She pulled out the small pouch of dinadls@med around. "Ready to eat?"

"l think so." Gabrielle really considered it. Shasshungry but she felt like she
couldn't quite eat.

The warrior had gone over already. "Eat what yay e&ight?"

"l know," whispered the bard.

"Come on." The smiling warrior led the way out loé room and back down the hall
to the tavern portion. She found them a seat neaalladespite there was only one

other couple in the tavern. She sat down and &edtber legs out.

The bard sighed contently and tried to decide whatwanted to drink. She decided
to just stick with water.

The barmaid approached the women and took theik dwders.
Xena had answered her with two mugs of water.

When the barmaid returned with their drinks, shé toem what the three different
lunch platters were today. She took down their &dehich were both the same.

"So how long you think we'll stay with the Amazohs?

Xena looked up from her water and sat back intachair. "How long you want to
stay?"

"I'm not really sure.” The bard was turning her nug circle on the table. "l enjoy
staying there but | can only take it for so lorghé whispered.

The warrior agreed fully so she thought about wiratld be a good length of time.
"Three days?" she suggested.

"That sounds pretty good." Gabrielle lifted her noligvater and took a small sip. She
then noticed her water tasted a little bitter bottouite. "Xena, does your water taste
funny?"

Xena shook her head and replied, "Tastes fine. Why?

"Mine tastes really... weird."

Xena almost took the bard's mug but paused onanddébought. "Open your mouth
and hold out your tongue."

"Why?"

"Go on," ordered the older woman.



Gabrielle shook her head yet did as she was told.

The Warrior Princess gave a drawn out sigh and Sakhy."
"What?" asked the worried bard.

"You have a white tongue."

The Amazon Queen groaned and almost dropped hdramethe table. If it was thing
she couldn't stand it was a white tongue. "I hla¢se," she rasped.

"Yeah | know... just try to eat."

"Not exactly easy to ignore a white tongue, youwio

The warrior chewed on the inside of her mouth feseeond. "Just try your best."
"l know," whispered the bard.

When the meal arrived, Gabrielle forced herse#dbit despite how the white tongue
made it taste awful. Xena had noticed all the fulmaks her friend kept giving the
food. She almost wanted to start laughing at aegaints but decided it wouldn't be a
very good idea. Once they both finished their mehksy decided to go to the local
market just in the centre of town.

As the pair was making their way into the markedbfelle started to feel some kind
of sensation take her. She stopped and just grippeesdtaff harder as if it would calm
her.

The warrior had taken another step, stopped, asicetbback at Gabrielle. "You
okay?" she whispered.

The Amazon Queen was staring at the ground andhimgehard. She closed her eyes
for a moment then opened them again. She looked ber partner. "Yeah... sorry."
She continued to walk towards the market just ahead

Xena held up her left hand as Gabrielle passe&hg.pressed her hand against the
centre of Gabrielle's back just about her haltpr e quickly realized her friend's
skin was on fire. "Gabrielle-"

"Don't worry," cut off the bard. "I'm fine."

The Warrior Princess wasn't so convinced and didnibve her hand as she walked
closer now. "What's wrong?" she quietly asked.

"Nothing... | swe...." For the second time, Gabrieliepped and suddenly dropped
her staff and grab Xena's arm. "Xena," she raspéebr. Her eyes quickly shut.

Xena became frantic and turned to her friend. $ablged a hold of her partner with
one hand around her waist and the other aroundrtbdck. "Gabrielle, what's



wrong?"

The bard lowered her face into Xena's chest angr@ion Xena's arm tightened.
"Everything... is spinning," she rasped.

The warrior sighed when she realized her partnergedting dizzy spells now. "Just
breathe normal and relax... it'll settle down," cahiee warrior.

Gabrielle tried to focus on something other thanh®ad. She began to concentrate on
Xena's warm body around her and the mixed scespioé and leather. Gradually her
labored breathing declined and became more normal.

"Ssssh," whispered the warrior. She kissed Gabiseiémple and rubbed her back in
hopes it'd help. "Any better?"

"Yeah," uttered the bard. She lifted her head g®hed her eyes. Everything was still
now but her vision was slightly blurry. She liftadr eyes more.

Xena smiled softly when her eyes met with Gabrelierest green ones. "Okay
now?"

The Amazon Queen just nodded in reply.

"Maybe we should go back to the room."

"No, I'm fine now... just a fluke thing."

The warrior lifted a challenging eyebrow.

"It was," persisted Gabrielle. She looked off to leét and saw her staff still there.
She released Xena and bent down to retrieve ivhet she stood back up it was too
fast. "Oh gods," she whimpered.

"Hey, hey." Xena leaned forward and grasped henpgs hips. "Slower." Together,
she straightened up with her friend. "Seriouslyyevgoing back to the room." For
once, Xena gave one of her looks of pure seriossitiesas the look nobody else
would contest except for one person.

"Xena, no... I'm fine."

The Warrior Princess narrowed her eyes and shadal\eer head closer. "Let me put
it this way, Gabrielle. If you don't walk back teaight now, | will carry you there.
And | do not care what kind of scene you make."

"You wouldn't dare," growled the bard.

Xena brought her head just a little closer, heeramost touching Gabrielle's. "Try
me," she whispered and a very sly grin creasetigger’l'd just love for you to push

me to do it."

Gabrielle swallowed as she considered her opti®hs.could walk around her best



friend and hope to get away but what point woukt tieally serve? Or she could be
carried back and that wasn't exactly that badrpublic she would feel embarrassed.
Then she could just agree and walk back to thelmall honesty, she just wanted to
lean a little further, get a kiss, and then huggaetner. That's not on my multiple
choice list though, joked the bard inwardly.

The warrior was still waiting for an answer but stesn't going to wait anymore. She
started to bring her hands forward. "I'm not watin

"Okay, okay!" The bard jumped back and turned adotincan take a hint."

"Yeah right," chided the Warrior Princess. She tosek up to her full height and
followed behind her partner. Around her she notitedvillagers had been watching
them but were now back to their usual chores.

As Gabirielle continued to the inn, she felt hergeihg lightheaded now and her body
was getting weaker with each step. She wasn'tisshe could really make it to the
inn now or not. Just ahead she saw a building tdeffttand she made a beeline for it.

Xena quickly noticed how her friend was slowing doand going in the wrong
direction slightly. She knew something was defigitgrong.

The bard approached the building and grabbed tleeddithe building. She then
carefully leaned her staff against the building pared continued to hold.

The warrior came up from behind. "Getting worsd® whispered.

Gabrielle didn't response as she hung her head dadilosed her eyes. She felt
everything going dizzy again but even worse thahezaSuddenly her stomach
protested to the dizziness and lightheadednessjeéBathastily moved away from her
partner and bent down to throw up.

Xena gritted her teeth because she knew this wiag ¢ happen. She neared
Gabrielle and bent down beside her but slightlyitetboo. She rubbed the bard's
back and waited to see if she was finished throwmgFor about a minute, all she
could hear was Gabrielle dry heaving.

The bard knew she'd brought up her entire two ntedisy and she fell backwards
onto her butt. She sat there trying to breathecaihd down. Now though, she realized
her entire body was shaking, she was very weak.

"Don't move," ordered the warrior. She quickly stagp and grabbed her partner's
staff. She hastily attached it to her back by Iogki with her sword's sheathe. She
then returned to Gabrielle's side and said, "Toakie get up?"

"No, I can-"

"Gabrielle, even | know when to quit being so stold' The warrior peered into her
partner's eyes.

Gabrielle realized her best friend was pleadindp\igr to stop. She's just trying to



help, she reminded herself. She sighed and learexdrdo her partner's arms.

Xena felt relieved as she pulled Gabrielle in aloSée carefully stood up and made
sure Gabrielle was comfortable in her arms. "Okay?"

The smaller woman faintly nodded then dropped lkeadhagainst Xena's shoulder.
She closed her eyes and tried to forget aboustbtiksess. She could though already
feel the ground underneath moving quickly as Xeak her to the inn. "Getting a
headache," she muttered.

The warrior almost growled because if it was oneglshe hated it was flues and
sicknesses. It was one of the few things Xena cowddtually physically fight off. It
was the one enemy she really could not controtedipt. It only took a minute for
Xena to return to the inn. She quickly pushed hay through the door and went
directly down the hall to their room. She kickedenghe door with her foot and went
to the washroom first.

Gabrielle felt her partner slipped her carefullywioand her feet touched the ground
again. She groaned when she felt everything gdightly dizzy again. She knew
Xena had brought her in here so she could cleaBaghe turned to her left where
there was a wash basin. It only took her two ggudshes to clean her face off.

The watrrior tried not to get in the way becauselstesv when Gabrielle would ask
for her help. She carefully watched as Gabriellatvewer to the tub and gave her a
guestioning look. Xena simply nodded and walkekbato the bedroom. She
retrieved a waterskin and gave it to her friend.

The bard washed her mouth out twice and spit iirotlte tub that drained out. She
then felt her stomach suddenly turn at the watergo@ her mouth. She quickly sat
down on the ground and dropped her head on theftthie tub. The waterskin slipped
out of her right hand onto the floor. Gabriellettiso hard to control her breathing as
she sat there waiting for her stomach to eithenaidwn or revolt.

Xena chewed on the inside of her mouth. She bemhamd picked up the waterskin.
She then carefully placed her left hand on Galefgettlosest shoulder.

Gabrielle took a deep breath and as she relegdesf stomach gradually calmed back
down. She finally lifted her head and peered acab3&na.

The corner of Xena's lip twitched into a partiavin.

The bard sighed and leaned over into her friend.

Xena let out a heavy sigh but pulled Gabrielleloser then lifted her up. She went
back into the bedroom and lowered her onto thegeedly. She then shifted to the
foot of the bed more, dropped the skin to the flaod started untying Gabrielle's
boots.

Gabrielle closed her eyes and tried to ignore badhche, stuffy nose, sore eyes, and
sore throat- it was getting a little tough to do.



Xena had her friend's boots off in record time stabd up, about ready to bring the
covers up.

"Too hot," protested the bard.
The older woman lifted an eyebrow.
"I'm really hot, Xena."

The warrior lowered the blankets back to the fddhe bed right below her friend's
feet. "How you feel?"

"Besides feeling like a herd of horses just rarr one, I'm great."”

Xena sighed and sat back down on the bed's edgddsatr to Gabrielle now. "I
know, I'm sorry."

"Nothing to be sorry about... | should be sorry." Galke reached over and rested her
hand on her friend's leg. "I've been real stubltleeriast couple of days. | just hate
being sick and | hate admitting it."

"I know, so do I." Xena could tell just how high IBgelle's temperature was by the
heat she felt from the bard's hand. She felt kieesun was burning her leg. "Just get
some rest, it's the best thing for you." She paaseldconsidered what she had in their
medicine bag. "l think I'll give you something fitre fever."

The Amazon Queen faintly nodded then removed hed.ha

The warrior then went over to their saddlebagsmridd out the medical kit. She
shifted through it until she found the aconitefrers. She decided it was best to mix
the powder into water. So she pulled out a mugpaté few pinches of the powder

in then went back to the bed. She bent down to picthe waterskin.

Gabrielle had her eyes half open and curiously ketdher partner.

Xena squirted some of the water into the mug tbesdd the skin towards the
saddlebags. "Here." She sat down the bed's edgeatoted Gabrielle sit up.

The bard took the mug and wrapped both hands anbusde felt her arms shaky but
she managed to drink down the contents despitawiid taste. "Ick, here." She
handed back the empty mug and now noted the aniogkedn her friend's face.
"What?" She started to lay back down.

Xena shook her head and stood back up. "Get sashé re

Gabrielle looked across the room to her friend. &Wwou going to do?" she
whispered, still reminded of her sore throat.

"I'm going to check on Argo then I'll be back. Imiobe long. Will you be okay?"

The Amazon Queen faintly nodded. "I'll screamngkd you."



The warrior was at the door and she looked bacjkvi® a grin. "I'm sure I'll hear
you."

"You won't miss a beat, I'm sure,"” teased the yeumgoman. She then saw Xena turn
her back to her again and she giggled.

"What?" Xena turned back around some.
The amused bard revealed a larger grin. "YoulsiMe my staff, partner.”

"Hades," grumbled the Warrior Princess. She reaahednd and extracted the long
staff. She then propped it against the wall neaudibor. "I'll be back."

"Don't be long."

Xena looked back because for once she actuallgt@eta hint of fear in her friend's
voice. "I'll be quick, promise." She gave Gabriglesassuring smile.

Gabrielle barely nodded and watched the other wasrantly leave the room. She
sighed deeply and slumped down into the bed mdre cised her eyes and tried to
sleep, which took several minutes but the flu hadwvher out and she fell asleep after
about three minutes.

The warrior was right, it wasn't long before shieimeed to the room. She'd given
Argo some feed along with a bucket of water to Keephappy. When she returned to
the room, she made sure to stay silent since Glgbwas sound asleep.

Xena actually felt rather worn out herself but s&sred if she got into the double bed
she might wake her friend. So she simply went ¢éw¢he table with the two chairs
and sat down. She made sure to remove her weapdrdace them on the table.

For awhile, Xena just sat there studying her b&snd. She also thought a lot about
today's events and what they'd said back and florther years with Gabrielle, she
hadn't recall ever feeling this close to her partiéell she knew she was close with
Gabrielle yet these past few days this flu had nietevorry more. She tended to
watch after Gabrielle more carefully than normaill 8&xough, something was
different and she wasn't sure how to explain itdhe knew it wouldn't be long before
it cleared up.

Xena finally decided she needed to rest as weéd.iished her chair back more and
dropped her head against the wall. She spreadeodedps but stretched them out as
well then closed her eyes. She now listened to i&léds breathing and realized her

breathing was equal to her partner's. She grinméerself and slowly drifted off.

It was rather late at night when Gabrielle rolledooher left side and opened her eyes.
She couldn't see anything right away since thelearthd burned out. Slowly the
moonlight helped her see better and she saw bnass glistening across the room.
She knew Xena was just across the room now.

Gabrielle debated whether to wake her friend or 8be had to use the washroom



rather badly and could only hope she could be aanetigh about it. She took a deep
breath, rolled onto her back, and started to siQualdenly everything spun around
her and she instantly fell back into the bed. "Otdgy" she moaned and rested her
right hand over her forehead. She shut her eyesvaitdd until everything stopped
spinning. Gradually she opened her eyes and ewegyttas normal again. She sighed
because she knew now she'd probably need Xeng'btieshe didn't want to wake
her partner. She rolled onto her left side agathstared across at the warrior. She
thought for a minute what to do or if she coulddhibluntil tomorrow. Her
concentration then refocused on Xena and that'si\whe realized blue eyes were
staring at her.

"Hi," Gabrielle whispered. She then saw a smiléeeth flash at her. She quietly
chuckled at her friend.

"How you feel?"
The bard sighed and replied, "I'm okay."

The warrior decided to do her own inspection. Sbteug to her feet and quietly came
over. She sat down on the bed and pressed herdgaintst Gabrielle's forehead.

The Amazon Queen closed her eyes and almost let soft moan at the cool hand.
"Still a small fever huh?"

"Yeah, | think so," muttered the younger woman.

"How about your throat?"

Gabrielle sighed and tried to swallow. "About tlaene." She felt Xena's hand now
brushing back her bangs. "Still dizzy too."

"Headache?"
"No," whispered Gabrielle.

"Need any water?" Xena was still repeatedly runmegfingers through her friend's
bangs. She knew it would help sooth her.

Gabrielle grunted at the question as she openeeyest "Actually | was thinking the
opposite."”

"Oooooh," whispered the grinning warrior. "l see."
"Yeah... and | can't exactly get up."
"That bad huh?"

Gabrielle sighed and shifted her hand over toaedter friend's thigh. "Yeah, | can't
even sit up."



"l can carry you in there."

The small woman groaned loudly and turned her h&hd.buried her face into her
pillow as she felt embarrassed.

Xena felt her grin reappear and she moved her hatag. "Come on," she urged. She
stood up.

"Xena, its okay," protested the bard. She liftedhead up and frantically shook it.

"Oh no, I insist." The Warrior Princess reacheavimd and slipped her arms under
her best friend.

Gabrielle knew it was useless to fight the otheman so she just sighed and dropped
her head against Xena's shoulder. "This is ridigsifoshe complained.

"Well... nature calls," reminded the warrior. "Wouldyou carry me into the
bathroom when I'm sick?"

Gabrielle laughed. "Like | could,” she joked. Skelized the bathroom wasn't all that
dark thanks to the moonlight mostly filtering inabigh the two windows. She sensed
Xena carefully lowering her down onto the pot. "§t8 ssssso embarrassing."

The Warrior Princess chuckled some and after ptjim she started to stand back up.

"Wait." Gabrielle's voice was fearful and her haedched out to anchor onto Xena's
arm.

"What's wrong?"

"Getting dizzy," whispered the scared bard. Sheadder eyes, hoping it'd help to
stop it.

Xena knelt back down and wrapped her left arm addwer partner's back. "Just
relax,” she whispered.

Gabrielle took several deep and long breaths, stualdy felt herself settle down. Her
vision went still and she looked at her partner.

Xena flashed a huge grin. "Know what this means?"

"Yes," groaned the bard. "You're gonna have to istdaere with me." She now heard
a very deep chuckle come from Xena. "l can't dg,tlihe suddenly said.

"Gabrielle," drew out the warrior. "It's only naalt
"Yah but I'm not doing this in front of my bestend."
The warrior gave a dramatic sigh. "What do you ssgthen?"

The Amazon Queen groaned and dropped her headstabampartner's shoulder. "I



don't have a choice." She lifted her head and paate warm eyes.
"Tell you what, I'll cover my ears and close my®ywill that help?"
The bard giggled but said, "You can hear anythiepa. It's not like that'll do much.”

"That's only if | focus on something," protestednde"l'll think about something
else.”

"Like what?"

Xena shrugged and said, "I'll think about you."

"Yeah about me going to the bathroom."

The warrior began laughing again and she saitlthiik about my childhood."
"Alright." Gabrielle licked her lips and felt Xesahand slip away from her back. She
reached with her closes hand and held onto hemgr&tshoulder. She then stood up
on her weak legs. She managed to slip her skirndemough with her left hand. She

sat back down.

Xena was trying hard to think about anything eldepthan Gabrielle's predicament.
She couldn't help but want to laugh and she wasdyr biting her lip hard enough.

Gabrielle finished her nature call and reachedsackena for some cloth. After she
was finished, she stood up carefully and hastiliediher skirt back up without a
problem. She felt a little lightheaded but it cathiack down soon as she sat down.
She then squeezed her partner's shoulder.

Xena knew what the signal was and she lowered &eadfrom her ears. As her left
arm slipped back around Gabrielle, she openedyes. &Finished?"

The bard groaned.

"I'll take that as a yes." She shifted some anlliggap the Amazon Queen. "Wasn't
that bad huh?" All she got for a response werergeges rolling at her. She could
only chuckle at Gabrielle. Xena finally made it b&o the bed where she carefully
lowered the bard onto it. "Are you hungry?"

Gabrielle considered it then shook her head. "Hally."

The warrior narrowed her eyes in suspicion. "Nal&t"

The bard slightly shrugged. "Maybe some."

Xena sat down on the edge of the bed and curietigtiied her friend. "How about
soup? It'll be easier on your throat."

Gabrielle didn't respond right away as she rolletbdner left side, facing Xena.
"More soup?" she teased.



Xena had a partial smile but she nodded.

"I know | need to eat something." Again, Gabrielatched as her partner nodded
once more. "How late you think it is?"

"Not late enough for the tavern to be closed." Wearior Princess stood up. "I'll be
back in a few minutes." She first bent down atdhédlebags by the table to retrieve
some dinars. Then Xena left the room and went dbwrhall to the tavern room.

Gabrielle, however, rolled onto her back and cldsedeyes. She swallowed deeply
but her throat rejected the idea with pain yetfsheed it anyway. "l hate being sick,"
she grumbled. She closed her eyes and tried toadrer burning forehead, sore
throat, and aching eyes. After a little while, Galbe sensed she was starting to drift
off to her dreamscape yet she was jarred awake tieedoor opened again.

The bard forced her eyes open in the moonlit ronchslhe made out Xena's tall form
quickly moving towards her. "What'd you find?" sudtly asked.

Xena slid the small wood tray onto the table thiekgd up a wood bowl with spoon
in it. "Rabbit soup."

"Oh gods no," moaned Gabirielle.

The warrior chuckled, sat on the edge of the bed,eought the soup to her lap. "Its
actually chicken soup with carrots, rice, and akoof rosemary."

"Mmmm." Gabrielle carefully lifted herself up anebined back against the headboard.
Her head slightly spun but not that badly thatah@dn't ignore it. She collected the
soup from her partner and the warm steam floateahaler her nose. Her stomach
immediately growled happily at the prospect of food

"Hmmmm." Xena had an amused smile but she got dpsanhdown at the table.
"What'd you get?" inquired the bard.
"Grilled chicken, rice, and some applesauce with it

"Almost the same thing," mumbled Gabrielle but tkae couldn't talk as her mouth
was full with a spoon and soup.

The pair quietly ate for awhile then Xena took fiemd's bowl and spoon from her.
Xena then gathered up everything and left the rtmmaturn the dishes. She also
decided to quickly check on her mare in the sta®ie returned to the room after a
qguarter of a candlemark or so only to find Gabeielas still awake and waiting for
her.

Xena easily stripped of her weapons, armor, arttiées only to slip into a soft linen
nightshift. She then crawled into the bed wherefehad Gabrielle awaiting her.
"Time to get some sleep," she stated.



Gabrielle was on her side so she could face Xemap8lled the covers over her
shoulder some to keep her warmer. "I hate this tftbe year," she murmured.

The warrior was settled down in the bed, on hez sdd, and studying her friend's
profile in the moonlight. "Why?"

"The prespring, you know," went on the bard, "beftre actually spring. | seem to
always get sick at this time... especially when | @asd."

Xena considered her friend's words. "You were eitén as a child?"

"Yeah," whispered the bard, "pretty often and tgflycat this time of the year | would
get sick." She went quiet for a moment while hendman through her memories. "I
remember the one time | was really sick... my motret father asked the healer to
come to the house. He couldn't make heads oraladst what to do about making me
better. My mother was convinced | wouldn't makaciually."

"Obviously you did."

Gabrielle slightly grinned. "Obviously." Her grifigped off. "I think | was about ten
summers old by then. After that, | never really wasously sick again other than the
occasional cold."

Xena let out an audible sigh. "Let's hope thid isné of those flues."

"I'm hoping too." Gabrielle then suddenly rolle@ thther way and began coughing
hard.

The warrior unconsciously gritted her teeth togetheé she reached forward to touch
Gabrielle's warm back. "You need something to dinkfter Gabrielle's head shake,
she pulled away her contact.

The small woman finally settled down from her wetighing spell and she rolled
onto her back. "I really hate being sick," she ctzimed.

"I know you do." Xena then heard how Gabrielle wdeezing in between her
breaths. It worried her so she rolled out of the &ed went to the saddlebags.

"What is it?" gently asked the bard. She was orsltE some so she could watch her
friend.

The Warrior Princess sifted through the bags wsht came to the small medical bag
near the bottom. "I think | have something to heith your coughing so you'll sleep
better tonight." She found what she was looking &small glass container and a
small wood spoon. She came over to the bedsideed@ome of the horehound
syrup into the spoon, and held it out to the bard.

Gabrielle took the medicine and immediately théebitaste popped in her mouth,
which caused her to make a disgusted noise.

Xena somewhat chuckled at her partner's reactioshmiwent to put the supplies



back. She then crawled back into the bed and dne&vas settled in again, she asked,
"Is it helping?"

"Yeah, actually.”
The warrior felt relieved to hear that.
"What we going to do tomorrow?" spoke up the bard.

Xena considered it and her only answer was simipig'll see how you feel in the
morning."

"If I'm great then we'll go?"

"Yes," replied the warrior.

"If I'm not great then we'll stay?"
"Yes," repeated the warrior.

"If 'm middle ground then we'll...?"
"Yes," re-repeated the warrior.
"Xena," threatened Gabrielle.

Xena amusingly chuckled but she seriously respordi@hnt to see how you feel in
the morning. Okay?"

"Okay," agreed the Amazon Queen.
"You need to sleep though."

Gabrielle took the hint and she rolled onto hekb&the closed her eyes, relaxed, and
merely listened to her matched breathing with Xena'

Xena turned over onto her back and stared up atditiag. She tucked her hands
under her head and listened to Gabrielle's deegilbng. She could tell her breathing
was slowing down but it was still heavy from the. f6he noticed it seemed easier for
Gabrielle to breathe, which she was grateful fasiigithat medicine.

Eventually, Xena drifted off into a mild sleep. Sted her usual dreamscape of her
past but this one was a bit more twisted with Galerinvolved. Her dream turned
into a deep rooted nightmare about Gabrielle beegrdeathly ill at a young age and
dying before she ever joins up with Xena.

Xena jolted awake in the middle of the night ateéhe of the dream. She wiped the
sweat off of her forehead as she rolled to hert sgke, her eyes focused on her friend.
There was a brief sight from her but she stretchader hand. When the palm of her
hand pressed against Gabrielle's cheek, she ré#&iabrielle was very feverish than
any previous time. Xena quickly sat up in the bed.



Gabrielle slightly moaned from the movement in ble€l.

The warrior knew she had a medicine in her badgnéoiupine syrup now since it
would help with the fever. She was able to diguit f[oom the medical supplies and
with that same spoon, she poured some out. Cayestul came over to the side of the
bed, sat on the edge, and roused her friend.

Gabrielle partially woke up and didn't ask what \gasig on but merely took the
medicine that was offered. She wrinkled her nogbeataste then slipped back under
the covers.

Xena quickly went the washroom to clean off theaptihen put it back in the bag.
She slid into the bed yet she studied her friemdesand she could feel the heat
radiating off of Gabrielle from where she laid.

"Xena," came the muffled voice.
"I'm right here."
The bard's voice was slightly shaking and she wided up into a ball. "I'm so cold."”

The older woman felt her worries increase whenplagimer told her that. She didn't
hesitate though to scoot over and she pulled ferdrin close. "Better?"

"Yeah." Gabrielle was snuggled deep into Xena'ssaBhe sensed her body was
somewhat wet from sweat yet she felt colder thanTte chills were especially
running up and down her back. Then she realizethddy was aching unlike earlier
tonight. "My joints really hurt,” she murmured.

Xena closed her eyes for a moment. "l know... trgleep." She held tightly to her
friend, who felt like an ember.

"I don't... like this... I'm scared."

"Don't be," countered Xena, "It'll be better in therning." For emphasis, she placed
a kiss on Gabrielle's head.

The bard tried to take comfort in her friend's wardl embrace. It wasn't that long
before she drifted off again but into a very stesgt of dreams.

Xena though took several candlemarks before shiel eatually sleep at all. When
the sun was well past a candlemark over the eaztdmp she woke up. She carefully
slipped out of bed so that Gabrielle wouldn't Sine went to the window and the
sun's warm rays flowed over her soft features. Deshe knew it'd be a cool day she
knew it would be a beautiful day.

The warrior turned around then studied her friendhe bed. She silently went over,
knelt down some, and lightly pressed her hand ag&abrielle's forehead. The bard's
head was amazingly normal, which made her woreétessome. She decided it was
best to let her partner rest more so she wentetevishroom with her leathers. It took



her about a quarter of a candlemark to get cleapeghd slip into her leathers.

When Xena came back out of the washroom, she 1t@abdelle hadn't moved at all.
Xena quickly put her armor, weapons, and bootden silently left the room. She
first attended on her mare then returned to théiutrmade sure to pick up some food
for breakfast. After settling the food tray on thble, Xena went to the bed and
carefully tried to stir Gabrielle.

There was a faint moan from Gabrielle but she tlidake up.

"Gabrielle," softly called Xena. "Come on. | havedkfast for us." Again she
gingerly moved the woman's small shoulders butrebeived no response. Xena
pulled her hand away and expression twisted intdusion. "Gabrielle?" she called a
bit louder than needed.

The bard did nothing- no movement or sound.

Xena knew Gabrielle was fine because her chestainddell at a constant pace. What
she did notice though was that Gabrielle's bregtk@emed slow, slower than it
should be for even sleeping. The warrior pressedeffichand against Gabrielle's
chest, just over her heart, and Xena quickly mdweedtie saddlebags.

Within a finger's snap, the Warrior Princess re¢drto Gabrielle's side with a tiny jar
that she was screwing the lid off. She broughtsthall jar of smelling salt under her
friend's nose and impatiently waited for some lieacget she received none.

The tavern keeper continued his drying of the nieg tslipped it away under the
counter. He then heard heavy boots hurrying dowrh#llway and he immediately
lifted his head. He went rigged when the femaleriwaapproached him.

"I need a healer."

"Aye, there's one in the village." The tavern kegp@nted off to his right and added,
"He's about ten houses in... got a sign and all.”

Xena reached to her side and lifted her hand withdinars in it. "Can he be brought
to my room?"

The bar keeper held up his hand and pushed thesdiaak at Xena. "It's the girl
huh?"

"Yes," merely answered the warrior.
The tavern owner sighed at the woman's defensiitad®. "I figured she was sick... |
could tell by there way she was walkin' in 'ere€'fdlded up his dark rag, dropped it

on the counter, and turned towards the door tldbtdahe kitchen. "Wait 'ere.”

The Warrior Princess tried to be patient yet herri@s were entangled with Gabrielle.
She then saw a young man come out of the kitchéntive tavern owner behind him.

"My son will bring the 'ealer back," offered thev¢éan owner.



This actually caused a thin smile to crease Xdipgs " Thank you."

"Go on," urged the father.

The son nodded, glanced at Xena, and then slippgidher to head out of the tavern.
"Let me knew if dere be anythin' else | can helthwi

"Thanks." Xena then returned back to the room.\#et directly to the bed, sat on
the edge, and kept her eyes locked on her friendasionally she tried to shake
Gabrielle awake but with no success. It seemetiskgeiwas waiting a lifetime for the
healer to show yet she knew it hadn't been longwiteearrived.

The tavern owner's son directed the healer intedbe and Xena made sure to give
the boy a dinar for his trouble.

Xena then brought the healer up to speed abouti€laly symptoms and what she'd
given Gabrielle.

The healer set his supplies on the table then appeal the bard while asking, "You
tried smelling salt?"

"Yes."

The healer bent over the small woman in the bedcarefully lifted her eyelid to see
her pupils were dilated. He slid his right handuaua the small throat and noted that it
was swollen. Next he rested his hand over her chesheartbeat was at a very slow
rhythm. "You already tried the smelling salt?"

"Yes, | did."

The healer didn't bother to glance at the warmm@tead he continued his inspection
of Gabrielle. When he finally pulled back, he justained staring at her as if he
wasn't sure what to do next. Just as he bent farteado something else, Gabrielle's
body convulsed.

Xena quickly stepped forward.

Gabrielle didn't awake but her body started twitghslowly then began to suddenly
flail around in the bed. Her legs kicked up and davhile her arms threw across her
chest every which way. Suddenly she sat up witrah@s swinging about herself.

Xena didn't hesitate to grab her friend's armBedther, and forced her to lay back
down. "Come on, Gabrielle," she murmured despieekstew Gabrielle couldn't hear
her.

The healer, in the process, had been smacked dusosge by one of the bard's
swipes. He stepped back to let the tall warrioll dein her. He sighed in relief when
the young woman settled down into a peaceful stgén. He cautious stepped up to
her.



"Seizures?" slightly growled Xena to the healer.

The old healer merely glanced at the woman thek aaGabrielle. He pulled back
the bed sheet from the small woman's body and baganeful search for something.
He suddenly stopped when he came to her right 4ite¥e.” He pointed to her lower
right side.

Xena bent over some and carefully gazed over thaiph rash that'd never been
there.

"She has the sleeping sickness," concluded themheal

The warrior opened and closed her mouth as shenetasure what to say. She knew
of the sleeping sickness as some of her men iarneies had suffered from it. And as
she considered it, she realized none of them exgived the sickness. "How did
she...."

The healer turned to the warrior. "Often peopldesufom sleeping sickness from
drinking contaminated water."

"We were caught... in a rain storm the other day,Ispred Xena.

"Most likely that could be it," agreed the oldeates.

Xena shook off her trance and looked directly atrttan. "What can we do?"
The healer was silent for a moment then quietlpoaded, "Nothing."

The Warrior Princess stared at him in disbelief hadmind raced to thinking all the
cures and medicines she knew about and none ofgherknew for sleeping sickness.
"No," she harshly stated, "there must be something.

The healer shook his head sadly. "There is no knmwe for sleeping sickness." He
turned his head to the sleeping woman. "Other thartlysian Fields," he whispered.

"There has to be something," hotly cut in the vearri

The old healer now stepped away from the angry woamal went to his bag on the
table. He collected it, faced Xena, and clearlyesta There is nothing | can do." His
eyes flickered to the young woman on the bed, é&strgoing out to her, and then he
met Xena's gaze again. "l am sorry." He dippedbed then left the room.

Xena heard the door quietly close but her attentias centered on her best friend on
the bed. She knelt down beside the bed, touchedd&lals arm, and she stared at her.
"Gabrielle?" she softly called in hopes her friemalild wake up but there was
nothing. She closed her eyes and her mind ractdrtio of a plan but just as fast as
her thoughts went, her anger mounted.

Then suddenly her eyes flew open and she muttéfbd, Amazons." Without
hesitation, Xena hurried out of the room, wenth® tavern owner, and demanded, "I



need a messenger."

The tavern keeper noticed the upset as much ag exgression on the woman's face.
Earlier he'd seen the older healer leave withoehdimg much time in the room so he
knew what the diagnoses had to be. He nodded hib dred said, "My son will bring
one 'ere."

"Thank you," gratefully replied the warrior. Shemwdack to the room to find
Gabrielle peacefully sleeping on the bed. She pac#te room though until the
messenger showed. First she made sure to givethanother dinar for his trouble
then she instructed the messenger on what to der #lie scratched out a quick
message, she sent him on his way with his payment.

Once the room was empty again, the warrior fed thie chair next to the table and
her eyes locked on the small bard. She'd nevesdeitantic and worried in a long

time. She could only pray that the messenger wbeldpeedy on his short trip to the
Amazon Nation. They were Gabrielle's only hope.

It was two or maybe three candlemarks after sudX@ta wasn't really sure as she'd
lost track of time awhile ago. She hadn't moved mfuam her position in the chair.
Her eyes never left their mark. She was now bemidad, her elbows on her padded
knees, and her chin rested in her laced handsd 8ad'all day to plan out what to do
and now she only needed to be on her way.

Just then there was a booming knock at the door.

"Xena, are you in there?"

The warrior was already headed for the door besbheeeven heard the familiar voice.
She threw open the door and a faint smile touclkeedthseeing the faces in the
hallway. "Solari."

"We came as soon as we got your message."

"Thank you." Xena stepped aside and let the two Zoma into the room. She
recognized the second Amazon with Solari but dkimiw her name.

"Xena, this is Alexa."

"Nice to meet yah," offered the Warrior Princess.

The quiet Alexa dipped her head but gave a smatrye smile.

"What's happened?"” cut in Solari.

"Gabrielle has the sleeping sickness." Xena dicktite two Amazons over to the bed.

Solari stood at the foot of the bed, her hand erptbst, and her eyes resting on the
gueen. "What can be done?"



"The healer says nothing."
Both the Amazons' heads shot around faster thamraw towards Xena.
"What?" asked the suddenly upset Solari.

Xena bit her lower lip for a moment then repliet@ihére is no cure for the sleeping
sickness."

Solari's eyes narrowed at the tall warrior andah@usly asked, "But you have an
idea?"

"I do." Xena's eyes moved away from Solari and $eclionly on the sleeping bard.
"I've heard of an amazing herb discovered by tmeace Chiron."

"What is it? What about it?"
"It's called betony... wood betony. Chiron discoveiteghd it's said to cure anything."”
"Where do you find it?"

Xena licked her lips, her arms now folded overdteest, and her eyes now locked on
Solari. "It only grows in July in wooded areas.”

"But its March," reminded Alexa.

"I know," murmured Xena, "l have to find it."

Solari could tell that Xena already had some ptamind. She decided it was best not
to waste time asking about the plan and found renmmportant to get Gabrielle to a

safe haven, namely the nation. "We will take Gadlerigack to the nation."

"Yes, | need you to," agreed Xena. "l will arriviete when I've found the betony.
How many Amazons traveled with you?"

"There are six of us total," answered Solari. "Wuight a traveling pallet, furs, and
medicine for Gabrielle's journey back."

"Good. Let me tell you what you need to do, herstgms, and best way to handle
them."

Solari nodded her head but she turned her attetgidtexa. "Go tell the others to
ready the pallet then meet us in here."

"Yes, ma'am." Alexa quickly left the room.

Solari stepped up to the Warrior Princess whilerslehed to her right side. "Before
you begin that, | am to give you this." She heltd @medium size leather bag.

Xena took it from Solari and realized it was a bédinars that probably could



amount to at least a hundred dinars. "Solar-"

"Ephiny's orders. She wanted to make sure you hesislincase you had to buy
something for Gabrielle. She didn't want you scging around for them while
Gabrielle was on her death bed.”

The warrior knew the Amazon was right so she aeckethte help. She then began
briefing Solari on Gabrielle's condition and howctoe for her. By the time Xena
finished the four of the give Amazons arrived ie tbom and quietly awaited. Earlier
in the day, Xena had already gathered her thinggsatee but first she wanted to make
sure the Amazons left with Gabrielle.

"It's best that we go now," decided Solari.

The Warrior Princess nodded her agreement. "Ipaliet prepared?" She gazed over
at the young Amazon, Alexa.

"Yes, it's ready."

Xena nodded, went to the bedside, and she puliediteets away. When she slid her
hands under Gabrielle's body, she realized justwamn the bard was despite her
earlier position was of her huddling. She colledBabrielle into her arms,
straightened up, and carefully adjusted the slegpard. "Alright, lead the way."

Solari nodded, left the room with Xena on her hesmtsl they were followed by the
Amazons. Solari now led the group through the taveutside, and only a hundred or
SO paces to where an Amazon stood at attentiontoexhorse. Xena immediately
saw the traveling pallet that was on wheels bethiechorse. She noted how it was
heavily padded, which she was thankful for as sheted her friend onto it. Her head
quickly turned to Gabrielle's face when Gabrietiétlg moaned. "Gabrielle?" she
murmured. She received no response and this chesesthoulders to faintly slouch.

Solari clasped Xena's left shoulder and gave érdalg squeeze. "We'll get her to the
nation as soon as possible."

"I know," quietly responded the warrior. She wasetaly pulled the heavy furs over
the bard. "l won't be far behind."

Solari squeezed once more then pulled her hand. @®aycareful, Xena. Gabrielle is
in safe hands."

The Warrior Princess finally had her friend tuckeid the now warming pallet. "I
know, Solari." She faced the Amazon and held outlh@. When Solari clasped her
arm, she warmly said, "Thank you."

The second in command offered a promising smilee'y®u soon, Xena."

Xena nodded, broke the arm shake, and quietlyddibvack to the inn.

Solari did a quick check over the queen then odlewerybody to move. She stole
one last glance towards the inn behind her anadabght sight of Xena's shadow



quickly moving about in the room's window. She sigland murmured, "Don't fail
her now, Xena."

The Warrior Princess forced Argo to ride even har8&e'd been riding all night
since she'd left the inn back at the small towre &hs hard pressed to make it to
Athens by tomorrow evening as she could only hbpéAthens would carry the
betony somewhere in her markets. And she was nbrthianking Ephiny for the
dinars that the nation had provided her with sstoe knew how much betony could
cost. Yet it wasn't so much the price that Xena ezaspletely concerned about but
whether anybody would be willing to sell any. Skeeided to concern herself with
that when and if it came up later.

Right now, her fears and thoughts were completehyered on the bard. She
imagined the Amazons were either at the nationmost there. She could only hope
that the journey went smoothly for them.

"We should arrive at the borders in another twaltemarks or so," announced Solari
to the group. She took a quick glance behind amidled at the continued formation
that the Amazons held around the queen. Solarinvee lead, Alexa rode the horse,
two Amazons walked beside the front of the smaljovaand two Amazons at the
back of the wagon.

"I don't think quite in two candlemarks," correci&léxa, who was starting to pull on
the horse's reins.

Solari stopped and reached back at her sword. 8bra'txexactly in the mood for
dealing with road scavengers tonight but she dpkekit. "Archers at the ready,” she
called, "Alexa and Gloria at my side."

Alexa had already dismounted the horse and hadvin@rd out as she approached the
second in command's right side.

Solari caught from the corner of her eye Gloria cgno her left side. She then put

her full attention on the eight bandits approaclirem. She was thankful for the full
moon lighting the road and the small skirmish ah&fatiem. "Listen, we don't want

any trouble," she called down to them.

The bandits all laughed together and one bangpst ahead of the rest, presumably
the leader. "Neither do we so just put your littleapons away and hand over
anything of value."

Solari had her left hand behind her and she gdand signal to the three Amazons
that guarded the sleeping queen.

The three Amazons took the signal, strung up gmeows, and aimed for the bandits.

"We don't have anything of value," yelled back sleeond in command.



The leader unsheathed his sword from his sidgotifdidn't, you wouldn't be
traveling this late or with this many... girls.”

Solari narrowed her eyes at how he insulted thdma.tBen saw the bandits advancing
them and she loudly ordered, "Fire!"

The three archers fired and made their marks theygtrung up their bows again yet
they couldn't fire until they had clear shots.

Solari was thankful that the archers had swiftketaout three enemies. She was now
caught fighting two bandits at once, Gloria had agowvell, and Alexa had only one.

Gloria suddenly became overpowered by one of hpowgnts and her other opponent
slipped away. She tried to get the archers' attertut she quickly lost her chance
when her enemy brought his sword across her césta felt the tip of the sword

cut just the upper layer of her skin causing ibled. She growled at the bandit and
went into an angry attack.

One of the archers realized that a bandit was aptowards them. The archer,
Triona, knew the bandit was too close for her woslso she threw her bow and arrow
to the ground. She had her sword unsheathed jusedsandit took a swing at her.
She stopped his blade just in time, a smirk orfdxe, and she teased, "l don't think
s0."

The heavy breathing bandit growled at her and naetl his attack.
Another archer quickly realized she had a cleat ahd she took it.

Solari had heard the screaming arrow coming afrber behind. When her enemy
swiped at her, she dropped down and watched asfdrex opponents went falling
backwards from the blow of the arrow. She then lbedrup to her feet and attacked
her last enemy.

Alexa was having less luck with her bandit. She l@asg ground with him as he
pressed down on her. She was much smaller thammihine was better trained than
her. Yet Alexa was holding her own for the most p&@he'd just parried off two stab
attacks then she made her own slash for his stolmaamissing.

The young Amazon ducked from a swipe at her headhgdidn't anticipate the next
attack. She was suddenly kicked in the stomachshadvent flying onto her back.
Her sword was lost sometime while she was in midiadt it skittered across the road.
Alexa partially sat up just as the bandit came dnverand he kicked her back down.

The bandit smirked down at her and then he lifisdstvord for his final blow.

Alexa sensed fear course through her for a seconghe held hope. When her gaze
refocused up on the bandit, she saw his stunne@&sipn and she followed his gaze
down to this chest. Her lips curled into a grirseg¢ing the arrow resting in his chest,
directly through his heart.



Alexa didn't hesitate to kick him off of her andesiade sure to kick him between the
legs. She rolled up onto her feet and saw whichearbhad saved her. She smiled and
called, "Thanks."

The archer winked at her.

Alexa collected her sword and noted that Solarijhatifinished off her last enemy.
Gloria had already killed hers as well as Triona.

The second in command stared at the leader bantisaveight rested on her sword.
She slowly extracted her sword out of his belly aadched him fall to his knees then
on the ground. She shook her head at the sensedssshthe fight. She faced the
others, approached them, and quietly asked, "Ewegybkay?"

"Yes," answered each Amazon together.

"The queen is safe," added Triona.

"Good." The second in command quickly scanned itbatson around them then she
made a decision. "Let's travel up here for sevanadred paces then we'll take a
break. Everybody okay to do that?" After everybadgded, she ordered, "Let's go."
"l second that," muttered Gloria.

Alexa mounted the horse and spurred it into a \aghin.

The four other Amazons fell back into their posisaround the sleeping queen. The
escort group continued their march down the roadbtifor very long. Solari led
them off the road and into a fairly open area enwoods where everybody could rest.
Triona actually retrieved the medical kit that veéashe foot of the wagon and she
hurried to Gloria.

Gloria smiled gratefully for Triona's concern. Sbkowed Triona over to a decent
size rock partially buried in the ground. She sait@nd Triona knelt down off to her
side with the medical kit.

Solari had briefly been studying the pair but stentturned her focus to the wagon.
Quietly she approached the right side of the wagenhands now resting on the edge
of the wagon. She stared at the peacefully sleepiegn. "We'll have you in the
nation in a couple of candlemarks," she murmurexpitie she knew Gabrielle
wouldn't hear her. For a moment, she adjusteduttsedver the bard.

Alexa silently appeared at the second in commasidés "Everything will work out.”

"I know," whispered Solari. She turned her heatheoyoung Amazon. "How are you
feeling?"

"A little tired," she admitted.

"l am as well." Solari tilted her head to one sitizid you eat a little something?"



"No."

The older Amazon faintly grinned, shook her head, @uched Alexa's closest arm.
"Come on."

The group of Amazons continued their break for albalf of a candlemark. They
then collected themselves and proceeded with Steofehe journey to the nation.
And it was roughly another two candlemarks befbsytarrived at the borders of the
nation with their precious cargo. When they entéhedvillage, they didn't hesitate to
continue directly to the queen's hut where Ephimg,healer, and Eponin were
waiting.

Alexa stopped the mare when the wagon was nekietbat door. She quickly
dismounted and went to the back but the other Asnazons were a step ahead of her.

Triona and Gloria were carefully sliding the woaallet down the wagon while the
two other Amazons waited for the head of the patietome to the edge of the wagon.
The four Amazons had carefully slid the queen aadtépout off the wagon and
carried her towards the door.

Ephiny had been there for awhile now and she'éddirédad the door open when the
group had arrived. She then sensed the seconanmaad at her side. "How'd
everything go?"

Solari folded her arms over her chest while shelet the four Amazons delicately
carry the queen on the pallet through the dooriawas okay."

"l see you ran into some trouble." The regent da@¢o Gloria's injured chest as she
went past.

"We ran into a small gang of bandits."

Ephiny gave the second in command a curious express

"They're dead," quietly reported Solari.

The regent merely nodded, headed for the entranibe dwut, and Solari was right
behind her. After two Amazons carefully lifted theeen out off the pallet and onto

the bed, she saw the healer approach the bedside.

Eponin had been waiting in the hut with the heblgrshe now came to Ephiny and
Solari. "She looks perfectly fine," she murmuredhe pair.

"Like she'll wake any minute," quietly added Salari
The three head Amazons stared at the queen.

Ephiny then moved away from the pair and went &ltadside. She turned her
attention to the healer. "How is she?"



"She seems to have a slight fever."

"Xena said her fever comes and goes," informedrGalao was at Ephiny's side
again.

The healer, Eilis, slowly nodded her head. She Hegran closely inspecting the
gueen's body starting at the head. She also moabdédHe's halter around some then
her skirt to check over her. She then came to gsticig when she shifted the skirt
around some. "Sweet Artemis... it's true."

Ephiny's eyes squinted a little as she looked clasthe purplish rash that covered
Gabrielle's hip side. "What is that, Eilis?"

"It's a type of rash... only associated with sleehrsss."”
The regent sighed. "Is there anything we can do?"

"No," quietly answered the healer, "beyond makiagdomfortable until Xena
arrives."

"Do you think wood betony will really work?" inqed Solari.

The healer didn't respond at first while she putleglcovers over the queen. She
straightened up and studied the two Amazons. dits ® be able to cure anything."

"But you're not sure," concluded Solari.

The healer shook her head. "There is no known fourgleeping sickness."

"How much longer does she have to live?" askedebent.

Eilis glanced at Gabrielle then back to Ephinys'itard to say. Nobody is sure what
exactly kills the person. They merely go into ttéep sleep, never awake again, and
die within seven days... in some cases even less."

"How do you think she got it?"

Eilis sighed and folded her arms over her chestpitally somebody drinks dirty
water or eat something that's gone bad or turrdek'lips pressed together for a
moment. "People that travel on the road a lot avetreusceptible than others."” She

then dipped her head a little and said, "Excus¢hmegh; | need to finish up here."

Ephiny and Solari understood the healer's requetteyy moved away from the bed.
They rejoined the weapons master and silently veat¢he healer care for the queen.

"Xena won't be long," decided Eponin.

The other two Amazons gazed at Eponin.



The Warrior Princess almost fell off her mare frbeing so saddle sore. She needed a
break though, Argo needed a break. She led heelodf$he road and onto the open
grasses that rested ahead. She could make outthef@orinth no more than a
thousand paces ahead or so. She knew she wadnifeAthens, maybe another six
candlemarks ride or so.

She came upon a few lonely olive trees and stoppgtito them. Argo came up to
her and she removed the facial tack off of Argo.

The mare was grateful for it and lowered her hesal the grass.

Xena grazed her hand down Argo's side as she wehéetsaddlebags. She unlashed a
waterskin and went to the nearest olive tree. \Wihback against it, she uncorked
the skin and hungrily drank from it. She figured #kin was still half full by the time
she was finished drinking from it. So she went tgadand maneuvered the flow of
water into her horse's mouth.

Argo happily drank from the little waterfall of weat Her tongue came out and
sloshed the water about in the air. She whined whenvater stopped flowing out but
she was content so she lowered her head backhatgrass again.

Xena patted her mare's neck then returned the skateio the saddlebag. She then
decided it was best to stretch her legs more saoslkea short walk to the cliff side
that overlooked the gulf. She came to the edgerantediately she noticed the winds
were stronger here. For awhile, Xena merely loaka&dover the gulf and listened to
the waves crash against the rock shore far below he

"Gods," she murmured, "I wish you were here, GéletleThe warrior knew exactly
how much her friend would love to see this now. 8lse realized she'd never really
shown Gabrielle the cliffs of the Corinth Gulf senthey'd always rushed through here
to get to Athens. This was something Gabrielle wdrlly appreciate and Xena
decided this would be the first place they'd comafter Gabrielle was better.

Xena turned around and her mare had her mouth dotine grass. She slightly
smiled but her smiled was lost on her thoughts sbeubest friend. | never realized |
could be in such pieces without her near me, migrdatided Xena. She shook her
thoughts off then went back to gazing out overghi. After her short break, she
returned to the olive tree near her mare. She gidkethe face tack from the tiny
branch and went back to Argo.

The horse sighed but she lifted her head. Shefdtietne bit enter her mouth then the
leather tighten around her face.

The warrior now led her mare back to the main rth@th mounted the horse. She
decided to start in a walk then eventually she pdshrgo into a trot and finally a
gallop.

The sun was dipping midway in the western sky soafgured she had another three
candlemarks or so before nightfall hit. She wantechake Athens before then if she
could help it but she knew it was impossible. Seeidkd the best thing to do was get
into Athens, find a room, rest up, and in the mogrhit the market first thing. Argo



would certainly need the night to recover and shald/need her own rest if she
could sleep.

The innkeeper had his head down some yet he knew evierybody was doing in his
inn. He finished drying the mug with his cloth andked the mug under the counter.
He heard the door open and close but he didn'ebtthpeer up. He listened to the
heavy booted footfall come directly to him and otilgn did he lift his head. He was
remotely surprised but his expression remainedrakut

"Can | help you, warrior?"

"Yeah, | need a room for the night."

The innkeeper grunted at the curt attitude of therir but as he turned away to get a
room key, he said, "Ten dinars." When he turned bath the key that hung on the
wall behind him, he found the money resting ondbenter. He collected it while the
warrior picked up the key. "Down this hall, fiftbom on the right."

"Thanks," answered the watrrior.

The innkeeper watched the dark warrior disappeandbe hall.

Xena opened the door and stepped into the warm.r8bmndid a quick visual scan
and decided the room was fairly nice. When she weetite bed and pressed her hand
into it, she found it amazingly soft. "Maybe | wgét a few candlemarks of rest,” she
muttered. That was one thing about Athens, shettedo decided, everything has
more class than any local town. She now situated&lengings on the floor next to
the table.

The Warrior Princess decided first she would neeekt, find out when the market
opens, and where any prominent healers are locateshe left the room and returned
the small tavern portion of the inn. She threw &kjglance at the innkeeper then
found a small table off in a corner. It wasn't |[drejore one of the two barmaids
arrived at her table to get her order.

"What can | get yuh?"

"Before you take my order can you tell me somegéih

The barmaid shrugged and steadied herself instesgbeming like she was in a big
rush. "Ask away."

"The market still opens at first light?"
"Of course."
Xena nodded then asked, "Do you know which hedlers are the popular ones?"

The barmaid chuckled and shifted a bit closer éovtlarrior. "Are you looking for the



popular ones or the good ones? There's certautifyeence."”
The Warrior Princess slightly grinned at the worsamnild joke. "The good ones."

"Well they actually happen to be close to the miatkéhe barmaid straightened up
and turned some to her right. "The market is thag,wight? Well when you get to
about the mid market, you'll see a big cobble strakked Dionysiou Areopagitou and
you go to the left." The barmaid faced the waragain. "You just follow it a little
ways. You'll eventually see all the signs hangnogrf the buildings with the healers'
names."

Xena nodded her head. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." The barmaid offered a smile theked, "Now what can | get
you?"

"Whatever the special is tonight. Then just someemaill be fine."
The barmaid nodded then quietly left.

The Warrior Princess sat back in her chair andistueverybody in the tavern. It was
a fairly small tavern she'd decided but it was packostly with local people. She
only picked out about three other warriors in thadh, who didn't seem like much of
a threat at all. It wasn't long before the barmatdrned with her meal and water. And
Xena found she was rather hungry since it beenstlarentire day since she ate.

The warrior hungrily ate her meal then washed widafterwards. When the barmaid
came back over to get her dishes, she paid heranifhfor her extra help. Xena then
decided it was best to get ahead start and seeevaliehe healers resided near the
market. Besides that, she needed a small walkrid down and walk off her meal.
She slipped out of the inn and went down the coliddd towards the dead market.
There were still many people walking about theetr®@r stumbling if they were
leaving taverns.

Xena easily found Dionysiou Areopagitou Street biseat was much larger than all
the side streets plus it was cobbled as well. $igam her journey down the well lit
street and it wasn't long before she saw signs méthes and either pedestals in
mortars or a caduceus. After following the streshs, she was satisfied that she was
ready for tomorrow's mission to find the wood bgtbetween here and the market.
All she could do now was hope that one of theséeneavould have betony and sell it
to her.

Xena made her way back towards the inn but choge 8ee Argo first. She took
some time to pat Argo down then checked her feddnaater. She gave her mare a
kiss between the brows then she faintly smilechadeft the stables. Finally the
warrior entered the quiet inn and went down torbem for some rest. She knew this
would be a very long night but she could only htize a few candlemarks of sleep
would come to her.



"How is she doing?" quietly asked the regent.

The healer acknowledged Ephiny with a quick glathea continued her inspection of
the sleeping queen. "The same." She began pulimghieets back over the chilled
gueen but she took a moment to touch the bardséad.

Ephiny took a small side step to the right becdliseearly morning sun was shining
in her eyes from the window across the room. Slageeakthe side of the bed and
hunched over her friend. "Fever?"

"Yes," murmured the healer, "they're coming anchgan cycles." She sighed and
pulled her hand away from Gabrielle's forehead.

"Are the cycles becoming shorter or longer?" Eplpaysed then added, "Between the
periods."”

"They seem to be getting shorter.”

"More fevers then,” murmured the regent.

Eilis nodded at the regent. "I'm afraid it's n@amd sign."

Ephiny slightly cleared her throat and whisperédyduldn't think so."

The healer faced Ephiny and bowed her head.é#8V¢ you with her, regent." She
straightened up then quietly left the hut.

"Thank you, Eilis," called Ephiny then she hearel ftut door close but not before
somebody slipped in as Eilis left. Ephiny alreaduifed who it was so she stepped up
to the head of the bed and studied her best feeswdt face.

"How is she?" murmured a concerned voice.

Ephiny didn't take her eyes off of the queen. Eslays she's progressing... for the
worse." Finally she lifted her head and lookechatdther Amazon.

Solari frowned and stepped closer to the regerd.sBpped her arm around her
lover's waist. She knew Ephiny was very scaredge [Gabrielle but she also knew
nobody would suffer more than Xena.

Xena rushed around the block and hurried down BuimuyAreopagitou Street in
search of an open healer. The sun was half of earatk over the eastern horizon.
She was hoping for all of the healers to be opérshe knew only a handful would
most likely be open. She'd already taken notettfeamarket was just beginning to
open so it would be her "all else fails' stop ifrealer had betony.

The Warrior Princess was in luck to find the thehler's building open so she
hurried up the three steps and entered. She wamilysgreeted by the smell of
incense burning around the lobby room.



It was only a few heartbeats before the healer caimhef a side room from the
hallway. He offered a light smile to the warriodasoftly said, "Good morning. Is
there anything | can help you with?"

"Good morning," offered back the warrior, "I am kaag for wood betony."

The very young healer dipped his head some whiledsin thought about his herbal
inventory. When he lifted his head again, his amawmas, "Betony is very hard to find
this time of the year."

"Yes | know," replied Xena, "but it's important thaget some."

"I'm afraid | don't have any and | can guarantes ttone of these healers here will
have any either." He paused then quietly added|eé#dt none for sale.”

The Warrior Princess sensed her body tensing wiglss "The market wouldn't
either," she decided aloud.

"No it wouldn't," agreed the healer. He tilted hesad to one side. "What did you need
the betony for?"

Xena was about to leave the building but she paasddiecided to answer. "My
friend... she's dying of sleeping sickness."

The healer opened his mouth but he said nothing:lés®d it while he considered a
few things.

Xena was extremely curious as to what he was thgh&bout because she could tell
he had something in mind.

The healer focused back on the taller warrior ag#@irfellow healer of mine... he's
about ten houses down on this side of the streetold me he has some betony
leftover from this past summer. Its possible he stdyhave it."

The Warrior Princess suddenly had a smile and shesthfor the door. "Thank you
very much."

The healer then shook his thoughts away to seedhgan leaving. "Be sure to tell
him that | sent you. Tell him that Hippocrates sgnt."

"I will. Thank you again.” Xena slipped out of thealer's building with the door
closing behind her. She then hurried down the sadlewntil she came to the tenth
small building and she climbed up four steps tinet She opened the door and as
she did so, a bell on the inside of the door sod entry.

"Just a minute," called a deep voice.

The Warrior Princess impatiently waited but wageredd when a middle-aged healer
came into the lobby room.



"How can | help you?" inquired the healer. He baghis right hand on his pant leg
and held out his hand. "l am Empedocles."

"The name's Xena."

Empedocles nodded his head and released the wostramg hand. "Now, how can |
help you?"

"l just came from Hippocrates," started the warribem looking for wood betony."

Empedocles expression faintly shifted into surpii$e nodded his head. "I see.” His
hands went behind his back. "You're in search tdrpefor...?"

Xena sighed at having to go through the explanagain. "My friend is dying from
the sleeping sickness."

Empedocles slightly hung his head and quietly dtatéou do realize there is no
known cure for sleeping sickness?"

"Yes," hastily answered Xena, "trust me. I've dedth it before and haven't
succeeded."

"But you're hoping that the betony can perform eaaie?"
"Yes."

Empedocles' headed bobbed a little. "l would atfierbetony to you for a price
however | have already sold it."

Xena took a deep breath to calm herself.

"It is possible though that you may be able to ibdsom who | sold it to."
Empedocles noticed the instant change in the femaitaor. "I sold it to the priestess
of the Aphrodite temple."

Several curse words flew Xena's mind just thersigetremain collective. "Where is
the temple?"”

Empedocles stepped around the warrior and werdfdabe building.
The Warrior Princess now stood in the open dooragthe healer spoke to her.

"Right up there." Empedocles pointed to the laey¢savagant temple resting upon a
hill that overlook the city. "You'll want to askrf@riestess Hermione."

"Thank you," replied the warrior. She stepped adotle healer and went down the
couple of steps.

"Good luck," called the healer.

Xena merely glanced back at him but continued &strface down the streets towards



the temple. As her fast walk pushed into a jog,lswan to wish she'd brought Argo.
She knew every heartbeat was valuable to her bestfand that thought made her
break out into a full run. It wasn't but a quadéa candlemark that Xena arrived at
the doors of Aphrodite's Temple. Xena had paused fooment and dropped her
head back some to take in the immense size oethple, which was apparent by the
scale of the pillars and doors.

"Almost as big as her breasts," muttered the waasoshe walked through the open
doors. She quietly made her way through the tertiaiewas littered with statues and
artwork of Aphrodite. At the other end of the templas the large altar and a woman
kneeling behind it, her head dipped down. Xena capn® the altar, stopped, and
folded her arms over her chest.

Slowly the priestess came out of her solemn prayggeeted the warrior. "Welcome."
"I'm looking for the priestess Hemione."

"You're quite forward aren't you." The priestesserap to her short height. "Let me
find the head priestess. Please wait here."

Xena only nodded and watched the priestess disappband a nearby current. She
realized she was alone in the temple so she too&raent to study the temple more
detailed. She now picked up an odd but familiansoghich led her to go to the wall
on the far left. She approached the incense batldiotruded from the wall and
when she peered over the bowl, she realized itweasl betony that was burning.

"Can | help you?" called a deep voice.

The Warrior Princess turned around to face theptadistess that she assumed was
Hemione. "Yes. | am looking for wood betony and Eahpcles told me he'd just sold
his supply to you."

The priestess glanced at the burning bowl of betbag back at the warrior. "Yes, he
did."

Xena's frustration was mounting but she tried toai& calm. "May | purchase some
from you?"

Priestess Hermione now turned and strolled off evagking, "And why do you
require it?"

Xena followed after the priestess. "My best fri¢vad fallen ill due to the sleeping
sickness."

The priestess stopped and faced the warrior a§amwas silent but then asked,
"What is her name?"

"Gabrielle."

Hermione dipped her head down in consideratioreotimoughts. "And yours?" Her
head lifted back up.



The Warrior Princess wasn't hoping for this pattdhe did answer. "Xena."

The priestess's head bobbed a couple of timese'T sler hands fell to her side from
being crossed at her chest and she walked uphstéps onto the alter floor.

"I'm willing to pay for it," offered the watrrior.

"Let me see how much we have... wait here." Hermtonded around and quickly
disappeared through the red current.

Xena let out a faint sigh since this was her figgit of hope since she'd left the
Amazon Nation. Yet the hairs on the back of hekrsedenly jumped up and Xena
tensed up, her hands slightly lifting up.

"What's up, warrior babe?"

Xena slightly relaxed as she neared the goddefiguted you'd show up."

"Of course."” The goddess remained sitting on ttex,aher legs crossed, and her pink
sparkly dress flowing over her legs. "So the barsick?"

Xena's hands went to her hips as she sized upthdegs. "She has been."
"You really expect that betony to work huh?"

"It's her last hope," answered the warrior thenrehéered, "My last hope."
"Well | sure hope you're right, warrior babe."

The Warrior Princess lifted an eyebrow and nowddlter arms over her chest.

"See the problem isn't whether my priestess has#tany but it'll help your little
bard." Aphrodite now slid off of the altar tabledasashayed up to the warrior.

"And what stake could you possibly have in Gabeiéiting?"

The Goddess of Love suddenly had a shocked expressly me... how could you
be like that? She's like a friend."”

Now Xena's eyebrow lifted even higher. "I can't gmm& you're still not slightly being
peeved about the Mystic Diamond?"

Aphrodite chuckled and flashed her pearly whit€¥.course not, warrior babe... that
was so long ago." She turned away and walked lzattietaltar table.

Xena sighed. "It was only a few moon cycles ago."
"Duh! My anger lasts for all of a candlemark." Aptite sighed and waved her hand

at the warrior even though her back was to Xenasites... who needs a stupid
constellation to be remembered by?"



Xena grunted.

Aphrodite began picking up the offerings on tharaltith her fingertips. "l hate
fish," she growled when she smelled it before stveis

"What do you want Aphrodite?" cut in the irritatedrrior.

The goddesses faced the warrior again. "No nebd twstel, warrior babe." She now
had her hands on her hips. "And who says ther@sch? | actually happen to like
Gabrielle."

Xena sighed and rolled her eyes. She hated playiggod's game like this. "l can't-"
"Warrior babe, | take it you can't accept real helgen it's given to you?"

The warrior's eyes narrowed. "Nothing is free iis tiodsforsaken known-world."
Aphrodite's lips puckered but loosened as she ddheetall warrior. "True." She
came a few steps closer to Xena and her voice oxsvary low. "But here's my

secret Xena, | have as much to lose by Gabrielesgh as you do or the Amazons."”

The Warrior Princess was confused but she wastshe exactly wanted to know
either.

"So... call this a free-be, warrior babe." The Godesxf Love took a few steps
backwards and lifted her right arm. "Let me semyopriestess.” She grinned as the
pink sparkles fell from her fingers over her hédaodles."

Xena felt her body fully relax now and it was omlya few heartbeats that the red
current pulled open and the priestess appeared.

"You are in luck, warrior. | have enough to spare.”

The Warrior Princess felt relieved and she appreache priestess by the alter table.
"How much will it cost me?"

Priestess Hermione held out the three leather &magisvhen Xena lifted her open
hands, she replied, "A dinar a bag."

Xena curiously studied the priestess. "Are youBure

"Yes."

The warrior decided not to argue so she pulledtmithree dinars from her small
pouch at her side. She handed them over and teaktee pouches from the

priestess. "Thank you," she gratefully stated.

"I hope she makes it," offered the priestess. Siveeld her head then turned to leave
through the current.



Xena paused only for a moment then hurried outeteémple, through the heavy
doors. After she was well on her way down the roack into Athens, Aphrodite's
figure appeared against the doorway of the temple.

Aphrodite smirked at Xena' receding form. She ghtned up from leaning against
the door, patted the door, and looked back at #eiov. "As big as my breasts... we
will see who has those, warrior babe." She laugimetidisappeared in a puff of pink
sparkles.

"How much longer?"

The healer shook her head as she turned away fretoedridden queen, instead she
faced the regent. "It won't be much longer beftwe dips away." She paused in
thought then quietly added, "lts amazing she'sllives long."

"Everything happens for a reason," quietly whisgdhe regent.

Eilis dipped her head in agreement then quietppsgld away with her bag of
medicine.

Ephiny stepped up to the bed and gently touchebah#s forehead. "Hang in there,
Gabrielle. Xena is on her way." She sighed a deeatb then silently left the hut. She
received a brief nod from the guard at the hut gfeacontinued on her way back
towards her hut to start on her scroll work for theaay. As she took the quiet stroll
across the village, she started calculating ex&aly long it'd been since Xena had
left. Today was the sixth day that the Warrior Bess had been gone. She knew it
was a long journey down to Athens and back bufpsaged Xena would hurry.

The regent finally came to her hut and went instdfend her hut empty. She gazed
over at her desk then after a faint sigh, she weher desk and sat. At first Ephiny
did nothing as she stared blankly at her scrols she needed to go through.
Something in the pit of her stomach told her thday was it, today was Gabrielle's
last day to be with the living and there was nagtiphiny could do to stop it. She
would have rather fought Ares's greatest army mgiwt than this because at least she
stood a chance then against some mysterious sgknes

"Ephiny!" bellowed an Amazon's voice from outsitiephiny!"

Ephiny jJumped from her seat and raced to her dditwen she flung it open, there was
Solari before her. "What is it?" she called oubhép second in command.

Solari was sprinting across the village but shéegebut, "It's the queen!"

The regent didn't hesitate, she ran out of hewiliout even thinking to close the
door. She met Solari and the pair ran back achessillage to the queen's hut.
"What's happening?" she demanded.

"The queen is having an attack. Eilis and Eponeiithere already."”



"By the gods," murmured the regent. She pickederspeed and the guard at the
gueen's hut saw her coming.

The guard threw open the door for Ephiny and Saladi they breezed past her. The
royal guard stole a glance into the hut at the atsivg queen before she closed the
door. For a second, the guard sighed and leaneéadisad¢fae hut and her body was
slightly sunk in worry.

"Oh gods," whispered Ephiny at seeing Gabrielleytflailing all over in the bed;
the sheets long gone on the floor.

"Help me!" called Eponin, who was trying to holdwdoGabrielle's entire body with
No success.

Eilis was over at the nearby table and scrambhngugh her supplies.

The regent and Solari hurried to either side oftidé@ and helped Eponin gain control
of Gabrielle. Ephiny noticed how the queen's bodg woaked in sweat and her
breathing was incredibly heavy. "Eilis, come orfiéslemanded.

The healer was too frantic to yell anything backlas hastily coated a spatula probe
on one end with a pasty form of jimsonweed. Sha thished over to the bedside and
ordered Eponin to hold the queen's head stillsi&vias lucky enough that Gabrielle's
mouth was already open and she carefully insehedpatula end of the probe into
the queen's mouth and laced her tongue with theojmweed. After she quickly pulled
the probe away and forced the queen's mouth clé3esk hold onto her."

Eponin grunted while trying to keep Gabrielle gtillthe bed. She then slowly noticed
the gradual calming of the queen but it took up tpuarter of a candlemark.

Finally all four Amazons released Gabrielle ancktastep back.

Eilis placed her spatula probe onto the nearbytsighd and took a moment to
inspect the bard.

Ephiny bent down and picked up the bed cover; ®atari's help she managed to get
it back on the bed perfectly.

Eponin noticed the very worried look on the healfate. "What is it?" she quietly
asked.

Eilis said nothing but instead she picked up theegis right arm. Her fingertips
pressed into Gabrielle's pulse point and she douat. "Her pulse is slowing."

"More than normal?" questioned the second in contiman
"Its not the medicine doing it?" countered Ephiny.

"Yes and no," answered the healer, "The jimsonwgsdppose to stop convulsions."
She then lowered her ear against the queen's chest.



Just then, there was a loud knock at the door afatéanybody could respond the
door shoved open.

"What is it?" asked the annoyed regent to the guard

"Xena has been spotted at the borders," answer@dnazon that had raced up to the
guard's side in the doorway.

Ephiny looked at Eponin. "Escort Xena here andyhurr

The weapons master didn't hesitate and she dauteaf the hut and took the Amazon
with her. "Was she on horseback?"

"Yes," answered the Amazon.

Eponin and the Amazon made a beeline for the g4Bet.the gates open!" ordered
the weapons master.

The four guards at the gates suddenly scramblegden the large wooden door,
which was always a slow process.

Eponin then stepped through the gates and gazed thendirt path that disappeared
into the thick woods. She tilted her head and jn@lade out the distinct sound of
hoof beats. A sigh of relief filtered between hpslthen her confidence about the
gueen's health was suddenly revived when she sawv#rrior Princess galloping
with Argo.

Xena came to a fast trot and had Argo halt negtéoveapons master. "Where is
she?"

"In the hut still.”

"Is she...?"

"She's still with us," answered Eponin. "Go."

The warrior nodded then spurred Argo into a galtapards the queen's hut. Her
heartbeat was as fast as her mare's gallop. Sin& Bkt or eaten since she'd left
Athens but it was of little concern to her rightmnd&he jerked Argo to a stop in front
of the hut then jumped out of the saddle. "Take cdher,"” she ordered the guard.

The guard blinked and stepped up to the horsettthgeeins from Xena.

The Warrior Princess hastily pulled out the fougdaf wood betony and entered the
hut.

"You're back," announced Solari.
"Finally," happily breathed the regent.

"Did you get the betony?" questioned the healer.



Xena nodded and said, "I need your help, Eilis."
The healer met Xena at the table but before shiel ewen ask, Xena spoke.
"Crush these two bags up. | want one for burnirdythe other as a paste.”

Eilis didn't hesitate to reach into her medical bad removed the pestle and mortar,
two bowls, and some white paste. Xena handed kheradeaves of the betony and
she began grinding them up hastily with the pestle mortar. She then pour the
finely crushed leaves into one bowl next to herxtNéena handed her more betony
leaves, which she began to crush finely also therpsit some of the white paste into
the mortar. After she the betony paste into andiberl, she searched in her bag for
another spatula probe.

Xena however took the crushed leaves in one bod/dan it on the nightstand. She
then picked up the lit candle next to it and lowdetige burning tip into the leaves.

Eilis came over to the bedside with the coat spgtabbe tip. "Ephiny, can you open
her mouth?"

Ephiny bent over the bed and gently opened hardisemouth and held her jaw. She
watched as Eilis coated the back of the queengutwith the light green paste.

Xena then dipped carefully coated her index anddiaifinger with some of the paste
from the rim of the bowl. She then gently rubbeel letony paste over her best
friend's chest until it was well rubbed into hemnslEven from where she was
standing over Gabrielle, she could smell the soétite pungent herb and she could
only hope it was quickly entering the bard's system

"l hope this works," murmured Solari.

"It will," stated the optimistic regent.

"lts going to take some time," stated the heaba,|"suggest we all leave the hut for
awhile. There's nothing else we can do."

Ephiny nodded her head.

Solari came around to the other side of the hutvesrt to the table to assist Eilis.
Eilis and Solari quietly gathered up mostly everyghbut the pestle, mortar, and bowl
with the betony paste since Xena may need thenma8alari also picked up the

spatula probe from the nightstand and handedtilis.

Xena was quiet and her gaze locked on the bardtdsicbed Gabrielle's wet bangs
and pushed them back.

"She'd just had several convulsions before you @dilk,” mentioned Ephiny.

The warrior only nodded her head.



The regent now came around to the other side db¢kdeand touched Xena lightly on
the shoulder. "She'll be fine. If she's held oug thng then she'll beat this."

"I know," whispered the watrrior.

Ephiny nodded and looked at the other two Amaz8hs. signaled for them to leave
and she followed behind them. Once Eilis and Selare out of the hut, she turned
her head back to Xena and gently said, "Just gvesbme time, Xena. She'll be
awake soon."

The warrior looked over at Ephiny and offered atfamile then she looked down at
the bard again.

Ephiny silently left the hut with the door closibghind her.

Xena picked up a chair from the table and placetbge to the bed. She sat down and
her entire body melted into the comfortable chaiter a heavy sigh, she bent forward
then captured Gabrielle's hand into her own. "Diea¥e me, Gabrielle,” she
whispered, "Don't you dare."

Eilis gingerly knocked on the door before she exdehe queen's hut. She poked her
head in first and spotted the Gabrielle still aglard Xena was seated on a chair but
bent forward with her head down and on the eddgbheobed. Eilis slightly grinned at
the scene but she knocked on the door a littledobdcause she knew Xena was out
cold.

The warrior now lifted her head and spotted thddraa the doorway.

Eilis now entered the hut and approached the taldettle her bag onto it. "How is
she?"

Xena brushed her hair back and peered over atdmgrge. "She's been fine all night."

Eilis went to the opposite side of the bed and bexpecking over the bard. "How are
you feeling, Xena?"

The warrior nodded and simply replied, "Fine."

The Amazon paused and skeptically peered oveeatttier woman. She decided not
the question the answer and went back to checkiag®@abrielle. "Did you get much
sleep?"

"I nodded off here and there," mentioned Xena. Sbed up from the chair and gave
her body a good stretch then went to the table.cBhected the betony paste and
went back to the bard. She placed some of the petoiGGabrielle's chest then
carefully smoothed it in.

Eilis had finished checking Gabrielle's pulse antiaed it was steady now. She



pushed the heavy cover back and did a visual itisygeof her body. She checked the
same spot where she'd first discovered the puagle. 'Well this is a good sign."

Xena had just finished rubbing the paste in and simgied the rash that had shrunk
down to about the size of a child's palm.

"She's coming around," happily concluded the hea&led she could certainly see
some of the tension release from Xena at that p8idon't know how that betony
worked but I'm not complaining,” she stated. Sl twent to the nightstand next to
Xena and picked up the bowl. She'd noted it'd stddgurning so she went to crush
more betony leaves.

"Xena, why don't you go to the dining hut and e&ihs turned around with the bowl
now refilled with crushed leaves. She placed ikbat the nightstand and lit it with
the candle. "I'll stay and watch the queen."”

Xena hesitated while she debated with herself.

"Just go," ordered the healer. "I can tell you Imétveally eaten since you left for
Athens."”

The warrior knew Eilis was right so she gave imdiik you. | won't be long." She
left the hut but not without giving one last lodkher partner.

Eilis now took Xena's chair and stared at the pedgeieen.

The Warrior Princess marched across the villagenaad to the dining hut. When she
went inside she found it was somewhat busy buesktered into the short line for the

food. She then sensed somebody behind her.

"Good morning, Xena."

The watrrior slightly faced the Amazon. "Good mogifiriona."

"How goes the queen? | heard you made it with gterty."

Xena's head bobbed a little as she moved ahe&eé iiodd line. "She's getting better."

Triona smiled now. "I'm glad to hear. You madeiAthens and back in record time."

Xena sighed at the thought. "Nothing like a deatltikness to speed somebody
along."

The Amazon grunted and followed Xena through tloelfiine. After she had her plate
of breakfast food she joined Xena at a table atttededown. She noticed how Xena
didn't hesitate at all to begin eating her mealh&Vvdid you eat last?"

"A few days ago in Athens. | had a quick dinner."

Triona sighed and started on her food. "Solari meetd that Ephiny was really
worried about the queen."



"They are close," explained the warrior.
Triona slightly smiled. "Not as close as you anel gneen."
Xena smiled back at the Amazon. "Exactly."

Triona had her head dipped down now and randondystdrted to shake it. "How'd
the queen even get sick?"

Xena paused in the middle of her meal and touclkednug of water. She lifted it
slightly off the table but answered the questiostfi'Gabrielle and | were caught in a
rain storm while we were traveling on foot. Our kmevere soaked, which means our
food was soaked. The only thing we had to eatrlugit was really cheese and fruit."

"You think she caught it from the cheese... it wesud®'

"l think it was that and she was cold and wet thght. It was a bad combination of
things."

Triona stopped eating and tilted her head at threiova"Why weren't you sick?"

Xena cleared her throat after she'd taken a d8hk. placed the mug down first. "My
body is stronger than most people's... its very rget sick."

"Don't jinx yourself," teased the Amazon.

Xena grunted and went back to her breakfast. Inivémng before she was finished
then she decided to quickly check on Argo. She'tidant her mare to feel misused
especially after the hard ride to and from Athe&xfter she visited with Argo she went
back to the hut and took Eilis place. She triedabcomfortable in the chair with her
legs spread out and long in front of her then she¢d back deep into the chair.

It felt really good for her belly to finally be ld. She just stared at her best friend but
then she sensed her eyes becoming heavy agaitri&ht control it yet it seemed so
impossible and almost unnatural. Finally she gaweithout knowing it and her head
fell back, she was out cold.

Xena suddenly shot up straight in her chair, hartiq@ounding loudly in her chest.
Her head thrashed from side to side as she thahghtensed some threat in the
room. That eerie feeling finally dissipated front bieen she realized she was being
stared at now. Her eyes lowered and met worn belyligreen ones.

"Hi," whispered Gabrielle.

Xena instantly bent forward; her tired face watetifby the largest smile. "Gabrielle...
gods." She reached out but the bard met her halfitvay hands interlocking on the
edge of the bed. "How do you feel?" she hastilyedsker freehand now brushed
back Gabrielle's bangs.

The bard cleared her throat a little and adjustddif more while she was on her



side. "Better than... yesterday... whenever yesterdes/'Wshe slightly grinned.

Xena said nothing but her expression showed wgtefrand happiness.

Gabrielle could tell Xena had been through a ltglya She could only imagine what'd
happened and why she was now in her hut in the Amaiation. She knew though
that Xena needed to hear something light. "l e@ht us to go to the market you
know, Xena."

The warrior now finally laughed and felt all her mies wash out of her. She gave a
warm squeeze to Gabrielle's hand then leanedplrat® a light kiss to the bard's
forehead.

The bard had a huge smiled on her face when Xelteddeack. She went a little
more serious now. "What happened, Xena?"

Xena sucked in a deep breath then slowly let it'&du got the sleeping sickness."

The bard's lips puckered some and she gazed dimutdm before looking back at
Xena. "How'd | end up in the Nation?"

"When you didn't wake up and the local healer enttiwn told me you had sleeping
sickness, | asked for the Nation to send help.rEsiwed up with a few other
Amazons... they brought you here while | went to Aihé

Gabrielle had a worried face but she asked, "How lsave | been... out for?"

"About eight days," whispered the warrior. "Do yfeel up to seeing a few people? |
know Ephiny has been worried."

"I think so," answered the bard, "but not for toad."

"It won't be," Xena promised as she stood up fremdmair. She went to her the door
and cracked it open some. She asked the guartEpleny know that Gabrielle was
awake and the guard didn't wait for another wokterTshe went back to her chair
beside her best friend and seemed to stare at&Babn faint disbelief.

"What is it?" quietly asked the bard.

Xena dropped her gaze then lifted it again. "l gfdu was going to lose you."

"But I'm here," countered the Amazon Queen. Shehexhout and rested her hand on
Xena's closest knee.

"Amazingly," murmured the Warrior Princess, "I'ees sleeping sickness before...
you're the first I've known to survive it."

Gabrielle squeezed the warrior's knee then looskaedrip. "I know people usually
die from it."

Xena only nodded her head.



Before Gabrielle could say anymore, she heard akkabthe door and Xena called
for whoever to enter.

Ephiny, Eponin, and Solari each came in with theraosing behind them.

Ephiny immediately went to the bard and gave heawdious hug. When she pulled
back, she smiled happily. "How do you feel?"

"A little tired," admitted the bard.
Eponin snorted. "You've only been sleeping for edgys."

For a quick response, the regent smacked the weapaster in the stomach. "Ignore
her." Ephiny lifted an eyebrow at Eponin for empbkas

The weapons master smirked but her focus loweréaetgueen. "Glad to have you
back."

"You really had us scared," piped in Solari.
"Ah... Ephiny was ready to take over as queen."
"I don't think so," refuted the regent.

Gabrielle merely smiled to her Amazons.

"Get some rest, Gabrielle." Ephiny offered a wamile now. "We'll stop in later
today to see how things are. I'm sure Eilis willitnéoo."

"l figured." The bard now adjusted herself so #tet sat up some. "Thank you all for
taking care of everything... of me."

"That's what family is all about," stated Solari.

Eponin though rolled her eyes and again she waslsadan the stomach but by
Solari this time.

"Let's go," ordered the regent. She and the Amarwarshed out of the hut.
"I've really been asleep for eight days?"
Xena slightly grinned. "Only you, Gabrielle."

The bard huffed with a glare coming over her f4thardly ever get to sleep so
maybe this was just a really big nap."

"Big nap doesn't cover it." Xena shook her headsdiodched back in her chair.

"Xena, you look really exhausted.”



The warrior shrugged in response.

"I'm serious." Gabrielle sat up a little more amdiced it didn't bother her head at all.
She coughed some and felt a small amount of mucudawn her throat. She made a
faint face at this but ignored it nonetheless. "Hawout this...." She waited for Xena
to look at her again then she continued her idéau'help me get a bath then we'll
take a nice long nap together."

"Are you sure about moving around right now?"

"I won't know until | try." Then the queen startedmove about and she twisted her
body around so that her legs now hung off the Béé.then scooted to the edge of the
bed until her feet touched the floor.

"Hold on." Xena got up quickly and put the chaick&eside the table. She then stood
next to the bard but let her try to stand on hen.ow

Gabrielle took a deep breath and lifted herselang off of the bed. "Gods. I'm really
weak." She instantly wrapped her arm around Xemaist for support.

Xena put her arm around the bard's upper back. "$gour head?"
"Fine actually."

"Okay. Let's go into the washroom. I'll get thetoegady for you while you clean up.”
The warrior helped her partner slowly get to theskvaom. She then let go of the bard
yet before she left the washroom, she asked, "Dalyok you can eat?"

"Yes... | can feel how hungry I'm already gettinglieTqueen caught Xena's smile
then when Xena left, she went to the chamber psit fi

Xena went to the door, cracked it open, and askeduard to bring them some food
and hot water for a bath. When she turned arouraf{aind the bard sitting on the
foot of the bed.

"Take your weapons off, Xena." Gabrielle folded &ans in her lap. "Stay awhile."

The warrior had a slight grin but she took hermfdis advice. She removed her sword
from her back then her chakram and placed therhefidor but near the bed. She
realized it'd been awhile since she'd had a bateleand she figured she probably
needed it. So with that thought in mind, she besgapping off her armor then finally
her boots.

"Going to take a bath with me?" prompted Gabrielle.

"Yeah | think so." Xena heard the knock at the dsmshe answered the door. She
stepped aside as several Amazons came pushingthroto the washroom, and
pouring buckets of steaming water into the largato#. They then disappeared back
out of the hut but a fifth Amazon entered withaytof food.

"l got it." The warrior took the tray from the Am@z. She took it to the table and



lowered it but it wasn't but a heartbeat later thabrielle appeared at her side and she
was picking at the grapes. "Your appetite mustdmkl

"Mmmm." Gabrielle grinned. She then heard the mafchmazons come through
again with buckets of warm water. She turned towéneém as they were leaving.
"Thank you," she called.

"You're welcome, my queen,” replied each of the Aoms.
"Nothin' like the royal treatment,” stated the baftr her Amazons left.

Xena snorted and said, "Come on, your royal higgg1“e&Bhe didn't leave Gabrielle's
side as they made a slow trek to the washroom. "tdimt you get in first."

The Amazon Queen nodded then began removing hietshiff. When she had it off,
she slipped carefully into the warm water. It wakmig before Xena joined her and
the pair took a long and well needed bath. Afteirthath, they changed into their
clothes and sat at the table together. Xena watcheaimplete amusement as her best
friend cleared the tray of any food. She was devetl to see the changes even if they
seemed slightly quick. She could tell though thabf&lle still had a wet cough but
that was to be expected.

Gabrielle leaned deep back into her chair, her fiamdher full stomach. She took in
the amused expression on her partner's face angbsti@ly glared. "lts been eight
days since | ate. | have an excuse."

Xena chuckled then smiled. "I'm not complainingtd' INow she went a bit more
serious. "I think we're going to stay here forwa fiays. | don't want us traveling until
you're back to your full strength.”

Gabrielle didn't argue at all. She stretched hgs @t in front of her and said, "l feel
like a nap... then a walk."

"A nap sounds... really good." The Warrior Princeds pretty tired herself since she
still hadn't caught any sleep yet. She got up aewlt\wo change out of her leathers
then into her nightshift.

Gabrielle carefully got up then she had a few cguglek her body but it settled
down. She went to the bed and crawled into it.dsmit long before Xena got into bed
next to her and settled in. "And | promise to wakean a couple of candlemarks."
Xena didn't find the joke funny at all, she nevaHled at her friend.

Gabrielle sighed, rolled onto her right side, am@w her arm over Xena's stomach.
"I'm teasing."

The warrior grasped the bard's arm and gave indegequeeze. "l know," she
whispered, "just give me some time."

Gabrielle leaned in, placed a kiss on Xena's chaatk snuggled down into the bed.



Xena sensed her cheek burning some from the sstdt she ignored it. Instead she
closed her eyes and slowly went to sleep.

Xena and Gabrielle remained in the Amazon villagestveral days after Gabrielle
had finally awaken. Gabrielle could tell after abthe second day that Xena was
feeling restless but at the same time, Xena ircsistey stay. The bard never felt more
grateful than now for her best friend or else she'deeing the Elysian Fields by now.
The first day the pair merely took long walks arab@elle felt her strength returning
to her. By the second day, they were on the sgafi@hd in the morning and just
before sunset; the practices extremely light. Hawéy the third day, the pair were
doing three practices and they were a little longer

On the morning of the fourth day, Gabrielle wokeeaply but for once it was Xena
that grabbed her and before she got up. The basdosked by Xena's arms around
her waist.

"Go back to sleep," muttered the warrior.

The Amazon Queen had a smug look and quietly as&aace when did you ever
sleep in?"

"There's always a first," came the muffled response

Gabrielle didn't debate anymore and snuggled dowanthe warm bed and body
behind her. She drifted off again. When she wokagsin, she found herself alone
but she heard Xena in the washroom. "What timgfs i

"I'd say about two candlemarks before the sungh.hi

The bard stretched a little then swung her legs theeside of the bed. She peered
over at the washroom as her best friend came Gan 1 put in a request?"

The Warrior Princess's only response was a raigeigrew.
"Can we leave today?"

Xena sighed and ventured over to her partner'sadittee bed. She sat down and after
awhile of silence, she asked, "Are you sure alraweting?"

"Yeah." Gabrielle gazed at her friend. "I'm reaggo... you know?" She paused then
added, "Besides | know you're itching to go."

"l am," confessed Xena, "but | want you to be adrad percent before we go."

"To be honest, Xena | don't think this small colthve won't leave for awhile.
Personally | don't want to stay here until it leaV& he bard grabbed Xena's hands.
"I'll be okay."

"The last time | believed that look where it got'us



The Amazon Queen let out a dramatic sigh, her taleg to the floor now. "I
know." She brought her attention back up. "I'morr shouldn't have done that. |
promise I'll be honest about how I'm feeling."

Xena studied Gabrielle and knew she was being en&e gave in and nodded her
head.

"We can go today?" asked the excited bard.
"Yes," replied Xena.

Gabrielle squealed some and instantly engulfed Xetraa large hug. "Thank the
gods."

The warrior smiled when her friend released heretMeave early this afternoon. We
won't travel too far."

"Okay." Gabrielle wasn't about to argue since she two happy to finally be leaving.
As much as she enjoyed her time at the Nationbstter enjoyed her time alone with
Xena and the adventures they had together. "Cagowlerough the canyon pass?
Something a little different.”

Xena considered it then nodded. "Alright... afterges through the pass, we'll make
camp.”

"Great." The queen was so thrilled and she boungeshto her feet to start getting
ready.

Xena smiled at all the energy her best friend haa. i5he felt extremely relieved to
have Gabrielle back to her old self. She also keeactly where they'd go first - to
Athens, which was Gabrielle's favorite place.

By the afternoon, Gabrielle and Xena were in thblsts and saddling up Argo for the
trip. Argo was also grateful to be leaving herlsafter so many days. She whined
happily when the door opened and she was led daheaftables. When the group was
out of the stables, they were greeted by EphinigrSand Eponin.

"Are you ready?" asked the regent.

"l think so," replied the queen, who was now legragainst her staff. "Thank you for
everything, Eph."

"You're welcome."
"Make sure you come and visit soon," added Solari.
"We will," promised Xena. Then a thought occurredér and she went to her

saddlebags while Gabrielle talked to the Amazonisel\she came back to the group,
she held a leather pouch in her right hand. "I mhe&areturn this sooner."



Ephiny smiled at the bag of dinars and took it frgena. "Thank you. How much did
you use?"

"Only four dinars."
"It was only four for the betony?" inquired Eponin.
"Surprising yes." The warrior gave a faint shrug.

"Just as long as it worked." And everybody noddertagreement to Solari's
statement.

"We should go," informed the warrior to her partner

Gabrielle chuckled and stepped up to Ephiny farglhug. She then gave Solari and
the weapons master each a hug.

Xena however gave everybody a brisk arm shake éxiocepegent forced her into a
hug. Xena paused a second but then returned thehtghiny and when she pulled
back she had a smile. She turned to her friendadig®'

"Whenever you are, partner.”

"Let's go." The Warrior Princess started their tiekards the gates.

Gabrielle hurried along side Xena but she gazel aaher friends and waved. She
then turned ahead as they came through the slighéyed gates. When they were
outside of the village, the gates began closingrioethem and they entered the forest.
It took the pair a solid candlemark to reach thieagrce of the pass through the
canyon. To pass the time, Gabrielle had began & gath Xena and was already
becoming frustrated with it.

"You better not be pulling that trick on me agakelyou did with Theodorus."

The warrior chuckled and glanced back at her frievftb was lagging behind. "I
would never, Gabrielle."

The bard's teeth grounded together some from bstrétion at the game. "Gareth?"
"No," called back Xena.

Gabrielle sighed then picked up her pace so thedtl sfatch up with Xena. As she
walked faster, her mind raced faster through &lgbople that Xena had fought.
"Minya?"

Xena suddenly stopped and looked back at her friestte's still alive, Gabrielle."

The bard stopped beside Xena, looked at her, arfdein"Damn." She then started
walking again. "So this person is dead dead?"



"Versus what?" pressed the watrrior.
"Versus dead and now alive again."
"They're dead," answered Xena.

The bard saw a large stone ahead so when she gatoétushe kicked it down the
path. "And they were a warrior?"

"Yeah."

Gabrielle stole a quick glance at her partner awdthe smug look on Xena's face.
"You're really enjoying yourself." She sighed arnckkd the stone ahead. "Is he... a
monster?" She waited for a response but neverrgoso she skeptically looked back
at her friend. She realized Xena had come to agighe did too. "What is it?"

Xena tugged on Argo's reins and she jogged up bri@ke's side. "I'm not sure.” She
felt that eerie feeling again like she had whenrigdlb first woke up from the
sleeping sickness.

Then suddenly Gabrielle felt the ground shakingeurér feet. "Oh gods!"

Argo whined and Xena let go of the reins. "Go,!gilhe hit Argo on the side as she
galloped away then she dropped her head back teeseeal boulders rolling down
the canyon side. "It's an avalanche!" Xena acteckfyuby grabbing Gabrielle and
pushing her backwards.

The bard was stunned but she let Xena take caoittbe situation. She suddenly felt
her back pressed tightly against the canyon whk. IBted her head just as Xena
pressed her body hard against her.

"Duck your he-" Xena's voice was washed out bylakie roaring boulders slamming
into the pathway that either came to a stop oricoat over the next ledge.

The bard had her hands pressed against Xena'sct@nd her face was conveniently
buried in Xena's breasts. She shut her eyes tightlycould only hope that none of
the boulders would strike them. For a moment shaght she heard Xena growl and
wince in pain but then everything was going quiet.

Xena lifted her head from having it hunched over, tands though stayed on
Gabirielle's waist. She now scanned around anditothleir situation but at first she
couldn't see much from all the dust.

The Amazon Queen had also lifted her head and olasg her head around Xena's
body. When the dust settled she was stunned tdtigyglwere completely surrounded
by a gigantic rock pile that wrapped them. Amazmygbne of the rocks or boulders
had hit them and neatly left an opening where #tegd but it was a tight opening.
"You okay?" asked Xena.

The bard blinked and dropped her head back sonmeahYYou?"



The warrior only nodded her head. She then reakzadtly how close their bodies
were and she tried to make some room but she hadaoess. The pile of rocks
around them gave them no room to move about arydibee pretty much locked into
place.

"Um, Xena... how are we getting out of this?"

The warrior twisted her head left and right so stheld determine the best way to get
out of this mess. She noted the rock pile wasghsut level with her mid torso and
she had a clear view over the rocks. Just themesael a whine and nicker to the
right, which made her smile when she saw Argo waitor them.

"Any ideas yet?"

The Warrior Princess now glanced up. She liftediaerds up and grabbed a few
sturdy rocks that poked out of the canyon walthithk we'll have to climb up." She
rested the palm of her hands against the rockagashe lowered her gaze to her best
friend.

Gabrielle had her head slightly tilted back and stlheed back at Xena. She felt her
stomach drop down then quickly lift back up. Shdntiknow what it was exactly but
she loved how Xena's strong body was positioned loeeand against her.

Xena noted how Gabrielle was at an even level hathbreasts. She tried to ignore
everything but she couldn't when her desire coletidier. Her left hand came down
to Gabrielle's cheek then she leaned down mosieofvty. She was only encouraged
to lean in the rest of the way when Gabrielle'sagtesed. Finally her soft lips met
Gabrielle's and the kiss started out as somethingls but just as Gabrielle started
moaning, Xena realized what was happening.

Gabrielle's eyes fluttered open when she lost comtdh Xena's lips. She quickly
caught Xena with her hand behind Xena's neck. xop," she whispered.

At first Xena was cautious but she returned tokiee that went from being simple to
much more deep. Her tongue began brushing acrdssetels and she instinctively
moaned. Gabrielle now had her right hand tangleXeina’s hair as she continued the
kiss. Finally they broke away from the kiss, botaathing heavily and their foreheads
against resting against one another.

Xena straightened up as her left hand now restech @m Gabrielle's hip. She cleared
her throat then said, "Perhaps we should try t@geof this."

Gabrielle at first debated whether to saying amgland she decided it was best to let
it go for now. "Who's first?"

"You are." Xena had her head back and studyingaingon side. "You should be able
to climb up a bit then get on top of the rock féze."

"Alright.”



"I'll lift you up and try to grab a hold of whatawgou can.” Xena now returned her
attention to Gabrielle. "Okay?"

"Got it."

"Leave your staff here. I'll hand it up to you."né&enow put both of her hands on
Gabrielle's hips. "Ready?"

"Yup." The bard suddenly felt herself lifted high and she scrambled to grab the
canyon wall. She just managed to since Xena cauldtwist her around so much.
She caught her feet into small foot holes and tighd to some rocks that protruded
out.

"Can you get onto the rock pile?"

"l think so," called down the bard. She now strettbut her right leg since she was
closest to that side. The tip of her boot touclmedrock pile, she took a deep breath,
then pushed herself off. She neatly landed ontoaagp®f the large rock pile.

"Here's your staff?"

The bard grabbed it from Xena then tossed it offaials Argo.

The mare whined at Gabrielle.

"Sorry, girl," called the Amazon Queen. Gabrielient stepped back on the pile as her
friend began climbing up then easily jumped ontoite next to her.

"Let me get down first then I'll help you." The War Princess sucked in a deep
breath, leapt into the air, flipped, and landedlgem her feet.

"Show off," chided the bard.

Xena smirked up but she came to the edge of tedlp#n held her arms up. "Alright
come on."

Gabrielle would have rather jumped down but shenkkena was too concerned
about her health. She had to do it the whimpy veagte sat down and scooted down
the pile until Xena helped her off. "Thanks"

"Anytime."

"Was it Ming T'ien?"

Xena sighed but she was grinning. "No." She watkéget she made sure to pick up
the bard's staff.

Gabrielle came up to Xena's side and was givestafirback. "Was it somebody
recent?"

The warrior had Argo's reins and started walkingialdhe path again. "Yes." She



noticed how Gabrielle didn't say anything aboutkiss but she knew it'd come up
later. She also found it amusing how they contind@an the canyon path like
nothing had happened earlier.

"Xena, your back."

The warrior stopped when she sensed small hantsrdoack.

"One of the rocks must have scrapped you." Theiaaivard went to the saddlebags
quickly.

"Don't worry about it right now. | want to get aeftthe pass.”

"I know but let me wipe some of the blood off." Gialle had a rag and was now
gently wiping off the blood despite it was alreahtying up. "You're sure you'll be
okay 'til then?"

"I'll be fine."

That bard gave a sigh to the dry response butsldehler tongue. She felt she cleaned
it as much as she could for right now. "AlrightleStucked the cloth away and
continued her walk beside Xena. She dipped her eadh and thought more and
more about who the mystery person was. "It betd¢ébe somebody you killed while |
was sick."

The warrior smirked. "It wasn't."

"You swear?"

"I do," answered Xena.

Gabrielle's lips now pressed tightly together wikihe thought hard about whom. Her
mind then became side tracked and before she stapdherself, she blurted out, "I
knew your breasts were big but gods." She sudds#apped and started laughing.
"Oh gods | can't believe | just said that to you."

Xena had stopped too and folded her arms overigdarbasts. "l get that a lot."

"I'm sorry, Xena," hastily stated the bard howestez was still giggling.

"It's okay," brushed off the warrior. Her head digmown some but she looked at
Gabrielle again. "About back there...."

Gabrielle came closer to Xena. She grabbed Xerggadnd with her left hand.
"That's okay too... we'll talk about it tonight." Y&tte could tell Xena was fighting
some internal battle so she did what she thoughtduvaelp. She leaned in and gave a
tender kiss. "lts okay, promise." She squeezed Kdvaand.

"As long as you're with me... it always is," murmupeeha.

Gabrielle smiled at Xena's confession and she gagdast squeeze before letting go.



"Crassus?"
"I didn't kill him," was Xena's quick answer andcedbegan walking again.

Gabrielle stood there with her freehand on her 8ige huffed in complete annoyance.
"Alright, fine!" She threw up her hand. "Who in thkades was it?"

Xena and Argo stopped and they both looked babkatXena had the smuggest
expression on her face. "Tahmores."

Gabrielle's eyebrows furrowed tightly together. Haene didn't ring a single bell.
"Who?" she growled at her friend.

Xena's smug expression was suddenly added by agshe realized Gabrielle was
thinking about the name.

"Wait!" bellowed the bard, "That's a Persian naniel eyes darkened in complete
frustration when she realized how her friend trecker again. "How did you even
know any of those Persian soldiers' names?" Shehedrup with furry in her stride.
"You're making that up!" she hissed.

"I killed over a hundred soldiers that day whileiywere on your ass up in that loft."
Xena saw the growing anger in her friend's eyesheohad to push her off the edge.
"You think | didn't get one of their names befoiding them?" Before she got any
response, she quickly mounted her horse and tdak aftrot.

Gabrielle yelled at her friend and threw her staffays but made sure she'd miss.
"You're such a cheater!!"

Xena pulled Argo to a stop and turned in her sadleu need to make some rules
then, Gabrielle."

The frustrated bard grumbled to herself while shéed down the path and picked
up her staff. "I'm not playing with you anymoreliesfinally stated when she came up
beside Argo and Xena.

"The warrior chuckled and held out her hand.

The bard accepted and was helped up into the shdblad Xena. She wrapped her
free arm around her friend's waist. "You're a bXana."

"l try my best." Xena gave a clicking noise andoigh Argo in the side.
Argo happily continued the walk down the path.

Gabrielle now rested her chin on Xena's shoulddnvamspered, "You know what
though?"

"Hmmmm?"

"Its one of the many things | love about you."



The warrior couldn't stop her smile so she sque&adttielle’'s hand that was on her
stomach. She settled deeper into the saddle andeGab warm body. "Thank you,"
she whispered.

"For what?" inquired the confused bard.

"For always being here and not giving up on me."

A happy smile broke across Gabrielle's expressitimank you for the same.” She
placed a warm kiss to Xena's shoulder. "We wereenfiadeach other."

The End.



