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Chapter OneThe Morning
Red Hope

Xena sighed and continued waiting beside the dbtireotavern. She folded her arms
and leaned against the wall beside the door. Sinedsthrough the empty tavern.
Sunrise had begun about a candlemark ago and stiedva head off.

Last night had been chaotic for the group. Theydrated up with a small room and
not enough money to get a second room. Xena hadedfiGabrielle to take the bed
while she would sleep on the floor. That's whenedhtre debate began.

"Xena, let me sleep on the floor,” cut in the wamrbard.

"No." The Warrior Princess helped up her hand.ill wou sleep on the bed.”
"What about me?" asked Joxer suddenly.

Both warriors turned to the wanna-be warrior anasatered.

"You can sleep in the bed with Gabrielle,” sugggstena with a sly grin.

"Ooooh no." The warrior-bard spun around and fawdriend. "Joxer is not
sleeping in the bed with me." She folded her afifitsrather sleep with Argo."

"You can't, its too cold.” Xena just cut off an igpk
"Hold on." Joxer looked at Gabrielle. "Why won'tuysleep in the bed with me?"
The Amazon Queen cringed; she hardly hid the critigast... can't.”

The man put his hands on his hips and nodded shijlimg, "I see, what you think |
have kutties or something?"

"Yeah something like that," muttered Gabrielle unger breath. She held her hands
up. "l don't mean any offense but it's just that... well... | have problems with...
male species.That just came out totally wrongyused Gabrielld:m toast.

"Like what?" probed the man. He corked an eyebt®®.you like women more?"



Both Xena and Gabrielle's eyebrows shot up abasie Ilangs.

Gabrielle started coughing and patted her chesit tiite like that, Joxer." She
cleared her throat and said carefully, "I justaéttle... nervous being around men let
alone sleeping in a bed."”

The wanna-be warrior sighed. "l won't do anythitigstay on my side."
"Yeah Gabrielle, he'll stay on his side," tauntee warrior with a grin.

The warrior-bard glared at her partner. "You stalad this." She narrowed her eyes
in warning before facing Joxer again. "l don't feeinfortable, Joxer. Its simple as
that." After those words, she rotated on the heklser boots and smirked at Xena.
"Xena, why don't you sleep in the bed with Joxeilevhsleep on the floor."

The Warrior Princess scowled her friend. "Not oanyife."

"What's wrong?" teased the smaller woman. "Themaigh room on that bed for
you."

Xena's eyes narrowed instantly. "Don't even."

Gabrielle grabbed her friend's arm. "Excuse usedoxwe'll be back.” She dragged
Xena out of the room and closed the door quiethyrze "I'm not sleeping in the
same bed with him,"” she growled lowly.

"Gabrielle, he won't do anything." The warrior jnar hands on her hips.

The Amazon Queen sighed and ran a hand througshloer hair. "Xena, please... |
can't do this." She peered up. "Let me sleep offidlbe."”

"No," stated the warrior. "You need to sleep cortaoly tonight."

"It's not going to be comfortable with Joxer a Itheavay," the younger woman
hissed.

The older woman sighed and gazed everywhere lisafatielle.

"Xena...." The warrior-bard grasped her friend's dfd®e my hero." She smiled
innocently. "How about... we all sleep in the bed?"

Xena look at her partner instantly. "No-"

"Please,"” Gabrielle begged. "If | have to suffeny gan suffer with me." Her hands
slipped down and touched her friend's hand ongathér-clad hip. "Please, Xena,"
she whispered.

The Warrior Princess sighed and lifted her han@ibef hips. She covered Gabrielle's
hand with her two larger hands. "You owe me."

The warrior-bard studied her friend's hands cogehier own. She smiled softly
before placing her free hand on top of Xena's hdfAdwnk you," she said sincerely.

"You're welcome."



Gabrielle smiled then gave her friend a long watmg.h

That was when the debate had ended and Xena faikstable to win the debate.
Well, wasn't failing more like submitting to Gallees will. She grinned at that. She
just loved submitting to Gabrielle when it felt jugght. Last night had been one of
the times. One thing she knew, Gabrielle couldaggthing she wanted from Xena if
she just asked. Anything.

But needless to say, Joxer that night never evenusth as twitched in the bed. He
was too fearful that if he moved an eyelid; Xenailddhave hurt him for it. Joxer was
not about to anger the warrior especially whenrkhow protective she was over
Gabrielle.

So, Gabrielle slept very well last night. Even msoeconsidering Xena had slept on
her side, facing Gabrielle, and her left arm drappe the warrior-bard's stomach. It
had merely been by accident, so they both justdied went with it. How else would
they explain it? That they had deeper feelingstarh other? No, that wasn't a topic
on hand between them right now.

Xena whipped out of her thoughts and heard somebouiyng down the steps.

Gabrielle reappeared at the bottom of the stepspatied her best friend by the door.
She flashed a smile briefly. Only briefly becau§éheir traveling company, whom
Gabrielle was sick of being near. But, she went ¢@¢he warrior and folded her
arms. "He's coming."

"Wonderful,” mumbled the Warrior Princess.
"Horses saddled up?" asked the small warrior.
Xena nodded. "We're ready to go other then..." shikett off.

The Amazon Queen nodded and stood silent. Sheedatdwn and adjusted her
leather belt of her orange skirt.

The older woman grinned and taunted, "Still gettisg to the leathers?"

"No," stated the younger woman. She arched an eyeat her friend. "lI've been
wearing them for most of the year, I'm use to thiem.

The Warrior Princess chuckled and lifted her eydgearing a clanking coming down
the stairs. She sighed dramatically.

Gabrielle glanced over.

Joxer came bustling down the steps with his armeking a ruckus all the way down.
The warrior-bard groaned quietly. "Here we go agahe mumbled to her partner.
Xena chuckled inwardly. "We'll be okay."

"Yeah but see..." Gabrielle leaned towards Xenahdeea crush on me... not you."

The Warrior Princess bit her lower lip. "True," sigreed. "Just kiss him and maybe
he'll stop," she teased.



"I don't think so," growled Gabrielle yet she srdilwarmly when Joxer was closer.
"Glad you finally made it."

Joxer coughed and rested his hand on his sword'&dtry, takes awhile to get all
this armor on." He peered up at Xena. "Right Xena?"

The warrior straightened up and replied, "No." Simrked, opened the door, and left.

The wanna-be warrior dropped his shoulder. "Wel® male warriors... it takes
longer," he stated with bravado.

Gabrielle slammed her right hand on his chest pi&@are, Joxer." She grinned and
left the tavern.

Joxer sighed and followed but made sure to closeltior behind.

The group soon had their horses out of the stasldanounting them. They headed
on the road in the blustery day, which made thelhtpeir cloaks out. It was a calm,
relaxing day in the early morning.

Chapter Two Fhe Day
Queen Karena

The only sounds that could be heard were the thip af the horses' hoofs and the
clanking of Joxer's armo@Gabrielle is very quiet this morningena pondered. Her
mind kept wandering back to the comment that Glberdead made last nightl have
problems with the male species."

Xena looked at Gabrielle's profile. Gabrielle lodkeally great with short hair. Made
her make so much more mature. Xena loved the waguh highlighted her hair. To
be honest she loved everything about Gabrielle.

Xena's musings returned to the conversation frannight.| wonder why she said
that. Does she prefer woman? What does she thinltabe .. Xena shook her head.
Let's not go there! Easier said than done thougtedd a diversion. | bet she is
hungry. It has been a few candlemarks since breakfa

"Let's stop shortly and have something to eat,"ai@formed the others.

"Good idea, Xena, | am feeling a bit hungry." Galbei turned to Xena. "And don't
you say anything about my appetite." She grinndteabest friend.

Xena laughed at the running joke and nudged Argmargallop. Gabrielle urged her
horse to match.

Joxer valiantly tried to keep up but he was na@mplished on his horse. He
decided to concentrate on just staying on and agtchith his two friends shortly.

Xena and Gabrielle rode for another half a candigraatil the sound of running
water saw them slowing their horses back to a wa#brielle was the first to notice
that Joxer was not with them.

"We seemed to have lost Joxer."



"And you say that like it is a bad thing?" Xenanged.

Gabrielle laughingly nudged her horse closer toaXand gave her a quick backhand.
"You are just sooo bad, Xena."

"Don't worry. He will catch up with us shortly. bd't think he is quite up to galloping
on his horse yet." Xena smirked. "Must be all gyanor."

"So what are you going to feed me, Warrior Prineé&zabrielle cheekily inquired.
"Depends on what that stomach monster of yoursalascy for," retorted Xena.

"Ooooh, my choice. Now lets see, fish, rabbit edbSo many choices. Hmmmm, |
think | would fancy some fish. Unless it is tooa&br you to go for a dip..."
Gabrielle knew making the challenge would resuhien getting her choice.

Xena was enjoying the gentle banter. She had missdidnorning. "I think | could
brave the cold for you as long as you promise towae up afterwards," she purred.
Oops, did | just say that out loud?

Gabrielle did a double takBid Xena just say what | think she said? Nah, she
wouldn't have meant it like that.

"Hi Ho friends, is this where we are stopping?'lg@lJoxer as he rounded the corner.

Gabrielle breathed a sigh of reliétwill file that away for looking at later'You go
get the fish, Xena, and | will get a fire goingxéq why don't you get some more
wood?" The others nodded and set about their reégpdasks.

Gabrielle quickly got the fire ready and sorted it herbs to use with the fish. She
could hear Joxer crashing through the undergrowthis hunt for wood. Her
thoughts returned to where they had been all Bagrything is so strange since we
came back to life. There is a closeness aboutatsithsn't there before but there is
also something else. It is like a need that | cal@ntify. | just wish | could talk about
it with Xena but without knowing what it is, whadwid | say?Gabrielle's forehead
wrinkled in consternation. She was a bard thatdigtrticulate what was happening
to her.

A crash brought her attention back to the presaimt. looked over to see what it was.
Joxer was sprawled on the ground surrounded byotageches.

"I'm fine I'm fine. No problems," Joxer warbled. Had really wanted to do this task
right to show Gabrielle that he was not incompeteietknew that it was always
going to be difficult to get her attention when s$taveled with such an awesome
person. However, he knew that he just had to. idatidat the hands of the Romans
had made him realize just how much she did me&mtoAnd he needed to tell her
that.

Gabrielle let out a frustrated sigloxer being here isn't helping either. Can't he see
that we need some time on our own just to sortudinovhat happened? Of course
not, Joxer is never the brightest when it comehit@s like that.

"Is everything okay?" Xena asked softly. She plabtedfish by Gabrielle and knelt
down to face Gabrielle. She had heard the sigh fienfriend and was starting to get



really worried. Something was definitely wrong aadbrielle wasn't talking about it.
This was something that was happening more ofiateXena did not know how to
breakthrough. Talking was something that had alvie@gn Gabrielle's forte.

"Oh yeah, everything's fine," Gabrielle answereskally whilst picking up the fish.
C'mon Gabrielle, get on board here. You are wompirer."These fish look great,
thank you." She smiled warmly at Xena.

Xena grinned back. "I'll go and see to the horsedewou turn these fish into one of
your normal masterpieces."

Gabrielle's smile got bigger. Xena's complimenigagb had a way of warming her
even on the coldest of days. Their eyes had noechérom each other and there was
a softness in both.

"Ahem, what do you want me to do, Gabby?" Joxarjatted. It had felt as if they
had forgotten he was there. And the looks on bbtheir faces as they turned to him
seem to reiterate that fact.

"Ummmm." Gabrielle was at a loss at what to say.tRe briefest of moments
everything had seemed so right and then the irgeomt She wasn't even sure she
could remember what he had asked. Her eyes redléeteconfusion.

"You can help me with the horses,"” Xena briskifiegh She quickly moved away
from Gabrielle to allow her time to gather her thbts. Gabrielle smiled a warm
thank you to Xena. Xena winked back and walked away

The fish did not take long to cook and soon thegeved! sitting around the fire
enjoying the food.

"So, where as we headed, Xena?" Gabrielle asked.

"Amphipolis." Xena looked at Gabrielle. "l thouglie would catch up with mother,
let her know that we are okay. You know how fashous spread about us. If you
want we can go to Potidaea after that."

"Sounds like a plan. It will be good to see yourtiheo again. And | do love her
cooking." Gabrielle smiled at Xena. "And my paretidésneed to know | am all right."

"How many days ride is that, Xena?" Joxer wondexgatehensively. He hoped it
wasn't far as his riding ability was not the greatele hurt in places that he had no
intention of mentioning to his two friends.

Xena and Gabrielle laughed at the look on his f&adarielle remembered all to well
the pain involved when you weren't used to ridigpese for long periods of time.

"Only a couple of days at a slow pace, Joxer," Xgaamly answered. "We are all
quite tired so we won't push it."

Joxer's face showed his relief. "Well then, my finends, let's go. A soft bed and
good food is calling us."

Xena quickly put out the fire and Gabrielle tidigol the campsite. They all remounted
their horses and headed off again; all deep im then thoughts.



Chapter ThreeWarrior Pillow?

Red Hope

Xena slowed her horse down and glanced at hergydraside her.
Gabrielle came up along side the warrior and fldshemile.

The warrior chuckled and gazed ahead. Far behimedgsuld hear Joxer catching up
with is rattling armor. "We better wait up," shemtiened and gestured the slow
warrior-wannabe far behind.

The warrior-bard sighed and nodded. "He has thetwtioning anymore."

"I know," muttered the Warrior Princess. She redabser and patted her friend's
knee. "How you holding up on your horse?"

The small woman chuckled and grinned. "I'm finedhé $ooked away and said quietly,
"Alright... I'll admit I'm a bit saddle sore."

The warrior smirked but lost it. She shifted uncortdble in her saddle.
Gabrielle caught this and teased, "So are you."
"Never," stated the older woman. She shot a smuig I\ warrior is never sore."

"Uh huh."” The small woman grinned evilly. "You'd t@&aping the benefits if you were
sore."

Xena corked an eyebrow at hearing her friend's stdWhat... benefits would that
be?"

"Hmmm... something like a nice... massage," utteredmaeior-bard with a low
tone.

The Warrior Princess's eyebrow arched even hi@tez.leaned towards her partner,
preparing to say something very sensual but the enbmas broken.

"Howdy, pal gals,” greeted Joxer. He came rightaubis friends and noticed the
funny scene. He cleared his throat. "What's thd bpl?"

Xena closed her eyes and held back her anger.gblu@isght in her saddle again.

Gabrielle answered back before her partner codlast'waiting for you." She paused
then added, "We're going to go a little furthemtlbeeak for camp.” She noted that
Xena was quiet and still calming dowow, | hope she doesn't plan to shove her
chakram up Joxer's-

"Well, let's go then," cut in Joxer's voice. "l @moped here."
The warrior glanced back at the man. "Why don't gowahead of Gabrielle and I."

"Sure." Joxer flashed a silly smile and tappedhbise in the sides. He went ahead of
them and continued trekking down the road.



"You okay?" whispered Gabrielle.

"Yeah." Xena laughed deeply in hopes to let the erngo. "He's got rrreal bad
timing."

"Ummm can we..." The small warrior stopped, feebnigtle odd in the request.
The older woman raised an eyebrow. "Go on."

Gabrielle laughed. "Let's walk."

The taller woman nodded and dismounted her horse.

The younger woman did the same and took her hama's. She walked beside her
friend down the road. She felt uneasy since tis fime she'd met Xena. It was if
another door stood before her like when she hadjlkien to leave Potidaea with the
warrior.

Xena certainly picked up on the quiet, uneasy apinee. She wanted to reassure her
friend but before she could, Gabrielle cut in.

"Hey... thank you for last night," mentioned the warbard. "I know you didn't have
to do that and..." she trailed off.

The warrior smiled softly and walked closer. Shabed her friend's upper back along
her shoulder blades. "Not a problem.” She dropmedhand.

"I tell you, he didn't move at all.” The Amazon @uechuckled and grinned.

The Warrior Princess snickered. "Well... after yountv® sleep | told him not to
even breathe on me or he'd be on the floor in afjony

Gabrielle laughed then asked, "Did you really?"

"No," answered the warrior in an amused tone. 'IBbink it was established none
the less."

The small woman chuckled deeply and nodded. "Hid'ssared of you even
after...."

"Three and half years," finished the warrior.
Gabrielle huffed. "Its been that long?"
Xena nodded. "Makes you feel old huh?"

"Nah," brushed off the younger woman. She peereditipan evil grin. "Make you
feel old?"

"Gods, yes." The warrior sighed dramatically. fll secall those days you were just a
kid tagging along."

The Amazon Queen glared and pushed her friendaslawsefully tag along."

"Yeah sure... if you say so," teased Xena.



"Ha, ha."

The warrior sighed and smiled warmly. "You weré jukat | needed... will always
need."

"Somebody has to keep you inline," muttered thetsharrior.
Xena laughed. "Rrrright.”

Gabrielle went silent while having thought abouwst laight and today. "You know... |
slept real well last night."

"Oooh?"
"Yeah." The small woman looked up. "And it had noghto do with the bed."

The Warrior Princess knew where this was leading $be couldn't believe it either.
"Then what was it?"

Gabrielle blushed, she tried hiding it but realbyltl not. "Hey... have | ever mention
how comfortable your body is?"

Xena took in a shaky breath and responded, "Nag¢tigu

"Well... you are."

The warrior grinned and asked, "Care to try it aganight?"

Gabrielle grinned back. "If you're offering."

"Oooh yeah." The older woman laughed deeply. "Mghybas your big pillow."
The warrior-bard laughed hard and said, "Xena tlaer\df Pillow."

"Oh no," groaned the warrior. "l shouldn't havedghiat."”

"Don't worry." The small woman patted her frienstemach. "l won't tell aaanybody."”
Xena smirked. "Such reassurance you give."

"Don't I?"

The warrior laughed and kept walking.

Gabrielle smiled at her accomplishment becausevsisenow able to sleep in her
friend's arms. Oh, she was getting just a litttesel in each step she took.

Chapter FourA Declaration isMade
Queen Karena

Joxer eased his horse to a stop. He had been faliges and his friends still hadn't
caught him. He pondered the last few d&@mething is different. | wonder if they
even know | am here sometimes. The looks theyrgivage like | am intruding. It has
never been like that before.



He worried that he had left it too late to tell ®glpust how much he loved hévy
plan was to impress her with my new and improvéts sklow can | do that when |
am either going on ahead or trying to catch upll pust have to make the time. |
will tell her tonight.

Joxer felt better knowing he had made this decidibs mind started fantasizing how
it would be. He just knew that once Gabby realizedl deep his feelings went that
she would fall into his arm. The possibility thaeanight not love him back did not
enter into his mind.

Xena and Gabrielle came around the bend just ia torsee Joxer's horse walk off to
the side of the road and start nibbling on theggrake movement startled Joxer out
of his fantasy. He madly grabbed at the saddle hotris flailing arms missed the
target. His eyes just registered the presence n&Xad Gabrielle as he tumbled off
his horse.

Xena caught him just before he hit the ground. "Yoe alright, Joxer?"

"Just great," Joxer muttered under his breathet'lsgved by the Warrior Princess. My
day just continues to get better."

Xena raised her eyebrows. Her hearing had cauglet'davords and she wondered
where they had come from. She made a mental naoédktto him about it later.

"Is it Amarice?" Gabrielle's question interruptedné's musing.

"Nope. You only have four questions left, GabrieAee you sure you don't want to
give up?"

The return to twenty questions had been a surfwi€abrielle especially because
Xena had initiated it. The game had such pleasamanies for her. It was always a
good indication of how close they were. It had balesent in the last few months
leading up to the crucifixion.

"Of course | don't want to give up. | must be clds@mu are asking me that!"
Gabrielle grinned up at Xena, her eyes sparklitgs Brought a corresponding smile
to Xena's face.

"Ummmm, Xena. You can ... ah ... let me go now. | anefi Joxer wriggled in
Xena's grip to emphasize his request.

Xena removed her hands from his arms and moved.aWiagre are easier ways to
dismount," Xena quipped. Gabrielle giggled and Exblway.

Joxer sighed. "Thanks Xena, | did appreciate yeljp.h

"No problem. We would hate to see you hurt." Xemded warmly at him then
looked around at the location. "This is a good @lexcstop for the evening. You did
well, Joxer."

"Anytime warrior chums," Joxer preened. There wathimg he liked better than
getting a compliment from Xena. Okay, getting a pbment from Gabby would
probably be higher on his list, but only just. Thedped reinforce his warrior-status.



He had no intention of admitting that he hadn'tneweticed the lake beside the road.
In no time the campsite was set. It was still earlihe day and still quite warm.

"Let's go for a swim in the lake and cool off. ithalso help with those aches and
pains.” Xena looked hopefully at the other twolas stripped down to her shift.

"l am definitely a starter for that!" Gabrielle gnied up at Xena. "l am not
embarrassed to admit that | am a bit saddle sore."

"Warriors don't get saddle sore, Gabrielle," Xetadesl emphatically. Gabrielle burst
out laughing. "Right, Xena, | believe you." Shedily swatted Xena on the backside
and took off running towards the lake.

"You will pay for that, Gabrielle!" Xena raced aft@abrielle. "Are you coming,
Joxer?" she yelled over her shoulder.

"No no, you two go. | have something | need to doxer quietly sat down on one of
logs they had dragged up for seating. He wanteebt® the words out just right so
Gabrielle would know exactly what he meant.

"Is he okay?" Gabrielle cast a worried glance sdirection.

"He will be fine, Gabrielle. And that is more thiacan say for you." Xena proceeded
to splash Gabrielle big time. "Smack me on thedrotwill you."

Gabrielle immediately retaliated and the watertfigas on.This is so great. We
haven't played together for ag&€zabrielle could tell how relaxed Xena was
becoming. There had definitely been a shift sihegrtre-birth. Xena seemed softer
and more operMore likely to let me inThat last thought caused the edges of her
mouth to crease upwards.

Xena could tell that something had distracted dleriXena took the opportunity to
study her friendFriend definitely did not describe how | see GalbeieShe is my life
... my loveThe crucifixion had made Xena realize that shectoolt run from this
anymore. Their lives were too interlinked. She wiottlmake the first move but she
would not push Gabrielle away either. They botredesd happiness.

Xena quickly dove under the water and swam behiabri@lle. She could tell when
Gabrielle came back to the present because shiedstaoking around for Xena.
"Looking for me," she purred into Gabrielle's éaabrielle shuddered from the warm
breath caressing her neck. Before she had timeatd,rXena quickly dunked her
under the water.

Gabrielle came up coughing and spluttering.

"Paybacks are a bitch, Gabrielle. When will youh®d Xena laughed and headed for
the shore.

You shouldn't turn your back on me, Xe@abrielle's eyes turned to slits and an evil
grin spread across her face. She quietly followedaXuntil they were both in the
shallows. Then she made her move, tackling Xenanarthe legs. Xena was taken
completely by surprise and tumbled forward. Shedahface first into the mud.
Gabrielle quickly released her legs and fell backysterics.



"You think that was funny, do you Gabrielle?" Xenabdice dripped with menace.

Gabrielle had tears running down her face. Shededtuhave spoken if her life
depended on it so she just nodded.

Xena could not hold her laugher anymore and joinetlYou got me good, Gabrielle.
That will teach me to be smart. Paybacks are & Bifhe executed a perfect dive
back into the water to clean off the mud. Walkirglto the shore, she offered her
hand to Gabrielle who was still sitting in the weadad hauled her back up. Arm in
arm they walked out of the water.

They laid down on the shoreline until the dyingsray the sun had completely dried
them both.

"How about rabbit for dinner?" Xena clipped on bkeakram and her sword as she
waited for Gabrielle to answer.

"Sounds great to me. | will prepare the vegetagite your gone." Gabrielle headed
towards the saddlebags and retrieved the food arixs Ishe needed.

Xena waved to them both and headed out to hunérXaarted pacing around the low
burning fire. The clanging of his armor caught Galbe's attention. Raising her head
from the vegetables she was peeling her eyes fetldws journey.

"What is the matter, Joxer?" Gabrielle inquired.Hd€ not said anything since their
return from the lake and that was so unusual frerdo

Joxer knew this was probably the only chance hddvget to talk to Gabrielle
without Xena being around. Now that the time wa® hleis nervousness increased
ten-fold. Joxer focused on Gabrielle and startelttimg towards her. Unfortunately,
he forgot how close he was to the fire and steppéd

"Oww ... oww ... owww." Joxer danced around the cangsiblding his foot.
Gabrielle reacted quickly and threw water overfog.

"Are you alright, Joxer?" Gabrielle was definit@hgrried. Joxer was normally clumsy
but this was something else.

"I really need to talk to you before Xena gets badkxer looked everywhere but at
Gabrielle.

'‘Oooo0kay, sit down. Let's talk." Gabrielle pointedhe log next to hers.
Joxer took a big breath. "You know that | careyiou very much."

"I care for you as well, Joxer." Gabrielle encowddpim to keep talking. She could
tell by his behavior that whatever it was it waspenportant.

Joxer started fiddling with his armor. He had reked it all afternoon but now that
the moment was here, the words all left.

“I...1...1..." Joxer swallowed and tried again.akby, | uh uh | un, dammit, Gabby
| love you."

Gabrielle was shocked. Of all the things that Jaxerdd have said that was not what



she had expected.

"Do you mean like a sister?" Gabrielle hopefulligexk "Because | love you like a
brother."Please let him say yes to this. Please. | reallytdeant this conversation if
it is going where | think it is going.

"No Gabby, I love you like a man loves a woman.\WNbat he had explained it more
clearly Joxer just waited for Gabby to throw hefrggb his arms and swear her
undying love for him. And waited.

Xena had been lucky. She had managed to catchdad-gjzed rabbits without
having to go very far. She was just about to watk camp when she heard Joxer's
words. She stopped immediately and waited. Thisreashe time to make her
presence known.

Gabrielle looked at Joxer with compassion. She kiawshe would have to hurt this
man but she wanted to give him some dignity.

"I can't love you that way, Joxer." Gabrielle haken his hands in hers and was softly
stroking his hands.

"Why can't you love me like that? | love you." Jogeroice had taken on a pleading
element to it. This was definitely not going howviagnted. "It's Xena, isn't it? She is
the reason why you can't love me. | just knowHti$ voice had a bitterness to it.

Gabrielle decided it was better to be honest wirth. it was the only way to salvage a
friendship over this. "Yes, Joxer, you are rightah't love you as my heart belongs to
Xena. | love her with everything that | am. You argonderful man and you deserve
much happiness but it won't be from me. | am sdoyer, but there is nothing | can
do, or want to do, to change who | love."

"Does she know?" He asked softly. Joxer could ook lat Gabrielle. It hurt too
much.

"No, she doesn't. So please don't tell her. I w@lllher when it is time. Promise me
you won't tell her." Gabrielle forced Joxer to Idodr in the eyes. He could see the
need in her eyes and the compassion.

"l promise. Can we still be friends?" He really dee to know the answer to this.

"I told you I love you like a brother. You will amys be more than a friend, you are
family." Gabrielle eyes shone with love for him afte pulled him into a big hug.

Xena could not stop the smile from spreading adnesgace She loves mé&low that
she knew how Gabrielle felt about her, she could. @na's smile took a devious
turn to it.1 will wait for her to tell me but | might up theate a bit in the flirting
stakesLife suddenly was filled with infinite possibilitse

Gabrielle broke the hug and looked Joxer in the ‘& you going to be okay?"
"Yeah. It will hurt for a bit but I will be the bebrother you have ever had."

Gabrielle laughed. "Yes, Joxer, you will be." Jokeaded to the other side of the fire
and started to mend his burnt boot.



Gabrielle had just restarted the vegetables wheara éerived in the camp with her
offering. Joxer was pleased that she hadn't arawgdearlier. The rabbits were added
to the vegetables and everyone relaxed whilsttdwe was cooking. There was a
guietness to the camp but no one seemed to n&tod was too involved in their
own thoughts, absorbing all that had been saichaadd.

Chapter FiveBedtime
Gabrielle was silent while she leaned againstrége, she stared into the fire.

Xena sheathed her sword after having sharpenedlitf a candlemark. She glanced
over at her partner and studied her profile. Sloedee it was time to play with her
friend and see what kind of reactions she would\¢th a glance, she noted Joxer
already settled into bed with soft snores. Shedstgnquietly.

The warrior-bard hadn't heard her friend movingulsm she jumped out of her skin
when the warrior sat down beside her. "Gods, Xenahe"rasped lowly.

The older woman chuckled and settled down besidgdmner. "Sorry." She smiled
softly at the younger woman. "Tired?"

"Getting there," admitted Gabrielle. "You know,ih#la feel like | am still tired
from... from what happened. You know?"

Xena nodded slowly, she knew what her friend spadkéhe crucifixion. "I'm just
happy we made it back," she whispered sincerely.

"Me too." The Amazon Queen smiled at her best frieefore her attention went back
to the fire.

"Hmmm, you were an amazing archangel," mentionedarrior.

Gabrielle peeked up at the other woman from thdaancomment. "You're serious?"
Xena grinned. "Oh yeah. Those wings were cute,'tshged.

"Whatever." The warrior-bard patted her friendiglth

"Are you calling me a liar?" challenged the Wariisicess.

Gabrielle giggled quietly. "No." She leaned agahmest friend. "It was just random that
you said that."

"Oh, hmmm." Xena nodded and wrapped her arm arbengartner's shoulders from
behind. "Can't | complimemhywarrior?" Her deep voice emphasized the 'my' in he
words.

The younger watrrior lifted her glowing spring eyeder friend. "I don't think | have
much choice in the matter,” she whispered. Shetdioé/ picked up on the strong
ownership her friend had given.

"No you don't," teased the tall woman. "Come he$hé shifted and leaned against
the tree now and pulled her friend's head down hetolap.



The blond watrrior folded her hands together overskemach and settled her head in
her friend's lap. "Hmmm, this is nice," she murntuaad closed her eyes.

Xena chuckled and begun slowly running her finglersugh the short blond hair.
"These are nice leathers you picked out," she dgsuantioned.

"l didn't think you had noticed," teased the warhard.
"How couldn't I?" whispered the Warrior Princessisensual voice.

Gabrielle opened her eyes instantly and lookedupytand confirm her suspicious of
her friend's passionate voice. She studied blus & were rather calm and
unreadablels she flirting with me or not? Hell if | can telM/hat's that suppose to
mean?" she whispered in hopes to get her partrrevéal more.

The dark warrior chuckled and grinned. "Exactly wihaounds like... you look good
in them."

The warrior-bard knitted her eyebrows together.u'Y@a piece of work," she joked
as a grin spread across her lips.

Xena laughed softly and stopped stroking her frehdir. She placed her hand down
on Gabrielle's chest. "Feel like getting some s¥ahe asked quietly.

"Not yet," whispered Gabrielle. "Are we travelingdht and early tomorrow?"

The older woman shrugged. "Doesn't matter eithgt'W&he moved her fingertips
over her friend's chest lightly. "I take it you vao sleep in?" She revealed an evil
grin.

"You know me too well." The Amazon Queen gave hen grin and reached for her
friend's free hand. She grasped the larger handha@lddonto it. "You know, | was
scared | wouldn't get you back from Hell," she wleted.

Xena swallowed and nodded. "Me too," she admittedtly. She smiled but a bit
sadly. "But we made it." She traced her fingeréijung her friend's collarbone.
"Right?"

"Yeah," whispered Gabrielle and her eyes driftaat.sBhe shivered from the
sensation of Xena's touch on her chest. "Xena?U#heed and opened her eyes.

The warrior's fingertips stop traveling right aloihg edge of her friend's leather top.
"Yes?" she whispered in a silky voice.

The Amazon Queen closed her eyes as the battlentriot waved through her. "I
can't..." she trailed off but began sitting up.

Xena was surprised by the action and very scared slone something wrong. She
quickly made a decision and pushed her friend loagkn in her lap. "Its okay," she
reassured quietly and smiled. "Relax,"” she whigspar@mly. She watched as the
remains of the fear disappeared from her friengs.eShe removed her hand from
Gabrielle's chest and went back to stroking her. hai

Gabrielle chewed her lower lip as she debated aat whsay. "Why so physical?" she



whispered so quietly that she had to wonder if Xeven heard her.

The Warrior Princess sighed and brushed blonddediind her friend's ear. "Because
| almost lost you somewhere between Heaven and'Hell

"And you've almost lost me somewhere between apévend a fire pit but you never
were as physical,” stated Gabrielle.

"You're rubbing off on me," joked the warrior.
The small warrior curved an eyebrow up. "Really?"

Xena grinned and replied, "Later huh?" She careseftiend's cheek. "Get some
sleep.”

Gabrielle sighed because she knew she wasn't goipet any real answers... just yet.
"On you?" she mocked.

The tall woman smirked. "If | do recall you were thne that wanted to sleep on me."
"Not if you don't want me to," muttered Gabrielkeshe considered sitting up again.

"l do," stated the older watrrior. "So don't worr§ghe received a chuckle from her tiny
friend. "How about you let me get my armor off aiodi can take care of the bedroll
huh?"

"Sounds good." Gabrielle sat up but found herselher knees. She faced her friend,
leaned in, and hugged her tightly.

Xena was caught off guard for a second but quiblkiyged her partner back strongly.
"You okay?" she whispered when the Queen pulle#.bac

"Yeah, just needed a hug." The warrior-bard winéed stood up. She proceeded to
get their bedroll ready.

The Warrior Princess took her armor off and stebtb@er to the bedroll that Gabrielle
already laid in. She settled her armor down orgtieeind then placed her weapons
close by. "Sais?" she motioned to them in the smalhrrior's boots.

"Whoops." Gabrielle laughed sheepishly, proppeddgs up, and extracted them.
"Not use to having them quite yet." She rolled dmo side and placed them near the
bedroll. When she rolled back into her positionnXevas laying down. "Hi," she
greeted shyly.

"Hi," replied the warrior with grin. She raised eyebrow in question. "How would
you like your warrior pillow?" she joked.

"Hold on, lets do some trial and error," tauntesl warrior-bard.

"Oh wonderful," grumbled the warrior before shersémund the small woman
crawling on her. "Gabrielle," she growled, howesiee was grinning from ear to ear.

The Amazon Queen settled on top of her friend agitksl contently. "This is
perfect.” She folded her arms on top of her friemtiest. "Oh yeah." She snuggled her
body down into the large, leather clad, warm bdeherfect.”



Xena laughed quietly and brought her arms around@dm@panion. "Happy?"

"Very." Gabrielle lowered her head onto her armd elosed her eyes. "Why didn't we
do this sooner?"

"Because my idea of waking up to a sore back eesrigh't fun,” mocked the older
woman.

"Old woman," taunted the warrior-bard.
The warrior blew at her panther black bangs andi, $¥eah, couple of gray hairs."

"Whatever," retorted the small woman. "Gray haigsass." She sighed dramatically.
"Go to sleep," she ordered.

Xena laughed, reached over, and pulled the fukielaover them. "Thought that was
my line."

"Key word; was," teased Gabrielle. "Goodnight, Xéna
"Sleep well, Gabrielle."”

"Hmmm, | will." And to emphasize her point, she ggled her body more into her
friend's.

The warrior smiled softly. "I know," she whisperdited her head and kissed her
partner's head.

Gabrielle raised her head up after the gentle Kks.had a confused look.
Xena just smiled.
The Amazon Queen smiled back and rested her hekddoavn.

Xena closed her eyes with her smile never faltei@tge quickly went to sleep just as
Gabrielle did.

Chapter SixTowards Amphipolis
Queen Karena

Gabrielle felt the warm rays of the sun slide geatross her face. She burrowed
deeper into her bedroll to avoid the inevitable gk call. A deep chuckle entered
into her consciousnedsly bedroll is chucklingGabrielle shook her head to clear the
cobwebs. Something definitely wasn’t right. Sheryoopened one eye and found
herself staring into Xena'’s beautiful blue eyesnmeies of the previous night helped
her realize that Xena was her bedrdihat exactly did | snuggle into tH&n

Gabrielle quickly looked down. Both her hands wgnipping onto Xena'’s breast. A
blush quickly spread up into her face. She coukheeel the tips of her ears burning.

"Have a nice sleep, did we?" Xena laughingly asked.
Gabrielle could only nod.

Xena was thoroughly enjoying her friend’'s embamasst. She had been laying



awake just enjoying the feeling of Gabrielle besagclose when she had begun to
sense Gabrielle’s journey to wakefulness. Then enlgcher breasts had been grabbed
and Gabrielle’s head had burrowed into her cleavdgea could not get over the jolt
this has given her. She had felt it right down ¢o toes. She knew she should have
extradited herself from Gabrielle but she just dattlbring herself to do it.

"Do you think you could let me go now? We do havgét Amphipolis sometime
today." Xena purred her request into Gabrielleis 8ae felt Gabrielle’s body
shudder.

Gabrielle suddenly realized what Xena had said.dbinekly removed her hands from
Xena's breasts and swiftly sat up. She put her vaagvmands onto her thighs and
sheepishly looked down at Xena.

"Sorry about that." She got the rest of way up aiffieked her hand to Xena.

"Nothing to apologize for. | thought it was a loy&ay to wake up. Feel free to do it
again." With that, Xena grabbed Gabrielle’s hand laauled herself up. With a smile
and a wink she grabbed the soap and headed daive take.

Gabrielle just stood there watching Xena disappzéne lakeFeel free to do it
again. What was she referring to when she said’tBafore she had time to think
about it more deeply she heard Joxer start tdoshind her. Her mind went into
automatic as she started the early morning chbres time she had a fire blazing
and water on for some tea.

"Joxer, please keep an eye on the fire while Irgbvaash up.” Gabrielle asked Joxer
distractedly. Her mind was still mulling over theeats of this morning.

"No problem, Gabby." Joxer watched Gabrielle hefadbahe lake. He was quite
pleased to have this time to himself. He still fduindifficult to believe that Gabrielle
didn’t love him back. In all his fantasies her tating him had not really been an
option.Maybe she is just confused and using Xena as arsexblow that she knows
| love her it will just be a matter of time befaiee realizes it is me that she loves. |
will just show her how much | lovéoxer started humming his theme song. He felt
better now that he had worked out the problem. Helaevjust make sure that he
stayed close to Gabrielle.

Gabrielle arrived at the lake just as Xena was gmgrfrom her bath. The sight took
her breath away. She would never get over justinoredibly beautiful Xena was.

Her body was such a contradiction of strength arfisthess. Her eyes slowly traversed
Xena'’s naked body until they reached her face. >eeniged at Gabrielle as another
blush slowly crept up Gabrielle’s face. She smbadk at Xena, embarrassed to have
been caught staring.

"The water is reasonably warm. We will head ofAtaphipolis as soon as you have
washed up. We can eat travel rations as we go.Wayswve should be at Mom'’s inn
for lunch."” Xena made no mention of noticing Galteistaring at her body.

"Sounds good to me. It will be great to see Cyiagen." Gabrielle was pleased that
Xena hadn’t teased her. Her equilibrium was jusit aut of kilter and she needed to
regroup. This morning’s conversation had definitelpwn her. However, it also
gave her hope that her declaration of love, whenfisially made it, would not be



received badly.

"There is water on the fire so why don’t you makesame tea while | quickly wash
up. And go easy on the honey this time, Miss Sweeth." Gabrielle couldn’t help
giving Xena a friendly jibe about her habit of podtin lots of honey in their tea.

"I would if you really meant that. But as you drinly tea twice as fast as yours | think
your tooth is just as sweet as mine." Xena jumpécdbthe way just in time as an
elbow jabbed at her ribs.

Gabrielle grinned sheepishly at Xena. She did lsaradevant point. One that she had
hoped Xena hadn’t noticed. But of course Xena waowltice. How could she have
thought otherwise.

"Move it, my Warrior Bard, the day is a-wasting.5 Xena headed back to the
campsite she heard joyous laughter then the spigstiiwater. She stopped behind
the bushes and watched as Gabrielle played in #terwt is really good to see her so
happy. She is truly beautiful. | hope she doesike ttoo long to tell me how she feels.
This could be torture; knowing but unable to dotamg about it. But it has to be her
move.

Gabrielle felt such a great rush of j®§ena called me hers. That is the second time in
as many days. We definitely need some time alom& keen we are in Amphipolis. |
think it is definitely time for us to have a talk.

Gabrielle finished her bath and jogged back toctmapsite. Xena had finished
packing up all their gear and loaded it on the éarShe handed Gabrielle her cup of
tea with a definite glint in her eye. Gabrielle kasip and her eyes grew wide.

"Was there any room for the tea in this cup of lypXena?" Gabrielle couldn’t
believe how sweet the tea was. Xena was such admagtimesShould have known
she would get me back for my comment

Xena burst out laughing. Joxer looked at them lpailazically. "What is going on
with you two? You have both been giggling and aagyn all morning. Was there
something in the tea | didn’t know about?" Joxdrdeite put out. Neither of them
had said hardly anything to him. He really feleli& third wheel.

Both women stared at Joxer in stunned silence.thiaygreally been acting that way?
They both shyly smiled at each other. Yes, they aén they burst out laughing.
The tears started streaming down their faces.

"Sorry, Joxer," Gabrielle gasped out. "It is jusally good to be alive." She walked
over to Joxer and gave him a hug. "Let’'s headmAinphipolis and see what
wonderful meal Cyrene can cook up for us. | amvsil'

Xena warmly watched the way Gabrielle included Hamrsonally, she would have
liked for him to ride one way and them the othaert Bit wasn’t for Joxer she would
not have known how Gabrielle felt. She would giva Bome leeway, but when they
got to Amphipolis things would definitely be diféant.

"Let’s move it people. We have a hungry bard talfeXena jumped on Argo.
Turning to Gabrielle, she threw her some trailaragl "Hopefully this will tide you



over until we get there."

Gabrielle eagerly grabbed the rations and staitdgling on them. She climbed onto
Horse and followed after Xena.

"Wait up, warrior chums." Joxer clambered ontohuasse and trotted up behind
Gabrielle. The three friends headed off towards Aipglis in single file, the road
being too narrow to ride any other way.

They had been traveling for a few candlemarks whema suddenly stopped.
Something seemed out of place. She tilted her teetek right and then to the left. It
was the absence of birds that bothered her. Séedréier hand to stop the others. In
the distance she could hear the sound that shéstexsng for.

"How many, Xena?" Gabrielle softly asked.

"Six, maybe eight. They are on foot. And from thee#l of them they are your typical
thugs." Xena smiled at Gabrielle - the joy of a@dight shining in her eyes.

"Don’t hog them all," Gabrielle shot back as shenksd down to remove the sais from
her boots.

"You can have anything that you want," Xena sau@plied.
Gabrielle’s eyebrows flew up to her bangs. "Is thatomise?"
"Oh most definitely," purred Xena.

"What about me, what do you want me to do?" Jdxeught this would be a great
chance to show Gabrielle that he was the one fioma¢ Xena.

Turning to Joxer Xena shortly answered. "Stay dutt, doxer. We can handle this.
The last thing we need is you getting injured sset to Amphipolis.”

Before he could argue, eight men came around threeco
"Well, well, well. What do we have here?" The megravleering at the two women.

"Can’t they ever say anything original, Xena. Thiases are getting seriously
boring." Gabrielle grinned at her friend.

"Tell me about it. | am sure if these men ever &dladriginal thought it would Kill
them." Xena smirked back at Gabrielle.

The men weren’t sure what these women were sayihg was obvious they were
being insulted. "Get them," yelled the leader @f plack.

"It would appear that you have to be the ugliesig¢dhe leader of this pack," quipped
Xena as she intercepted the first man. Xena coukaip but smile. There was
nothing much she liked more than a good fight.

Gabrielle grinned at her frien@kay, maybe there is something | definitely like better
Xena smiled back then leapt into action.

It didn’t take long before the leader realized tivyre outclassed by the two women.
He circled his way around the women towards thekvie&, Joxer.This is my big



chance Joxer squared his shoulder and clambered ofidrse | will take down the
leader and Gabrielle will realise that | am just gsod as Xenalhe leader only took
a moment to disarm Joxer and swung his sword dowdsna a killing stroke. Just as
the blade was about to strike a pair of sais ietaexd the blade and flung it to the
side. A foot impacted with his chest and the nbixtg the leader knew, he was laying
on the ground with a short-haired blond woman gnigrdown at him.

"That was not very nice. Joxer is our friend adh’t take kindly to people trying to
hurt our friends," growled Gabrielle.

Xena leaned against Argo enjoying the vi&mbrielle sure is sexy when she fights
Gabrielle climbed off the leader and he took offrring. Looking up, she noticed
Xena staring at her with darkened eyes. There waething about her eyes that set
her heart racingOh, wedefinitely have to talk, Xend hat absolutely looks like desire
in your eyesTurning to Joxer she held out her hand to hetp unp.

Joxer could not believe it. His great chance anbri@be, of all people, has to save
him.Who am I kidding? Of course she would love Xena.tiMo of them together are
absolutely awesomdoxer sighed as he took Gabrielle’s hand.

"Are you alright, Joxer? He didn’t hurt you did h&Zabrielle was quite concerned.
Joxer seemed awfully quiet.

"No, I am fine. Let’s just go."

Xena and Gabrielle exchanged looks then noddede™aas something up but they
would deal with it later. They climbed on to theorses and headed off to Cyrene’s
where they knew a nice hot meal would be waitirrgliem.

Chapter SeverArrival in Amphipolis
Red Hope

Xena released her mother slowly and had a smileeotips as she pulled back. "Its
good to see you too, Mother."

Cyrene stepped back and studied her daughter. [dGhurather well.”

"l am," agreed the warrior, she was about to adcerbat heard light footfall behind
her. She caught her mother's expression suddeglténing up again.

"Gabrielle," greeted the innkeeper happily. Shéamtdy engulfed her second
‘adopted’ daughter in a hug.

The warrior-bard laughed and squeezed Xena's mbgfnely. "Hi, Cyrene."
The tavern owner quickly pulled back and statedpriM please.”
Gabrielle chuckled and corrected herself. "Hi, Métow are you doing?"

"Very well," replied Cyrene, and she stepped bagira "Oh you look well too,
pumpkin."”

The Amazon Queen smiled softly and nodded. "l ammM. both Xena and I."



"I've noticed." Cyrene smiled happily but suddegdy a confused look. "Who was the
young man that rode in with you?"

"Oh." Gabrielle shook her head and grinned. "Thalkaxer."

"That's right, | recall now."

Soon as his name was spoken, he entered in wilimgaarmor. "Hi... Cyrene?"
Cyrene moved to the young man and said, "Its go@@é you again, Joxer."

Before the warrior wannabe could say anything, be pulled into a hug and it
seemed to make him feel a little better.

Gabrielle peered up at her partner and raised elorew.

Xena caught the look so decided to rub her friebatk in reassurance to talk to him
later.

"This is wonderful," announced Cyrene and smilethatgroup. "How long is
everybody staying?"

"We're no sure, mother," stated Xena, "For awlnigh."

The innkeeper nodded her approval and put her hamdier hips. "Well then, best
that everybody gets settled in. Dinner will be icamdlemark or so."

"Sounds good to me," agreed the Amazon Queen.

"When food is involved anything sounds good to Yahjded the warrior.
Gabrielle suddenly rammed her elbow into her frigstbmach.

Xena's eyes bugged out, and she coughed hard.

The warrior-bard smirked up at her partner. "Sefves

"You right," finished Cyrene in a saucy voice.

The Warrior Princess rubbed her side and asked,WhRat?" A small grin touching
the corner of her lips.

"Never make jokes about one's appetite," answeyeen€, "Dangerous thing to joke
about."

"I noticed." The warrior huffed and added, "Esplgiaith Gabrielle." Her smirk
reappeared.

"Xena," growled the warrior-bard quickly brought lugr elbow again.

Xena moved faster, caught her friend's arm, anilbgré her opposite in a quick
motion. Without question, she picked up her parintr her arms and cradling her.

"Xena, put me down this is no fair," growled theasimvoman.

The Warrior Princess grinned at her mother. "Anel géts grumpy if she doesn't get



enough sleep."”

Cyrene laughed and shook her head.

"Xena..." Gabrielle trailed off after catching sigiftpassion in Xena's eyes.
"Yes?" uttered the watrrior.

"Uh..." The Amazon Queen squirmed a little. "Nap time

"Thought so," teased the tall woman. She glancégamother. "We'll be back for
dinner."

The innkeeper laugh gently and watched the paupgtairs.
Joxer folded his arms and huffed before silentlikug outside.

Xena's mother watched him briefly and felt an aaher heart for the young man.
"They better talk to him." She sighed and head&altime kitchen.

Gabrielle struggled to get out of her friend's asosie. "Xena, come on | can walk."

The warrior laughed and kicked her bedroom doonofi2o you really want to get
out of my arms?" she asked quietly.

The warrior-bard looked up into gentle blue eyesualbo answer but thought
different. "No," she whispered honestly.

"Uh huh." Xena grinned then winked. She neared#us side and bent over it. She
suddenly dropped Gabrielle.

"Aaah!" The Amazon Queen hit the bed and rolled the middle. "Thanks," she
muttered.

The warrior smirked before walking to the otheresi8he sat down and started
working her armor off.

"Here." Gabrielle grabbed her friend's hand ancel@a them to her lap. "l got it."
"Thanks," uttered Xena and a content sigh escaped h

The warrior-bard sat behind the warrior and stameshapping the clasps. "What we
doing about Joxer?"

The Warrior Princess shook her head and stared dbWwer hands. "We need to talk
to him." She stretched out her fingers, watchiregrth

"And about what exactly?" The small woman huffethdt you and | are suddenly in
flirting mode?" Her hands stopped working the ct&asmd she closed her eyes while
mumbling, "Shit."

A small grin curled up in Xena's expression. "Anldew aren't we flirting?" she
whispered sensually.



"Xena," warned Gabrielle as she went back to unimgpthe last clasp. "We're...
flirting a lot more now... more openly."

"Hmmm," agreed the warrior. She felt the last clgpsindone so she took off her
armor. "And you're complaining?" she asked as sihreetl to her partner.

"Um." Gabrielle sat back, legs propped up, and &yased with her friend's. "No,"
she admitted.

Xena's lips slipped into a warm smile. "Good," stespered and her eyes lowered
into a gentle softness.

The warrior-bard just studied her friend as thergik increased. Without much
thought just instinct, she moved to sit on her kagd touched Xena's cheek.

The warrior closed her eyes and leaned into thewtauch.
Gabrielle leaned in gradually and covered herdypsr Xena's.
They kissed very slowly at first and with just lipgainst lips.

The Warrior Princess moved one hand to rest agherdriend's side. She released a
quiet moan of pleasure.

That's when the short warrior made the kiss stnonge
Xena moaned only again but this time she held hetHriend's sides and gave a tug.

Gabrielle moaned at that, she followed the signdlfaund herself sitting in the
warrior's lap. She pulled back from the kiss ared giared at Xena.

The older woman smiled and brushed back short bhamd She then leaned into
Gabirielle.

The warrior-bard opened her mouth when Xena's meeglted over hers. She quickly
felt Xena's tongue enter into her mouth At the efthe long, hot kiss, she smiled
warmly.

The warrior smiled back but more shyly at what reaygal.

"Oh gods..." Gabrielle's eyes widened, and she malbtifell out of her partner's lap
but large hands saved her.

"What, what?" asked the warrior, worry filling her.

The Amazon Queen scrambled off her friend andd@in on the bed near the foot of
the bed. She was breathing heavy, head droppe@ifdypand her hand over her chest.
"Oh gods..."

Xena shook her head, her heart racing in fear. tiélédy I'm sorry."

"No... no." The warrior-bard held up her hand thest pne finger. "Just give me a
second." She dropped her hand to her lap and &wgk breathes followed with
gradually releases. "Oh gods." She covered hehéa@ with her left hand, eyes
closing.



Xena brushed back her bangs and whispered, "Glgbiielidn't mean anything. |
thought..."

Gabrielle nodded and looked up. "No, its okay, XéB8&e saw her friend wasn't
reassured so she held out her hand and revealachasmile.

Xena carefully took the much smaller hand and chanigg She nodded and asked,
"Are you okay?"

The Amazon Queen nodded before lacing her handghrber friend's. "Yeah... that
just took me by surprise." She laughed nervouswprty about that."

The warrior grinned at the smaller woman. "Don't bgou kiss real good."
The younger warrior flushed and looked away. "Uanits."

Xena chuckled and squeezed the small, warm handat®Mrong?" she asked in
worry.

Gabrielle brought back her attention to her friéidbthing wrong... just was fast, ya
know?"

The warrior nodded and licked her lips. "I've beestigating things all day," she
admitted quietly. "I... | heard what you said to Jobest night."

"Oh gods... you did?"

The tall woman nodded and rubbed her thumb overi@bs. "l did... thought I'd
help you along."

The small warrior-bard laughed and replied, "Yod do that." Her head bobbed
while she thought. "Um... so exactly what's going"ddBRe lifted her eyes and locked
them on Xena.

The Warrior Princess studied their hands beforevaneg. "Serious talk huh?" She
grinned at her partner.

Gabrielle chuckled. "Yes, help me out here, Xena."

Xena sighed and whispered, "I'm... I'm in love wituyGabrielle." She raised her
head and locked her eyes with Gabrielle's. "I Haen... for awhile now."

Gabrielle held her mouth closed but just stardekatriend in surprise. She shook her
head and asked, "Xena, are you saying...?"

"Yeah," replied the warrior with a tiny grin.

"Oooh gods..." The warrior-bard laughed and feltafelvash over her. "I... I...
well..."

"Not really sure," cut in the warrior. Xena pres$ed lips together in thought. "Just
think about it."

"It?" Gabrielle shook her head and raised an eyebib as in... having a love
relationship with you?"



The Warrior Princess nodded. "You know how I feats up to you, Gabrielle."

The Amazon Queen tilted her head and grinned. \Wherior Princess's girlfriend
huh?"

Xena laughed a little herself. "Guess so0." She grhtisen stated, "Just think about it
huh?" She gave a sad smile. "I know you need time."

The gentle smile reappeared on the warrior-bagbss'll do... and thank you, Xena."
The warrior laughed softly and nodded. "You're weie."

Gabrielle shook her head, her smile never faltet8tge quickly moved and kissed her
friend on the cheek. "I do love you, Xena."

"I know," whispered the warrior as she squeezedthall hand. "Take your time, I've
waited this long."

The warrior-bard nodded. "Not too much longer tHolighe squeezed her friend's
hand back.

Xena smiled and said, "Let's get some sleep.”

"Agreed."

The pair quickly removed their weapons, boots, @atvled into bed.
"Hey?"

Xena rolled onto her back and turned her head twi€lke. "Yeah?"

The warrior-bard propped herself up on her elbod/@asmug look crossed her
expression. "Where's my warrior-pillow?"

The warrior laughed and pulled her friend on topef. "Better?"

Gabrielle twined her legs with Xena's and repliddiich.” She rested her head on
Xena's shoulder and closed her eyes. "We still'tidjure out what to do about
Joxer?"

"Later," whispered the older woman. "Time for slegt now."
"Rrright,” teased the Amazon Queen.
"Go to sleep," ordered the Warrior Princess.

Gabrielle laughed but fell silent and let herseift@ff while being kept safe in her
friend's arms.

Chapter EightConfessions all round
Queen Karena

Gabrielle did not remain asleep long. Her mind wasirmoil over what Xena had
said to her. This was moving a lot faster thanestpectedls it moving faster than |
want?She knew that Xena would wait for her but did slaat to. She could still feel



Xena’s lips on her, her tongue inside her mouté file burning through her body as a
result. That was what had scared her. She had e&perienced anything close to
that. Her one night for Perdicus was seriouslyilaghf this was any indication.

She looked down at her best friend, her confidant.l ready for the next stefshe
thought back over the last few days. It had fetidyavhen they were flirting. More
importantly, it had felt right. As did laying heire Xena’s armsSo what'’s the
problen®? | am scared it will change things and | will endloging her completely.
That is always a possibility even if we don't tékis final step. Then again, our
commitment to each other is such that everyon&shire have anyway. Except Joxer.
Okay, | don't think | will go there just yet. Xeaad | will sort that little problem out
later.

"What are you thinking about?" Xena had woken ufe& Gabrielle’s eyes on her.
She could tell Gabrielle was deep in thought. Bater wasn'’t sure whether she
should interrupt or not, but the majority of hemted to be there for Gabrielle.

"Us ... Joxer ..." Gabrielle didn't mean to be sowma@nd gave an apologetic smile
down at Xena. "Well, not much about Joxer actu@gcided you and | could work
that issue out later.”

"Mmmm, | definitely do think we need to. He is roaiping with ... us at all." Xena
caught herself at the last moment. She didn’t waptressure Gabrielle or make
assumptions about any changes in their relationship

Gabrielle had picked up the slip and realized havdlthis must be on Xena. She had
been brave enough to say all that was in her h®he.gently caressed the side of
Xena's facelLet's be honest here, you coward. You want thimash as Xena does.
You're just scared because you have no idea what tdust be open with her. No
more secretsWith that insight, Gabrielle knew what she hadido

"Yeah, he always thought that once he confesseldVesthat | would become his.
Unfortunately, he couldn’t see what half of the wmoworld already has. | am yours. |
always have been and | always will be." Gabrielsgched Xena as the words sunk
into. Her eyes lit up like a child at solstice dret smile could have lit up the whole
room. "l love you, Xena, with all that | am." Sheaged her words with a very
thorough kiss that left both of them panting.

"Are you sure about this, Gabrielle?" Xena hadmtention of doing anything that
Gabrielle didn’'t want. She was happy for everythimgnove at Gabrielle’s pace.

"l am sure that | love you, yes. | am sure thatlia love with you, yes. As to what

we do about it. In that, | don’t have a clue. | \Wblike to take that part of our
relationship slowly, if that is okay with you. Butlo want there to be an ‘us’. | want
to be able to flirt with you, to snuggle into yda,kiss you, without hesitation or fear.
And | know my body definitely wants to do all thaséngs and more. | just don’t
want to rush into it. | want to savor the changgabrielle punctuated every statement
with a light kiss to different parts of Xena’s faédter the last comment, she light
kissed her lips.

Xena lightly kissed Gabrielle back then pulled tiginter against her body in a bone-
crushing hug. "I love you, my warrior-bard. And &mt all those things too. You set
the pace, my love, and | will happily follow." Sheleased Gabrielle from her hug and



let out a very contented sigh. "Do you want to &lbout Joxer now?"

"Nope, | am going to just relax into my very contédale pillow and doze to the sound
of your heart beating." Snuggling in deeper, ssai her eyes. It did not take long
for Gabrielle’s breathing to even out.

Xena just held onto Gabrielle as she slept. Shenbatksire to move at all. She could
not imagine a time when she was happier. Every aoavthen she kissed the head of
her precious cargo. When the sun slowly startesiintio into the horizon Xena knew it
was time to rouse her partner.

"Gabrielle ... Gabrielle, time to wake up." She gestiook Gabrielle in the hopes of
waking her up. Instead, Gabrielle just tighteneddmens around Xena and continued
sleeping.

Xena considered tickling her awake then changednied. She didn't want to startle
her. Well, not today anyway. So instead she usetidreds to massage her into
wakefulness. The patterns she created over Gasiblhck were feather-light but
broad. She also placed butterfly kisses on thedid@&abrielle's face that was
exposed. Xena noticed the change in Gabrielleathirey at the same time that
Gabrielle started moving into the caresses. Thepewted result was Gabrielle
slowly gliding over Xena's body as she arched laekbXena breathing quickened
and her body came to full alert. This was not vghegt had in mind when she had
decided on this particular technique. The soft nsa@ming from Gabrielle indicated
that it was obviously having a similar effect om.l#ow. Slow. She wanted slow.
Xena knew that desperate measures were necessaaritain any semblance of
control. Unfortunately her mind was coming up coetgly blank as to what these
measures could possibly b&ss her She wasn't sure where that thought came from
but who was she to argue. She quickly leaned dowlrcaptured Gabrielle's lips.
Gentle at first, the kiss suddenly deepened whéri€lke returned it with fervor.

Gabrielle could not believe the sensations thaewacing through her body. She had
actually woken up when Xena had started playin@ Wér back but it was so nice she
didn't want it to end. However, her body had waritether contact and Gabrielle had
seemed powerless to stop it. She knew she hadtbe@me who wanted it to go
slowly but she didn't want the feelings to end. Mena had kissed her. Although
enjoying the gentleness at first, Gabrielle quickBnted more. She wanted to share
with Xena all the feelings that were currently recthrough her body. Her hands
entangled themselves into Xena's hair as she deéka kiss. The sound of Xena's
moaning heightened the pleasure she was feeling.

Xena suddenly broke the kiss and looked into ejlesl fvith such passion that it
stopped her breath. It took all her willpower motéclaim those lips. But Gabrielle
had said, slow and she was going to ensure thaieingo, no many how cold baths
would be required. She let her eyes show all thie &he was feeling for Gabrielle and
watched as Gabrielle's eyes gradually followed suit

"What a wonderful way to be woken up. And thankspialling us back there. | don't
know if | could have stopped by myself." Gabriekally did appreciate what Xena
had done even though her body was calling hehalhttmes under the sun.

"l would just like you to know that my body is na¢ry happy with my mind at the
moment. But a quick bath should sort that problem'da’hough Xena sounded



exasperated, the loving smile was enough for Glidtie know that there was no
recrimination here.

"l would suggest joining you but that may very wagifeat the purpose.” Even though
Gabrielle was teasing she knew that if they wemretommence again, there would be
no stopping next time for either of them.

Xena chuckled at Gabrielle's comment. "I think wndizal bathing would be a good
idea at the moment. | will go first to give you #@rto wake up completely and then we
will go down and grab some dinner." With that, Xgeatly lifted Gabrielle off her
body and laid her down on the bed beside. Sheolattand chastely kissed Gabrielle
on the lips before vaulting off the bed. "See ybardy."

Gabrielle watched as Xena grabbed a towel and keaftiéo the bathing roonThat
really was a wonderful way to wake @iimbing off the bed, she grabbed the
saddlebags and sorted out some clean clothese@neghe had earlier seemed really
inconsequential now. All she had really needed saase time to make the transition
in her head from friends to loveiSomehow | don’t think this is going to go anywhere
near as slow as Xena thinks | want. Of course, ham going to have to deal with

her iron control but that could be fun as w&abrielle laughed softly to herself. It
was just so good to finally be able to acknowlettgr feelings and build from there.
On that happy note she grabbed her own towel aaddukeoff after XenaJust

because we can't bathe together, doesn't meantlwatch. Bit of tension never hurt
anyone

Xena had just settled into the tub when the doostepen and in walked Gabrielle,
wearing nothing but a towel.

"Gabirielle ... what are you doing in here?" growleeh&. She was only just starting
to get her body to calm down and the last thingretexled was Gabrielle in here
heating it all up again.

"Relax, I am not going to jump in there with yow, matter how much | would love
to." Gabrielle saucily winked at Xena as she walgast. "I just figured we needed to
sort out this stuff with Joxer before we go dowinstd will fill up the other tub then
we can discuss our plans to deal with it."

Xena was secretly pleased to have Gabrielle’s capnggghe missed her as soon as
she had walked out the door. It had taken all égenves to stop herself from going
back and grabbing Gabrielle. It was also quite tocee able to openly watch
Gabrielle as she wandered around. She had spemirspyears looking at her
through half-closed eyes it had almost been autorfather to drop her eyes as she
watched. Gabrielle might be seriously sexy in heaw teathers, but she sure looked
absolutely fantastic wrapped in just a towel. Xem@aned and dipped herself deeper
into the tub.This is sheer torture. How | love that woman

Gabrielle looked over her shoulder in time to sea&disappear under the water. She
quietly chuckled to herself. She waited until Xeves starting to surface then she
dropped her towel. Xena’'s eye locked onto her muymoaned again. Gabrielle
could not control her giggling any longer and laedjlout loud. She quickly jumped
into her tub.

"You are truly evil, Gabrielle, you know that, dogbu," Xena remarked good



humouredly. Though it was torture, she was thorbughjoying every minute of it.
Her previous sexual encounters were always abautaldut this was so different.
This had love involved.

"Yep, | am, and you love it. Now, what are we goiaglo about Joxer? He is not
coping with us at all." Gabrielle started to washdelf as she contemplated the
situation. She waited for Xena to answer but tkeas only silence from her corner.
Looking up, she noticed that Xena'’s eyes were treas on the washing cloth. Every
time her hand moved, so did Xena'’s eyes. As qusck Bhash, she flicked the cloth in
Xena's direction and scored a direct hit.

"Sorry," Xena sheepishly stated.

"Don’t be, warrior mine. It is nice to know thatydéind me desirable. Never feel
embarrassed about looking at me. I like it, aAatually, | love it. It makes me feel
very special." Gabrielle couldn’t stop the blushtttraveled up her body.

"You are very special to me, Gabrielle. You areregson for being. Everything about
you makes me want you. You have my heart, my bagymind, my life in your

hands and | couldn’t think of a safer place fonthie be." The intensity of Xena’s
feelings was evident in her eyes.

Gabrielle could no more stay in her own tub thesm abuld stop the moon from rising.
Within seconds she was holding the person sherhefd dear to her chest. "You are
just as much a part of me, Xena. The love | feel/fu just continues to grow and |
can never imagine a time when that will not bedage.” She kissed Xena with all the
love she possessed. It wasn't about desire, it Wabkaut lust, it was completely to do
with love. After the kiss came to a finish, Galeeksted herself back into Xena’s
body and pulled her arms around her. "Now, lefis &hout Joxer."

"Well, that subject is definitely a passion killeXena's face was completely devoid
of emotion but she could not hold it. A smirk slgwtept across her face before she
broke into a deep laughter. It was only momentsrgeGabrielle joined in although
she couldn’t resist a quick slap to Xena'’s thighdeen saying such a thing.

Xena grew serious as she considered what theygeéng to do about their friend.
Joxer had been a part of their life for a numbeyeaafrs and she had a real soft spot for
him. He may not be the most coordinated persorhisuteart was definitely in the

right place. "Either one or both of us needs tk talhim. It appears that your not
loving him back has really rocked his confidencéimself. We need him to
understand how important he still is to us andnhevill always have a place with

us."

"Hmmm, your right, Xena. And | think it should beth of us. He needs to see us
together and understand the depth of our feeliogsdch other and still know that he
is a part of our family. Mom hugging him helpeduymould see it in his face. He
doesn’t know where he belongs anymore." Gabriellsed some more the problem.
"It will have to be tonight. We don’t want him waerthg off to hide his hurt."

"We should finish washing up and head on downsttien. We will play it by ear as
to when we tell him but | do agree it has to begbth And you can go back to your
own tub. | can guarantee it would be very diffidoltwash myself with you leaning all
over me!" Xena stood up to lift Gabrielle out oéttub. She smacked her gently on



the backside when she put her down. "Now scattrgblemaker.”

Laughing happily to herself, Gabrielle compliedwilhe request without argument.
Just leaning into Xena as they had talked had Qggecult enough on her body. It
would have been almost impossible to restrain fafgaey had been washing
themselves or each other in such close proxintityas hard enough being in the
same room.

With unspoken agreement they both finished washpithen exited the bathroom. As
they dressed in the bedroom, they talked some atwyat Joxer. It was decided that
Gabrielle would begin the conversation and Xenald/be there as backup.
Conversation slowly moved towards Xena’s mom andtivr they needed to say
anything to her as well. Xena was quite adamarntittamother had already guessed
but Gabrielle persuaded her that it would stilhoee to actually tell her. After a lot of
grumbling, Xena acknowledged that she would alse hlaat conversation tonight.

They arrived downstairs in time for Gabrielle tdgh€yrene with the final touches
over dinner and for Xena to stack up the wood énkitchen. Joxer was nowhere to
be seen but everyone expected him to turn up atediimme.

Once the final preparations had been completethtee women sat down for a quiet
drink before eating. Gabrielle nudged Xena undertdible with her foot and smirked
at the resulting glare from the Warrior Princes#hVdl raise of her eyebrows in
Cyrene’s direction Gabrielle imparted to Xena thatv was the time. With a resigned
sigh, Xena quietly acquiescenced.

"Mother, there is something I, well we, need tacdss with you. It's about us. As in
Gabrielle and me." No matter what Gabrielle andHae&t discussed, part of her was
very worried that her mother would not cope witis thews. She knew her mom
loved Gabrielle but would that be enough.

Cyrene could sense Xena’s hesitation. She hadtiy geeod idea what Xena was
going to say. She had always believed that XengGaftielle loved each other but
that they did not seem aware of it. Today, howethaiy interaction led her to believe
that the declarations had finally been made. Logpkiosely into Xena's eyes she
could see the fear there. That was enough forchéecide that the best thing was to
relieve the pressure immediately.

"Does this mean that you two have finally got agbtmtelling each how you feel and
there will be a joining ceremony in the very nagufe?" The look on both girls’
faces was priceless.

Xena could not believe iWell that means she is not going to reject"Mgell, yes,
that we are together was what | was going to t&ll YAs to the joining ceremony;, it
may be a bit premature. We only made the declar&tiday."

"Today! For gods sake, you two are terribly sloeregiryou? Okay, | will let you off
the joining ceremony for now, but don’t think | Wibrget. | will get you married one
way or another, Xena. It is every mother’s dreaiith that comment, Cyrene
finished her drink and headed back to kitchen sb dip dinner. "And find that young
man you brought with you. He was looking very depegl this afternoon. He kept
looking up the stairs and sighing. Dinner will leady in a quarter of a candlemark
and | expect all three of you seated when | brirayt." The door closed behind her



leaving two stunned warriors behind.

"Told you she guessed.” Xena couldn’t help the stong that snuck into her
comment. Even though the resultant smack to the thégh really hurt, she did not
make a noise and kept the smirk on her face. "Yuaur now. Let’s go find Joxer."
Xena strutted her way to the front door.

"You are such a brat sometimes." Gabrielle rarr &ée and jumped on her back. The
moment of surprise was enough to cause Xena toodtuiorward but not enough for
her to fall. She twisted around and proceeded topler unexpected addition to the
ground in a very unladylike manner. The door opearadi Joxer stood there in
surprise. The last thing he expected to see wasghing Xena helping up a scowling
Gabrielle from the floor.

"Are you all right, Gabby, you are not hurt are Ybdoxer was really worried and
could not believe that Xena was laughing at podsr@He.

"Only my pride, Joxer, only my pride. That will tfame to jump into a brick wall
and expect it to move."

Joxer looked around and couldn’t see a brick wajirdhere. Maybe she was more
hurt than she realized. "Ummm, Gabby, there areriok walls here." He tried to say
it as gently as possible. The last thing he watdetb was hurt her anymore.

"She’s standing right in front of you, Joxer, at@ifick wall." Gabrielle mock-glared
at Xena who continued to laugh. This was just ggthietter and better.

Joxer was definitely confused now. "Ummm, Gabbynum could you ... um ...
explain what you mean." He really did want to kn@emething had happened to
Gabby but he couldn’t quite work out what it was.

"Okay, Joxer." Gabrielle really didn’t want to eapl this as it would only give Xena
more to laugh about but it looked like this coutt he avoided. "l jumped on Xena’s
back with the intention of knocking her to grouhdiould not have got hurt because |
would have landed on top of her. Unfortunatelygrgbt for a moment who | was
jumping on. Needless to say her majesty over thienreaged to maintain her balance
and proceeded to dump me on my royal butt instdade you got it now?" Xena'’s
laughter was enough to get Gabrielle to smile.

Joxer, unfortunately, was still looking bewilder&d/hy would you want to jump on
Xena’s back?"

Gabrielle started shaking her head in dismay. "Véeevjust playing around, Joxer.
Don’t worry about it." The last thing she couldwas to explain the situation leading
up to her suicidal jump. "We were just coming loakifor you. Dinner is about to be
served and | am starved.”

"You were coming to look for me." Joxer could netibve it. He was sure that they
would have nothing to do with him now.

"Of course, Joxer, can’'t have a family dinner withall the family there, now can
we." Xena put her arm around the wanna-be warndrdirected him to the table.
There was a slight straightening of the shouldsrdoxer’s depression started to lift.
There was a way to go, but the start had been mexdiney walked past Gabrielle she



gave Xena’'s back a quick rub to let her know hoaugdrshe was of the way Xena
handled it so matter of factly.

The smell of dinner stopped all further conversaas the three realized just how
hungry they all were. It had been a while since tined eaten. Cyrene had put out
plenty of food but that didn’t stop Gabrielle fratealing food off Xena’s plate.
Laughter surrounded the meal as the antics ofdivecpntinued through to dessert.
Xena managed to get to the nutbread before Gabaalll decided not to share.

Gabrielle lunged at Xena but she just kept it dutes reach courtesy of her long
arms. Realizing that was not going to work shegouber most pleading face but to
no avail. To really push the point home, Xena dbtimoke a piece off and waved it
under her nose before eating it. The self-satidbedd on Xena’s face was the final
straw. Drumming her fingers on the table, Gabrietlatemplated the best way to
attack this problem. The frontal attack had failesihad her other attempts to get that
nutbreadWhat to do. What to dén evil smirk slid across her face. She lunged at
Xena knowing very well that she would raise theonedd above her head. Instead of
going for the nutbread, she leapt into Xena’s lag kissed her. It was only a mere
moment before Xena’'s arms enclosed Gabrielle aasginted kissing her back.
When Xena was completely involved in the kiss, Galerquickly spun around and
grabbed the nutbread.

"Ha ha ha, got it." Gabrielle happily broke offi@ge and shoved it into her mouth
before Xena could retaliate. Xena, for her pattilsare completely stunned. Gabrielle
couldn’t help but smirk at Xena. "What's the matbéena? Not use to loosing." To
emphasize the point, she ate another piece ofutieead.

Cyrene could not control her laughter anymore. tThadefinitely one way of getting
what you want, Gabrielle, but | wouldn’t try it Wianyone else. | don’t know how my
daughter would cope."

"No worries there, mom, that is definitely a mansumwould only use on Xena." She
smiled at Cyrene.

Xena came out of her stupor and shook her headi Wilb pay for that, bard." With
that, she quickly snatched the nutbread back arffiedtthe remainder into her mouth.
The frustrated look Gabrielle gave her was pricebesl she almost spat the nutbread
straight back out as the laughter bubbled up insetelt took all of her concentration
but she finally managed to swallow it.

"Okay, we are even. | can't believe you got thatrafour mouth.” Gabrielle admitted
defeat with a sigh and turned to the others asathie.

Xena nudged her shoulder and whispered into hef®@ar | don’t think so, my bard.

| will think of a suitable punishment for that létdisplay. Ever heard the saying about
paybacks." Xena slyly nipped her ear before mowack in her seat. She didn’t have
time to get comfortable before she jumped in staxck small hand suddenly slid up
her inner thigh.

"Are you all right, dear." Cyrene had seen her jlbupcould not think of any reason
for it to occur.

"Uuhh ... yeah ... I am fine. Just some crumbs on nayr¢hat needed moving."



"Do you want me to check if there are any moreri@Hle asked innocently. She
almost lost it at the glare she received for henment.

"No, thanks, its fine." Xena grabbed the wandehagd and held it in place on her
thigh. She curled her fingers around Gabriellelschand gave it a quick squeeze to
let her know she wasn’t upset with her.

Joxer had grown very quiet as the evening had pssgd. It was nice to be included
as part of the family but his thoughts were stillhat couldn’t be. He had almost
come to the decision that the love they had fohedber was platonic when Gabrielle
had kissed Xena. There was no confusing that kitbsphatonic friendship.

Obviously Gabrielle had told Xena of her love andas reciprocatedf course it
would be. Who couldn’t love Gabby? What am | géindo now? | can’t stay here. |
know they called me family but they don’t reallyamé. | will definitely be seen as
the third wheel whenever we travel. Where am |gtingo, what am | going to do? |
really enjoy hanging out with them.

"Joxer." Gabrielle saw the expressions on his &émmkknew she had to talk with him
now. She hadn’t given him any thought when shekisskd Xena and part of her
regretted that. Not the kiss. She would never tdgssing Xena. She just should have
told him before she had done it. Though that wdaglch good place to start. "Joxer."
Still she got no reply. "JOXER."

"Oh sorry, Gabrielle, 1 was just thinking." Joxerlpd himself away from his
thoughts to listen to Gabrielle.

"Firstly, | want to apologize for my behavior begot had planned on telling you
tonight that Xena and | have admitted our lovesfach other and are together. | didn’t
mean for you to find out by public display. | gotcarried away with retrieving the
nutbread that | didn’t consider anyone else." Galerappreciated the gesture as Xena
rubbed her hand in support.

"That's okay, Gabrielle. After our discussion l@ased it would only be a matter of
time before you told her." Joxer didn’t want Gabeeo know how much that had
hurt.

Gabrielle was really concerned. Joxer was jusbeatg ... JoxerThis must really be
hurting him. How are we going to make it be?t&¥ith a deep breath she carried on.
"What | do want you to know is that we were versicags earlier. You are part of this
family. Family is more than just blood. Family iscaut loyalty, about trust, about
faith, and about love. You are all those thingagoDo not think because we are
together that there is no place for you in ourdivéou will always have a place in our
lives and you will always be welcome to travel with Sometimes we might
disappear for some privacy but we will always cdraek for you. Do you understand
what | am saying? We don’t want you to up and ¢sap on us."

During her talk she had grabbed Joxer's hand wettfiee hand. She lifted both her
hands up so all three people could see that they kviked. "We are a family, Joxer,
and nobody or no thing can change that." She sg@ddeath hands to stress the point.

Joxer was having problems seeing through the misisi eyes. Words failed him but
his heart felt at peace for the first time sincedwclaration of love had been gently



rejected. All he could do was smile his quirky gaimd squeeze her hand back.

Xena lent forward and tapped him on the head wethfitee hand. "What she said.”
That was enough to break the tension and Joxeedefamward and grabbed them
both in a hug. Of course, Joxer being Joxer, ngthias quite that simple. His home-
made armor caught on the table cloth and sent #anegycrashing towards the floor.
He also managed to hit Cyrene in the side of had lwath his hat. But they were
small prices to pay to see Joxer smiling again.

"You guys are just so great." Joxer sobbed intb bimir ears. "l am proud to be part
of your family."

It did not look like he had any intention of letigo any time soon. "Okay, Joxer,
that's enough now." Xena still could not cope wdhg group hugs. She was not a
huggy person, except where Gabrielle was concefpabielle was the exception to
the rule, of course. She can hug me as long atlkssBut Joxer was not letting go.
Finally, she couldn’t take anymore so grabbed Jarersat him down.

"So what are our plans while we are here, wartomaes?" Joxer happily asked the
guestion.

"We are just going to take each day as it comes vt it brings. Right now,
Gabrielle and | are going to bed as this has beerctazy day." She looked lovingly
at Gabrielle, who nodded her head in agreement.

"Goodnight, Joxer. We will see you in the morninGd&brielle and Xena rose as one.
They hugged Xena’'s mother goodnight and headetieiptairs.

Chapter NineA New M eaning of Bedtime?

"Well... that didn't go so bad," mentioned Gabridetween her yawn.

Xena grinned, grabbed the doorknob and openedadtbie 8he held open the door for
her partner. "Nope."

The warrior-bard nodded and entered into the room.

The Warrior Princess came in next and closed tloe blehind. She stared at her
friend's back as she stared down at the bed.

Gabrielle ran her fingers through her hair and mied, "Bedtime now or write?"
She put her hands on her hips, still debating.Wiite or not to write, that is the
guestion."

Xena shook her head with her grin. She quietly capm&om behind and snaked her
arms around her partner's waist.



"Hmmmm." The small warrior smiled in softness aedred back into her watrrior.
Her arms and hands rested on top of Xena's whiladed rested against Xena's
chest.

The warrior lowered her head and asked, "Comfoetibdjuietly.

"Oh yeah," replied the younger warrior gently. ledy faintly shook from Xena's
light laughter.

Xena, without consideration, began brushing her digainst her friend's neck.

"Mmmm." Gabrielle tilted her head and exposed lekmmore to Xena.

The warrior pressed her lips more against Gabisatieck with the tip of her tongue
rolling over the smooth skin.

The warrior-bard moaned and her right hand camie tipe back of Xena's neck.
"Gods," she whimpered and turned around in Xemais.aHer fingers laced up into
Xena's panther, black hair, and she pulled dowrphener for a long kiss.

Xena hesitantly pulled away and held onto her @fiesides. "Slow," she reminded.

"Hades," growled the warrior-bard, "you had to nmamthat huh?"

"Yes." The warrior lowered her head again, hertiessl leaning against Gabrielle's.
"Slow is a good idea."

Gabrielle grabbed her partner's larger hands alidthem. "Can we just forget about
that detail for a couple of candlemarks, hmmm?" @imened and tilted her head, she
started lightly kissing Xena.

"Hmmm." Xena responded to the kissing at a slovep&do,” she muttered between
the kissing, "we... can't.”

The warrior-bard pressed her tongue into Xena'paesked her body against Xena's
more.

The warrior moaned faintly but quickly grabbed freand's wondering hands. She
pulled back from the kiss and stepped back. "LUabér?" She raised an eyebrow while



lacing her hands through Gabrielle's. "I promike,wait is well worth it."

Gabrielle brought in a deep breath and nodded. "t¢aight.” She laughed at herself
and said, "l sure can't follow through with my oideas."

Xena grinned a little. "I'll take it as a complinté€n

The small warrior grinned right back. "It is."

"C'mon, let's get some sleep." The Warrior Princesiled at the bed.

The Amazon Queen flashed back a small smile andethd Sounds good." She then
had a second though. "I think I'll write some."

"Yeah?" Xena squeezed her friend's hands thenseddgaem.

"Yeah." The warrior-bard headed over to the saddjsland started milling around
for her scrolls.

The Warrior Princess headed for the bathroom. "Naxen't written in quite awhile,"”
she mentioned before going in.

"I know... trying to get back into it," called badket small warrior. She found her
latest scroll and her quill. She came to the bexjsidopped two new scrolls on the
bed with her quill and sat down next to them. Sfted one boot at a time and
unlaced them.

Xena came out of the bathroom after washing her $acher bangs were still a bit
wet. She sat down in a chair next to the table.sSaged removing her boots as well.
"Its good to see you back into writing."

The younger woman settled her boots on the floem #at up straight. "It feels good
to be back into my writing." She shook her headkeBtoo long."

The Warrior Princess set her boots aside and stpotGabrielle, | think you needed
that small break."

"Why you say that?" The warrior-bard got up frora thed and came behind her
friend. She began working the buckles.



"You needed that break to realize how much youdonvgting,” explained Xena. She
removed her gauntlets.

The Amazon Queen paused in her unhooking of armeisaid, "Distance makes the
heart grow fonder."

The warrior nodded, and she sensed the buckleshgonfii. She stepped forward and
slipped out of her armor. Turning around with thear in her hands, she said, "And
it worked like a charm.” She grinned and droppeditfass armor on the table with
her gauntlets. Next she started removing her aaodbs.

"Wait." Gabrielle pointed a finger at her friendskee grinned. "You were not worried
for a second that | would stop being a bard." Sh&khed Xena shake her head. "Oh
gods... you knew, didn't you? Damn well knew I'd tstaiiting again because I'd miss
it so much."

Xena chuckled and held up her gauntlets, pointiegtat Gabrielle. "People come
full circle in life." She tossed the gauntlets ottie table. "And you so happen to go
full circle a lot faster than most."”

The warrior-bard turned her head back and forégmrazement. "Huh... you're good."
Her hands were now on her hips.

The Warrior Princess shrugged and replied, "l kistw you, Gabrielle."

"Yeah?" Gabrielle stepped closer to the taller wonid#/hat else you know about
me?"

"That you're going to start writing right now," ssiated to Gabrielle.

The small warrior laughed softly and nodded. "lWibhe pressed the palm of her
hands against Xena's leather-clad stomach. She setober tiptoes and kissed her
warrior tenderly.

The older warrior returned the kiss then watchetdr@He climbed into the bed
afterwards. She grinned while studying how hemnfilisettled into a sitting position
with her scrolls and quills. So she climbed intd laad easily slipped in behind
Gabrielle in a sitting position as well. Insteadugh, she scooted closer to Gabrielle
then propped her legs up on either side.

The small warrior grinned and sat back into Xebady as Xena rested against the



headboard. "Not bad," she commented.

Xena laughed softly and wrapped her arms looselyrat her partner's waist. Her
right hand, however, moved and rested on Gabsdi@'e stomach.

The Amazon Queen shivered from the warm hand dagelsr stomach soothingly.
She tilted her head and peered down at her stmoilg to concentrate. She
subconsciously lifted the point of her quill andrgéd chewing on it. That sly grin
slipped along her lips as her quill met the paramm®lowly her quill glided across
the parchment in a scratchy sound, words flowingobthe ink.

The Warrior Princess's smile seemed to grow in @awi she saw appear on the
scroll. She continued rubbing her friend's stomagtitly while watching her bard
work.

For a good candlemark, the pair stay exactly lied;tGabrielle writing and Xena
holding while watching.

Gabrielle's quill came to a gradually stop then ealown to make a dot as the period
of a sentence. Then she stopped, lowered heraqudl the scroll, and sat back into
Xena.

The warrior smiled at the full scroll before lowsgiher head and nuzzling the
Amazon Queen's neck. "Finished?"

"Uh huh." The content warrior-bard smile down at feroll. "That was real nice."

"I know," whispered the older woman. She kissedr&tb's neck then lifted her head
back up. "Glad to see the bard back."

"Hmmm," agreed Gabrielle with a nod. She pickedhgpscroll and rolled it back up.
She then placed both her scrolls and quill on tgktrstand. She settled back into her
partner's arms. "Thanks, Xena."

"For what?"

"Just always being there for me." The short wami@mpped her head back and smiled
up to the older watrrior.

Xena revealed a warm smile. "Always here for yoabfelle."



"Hmmm, | know." Gabrielle reached up and pulled do¥ena's head for a long kiss.

Xena licked Gabrielle's lips at the end and lifted head a little with a smile.

The warrior-bard smiled back and said, "I think yaun call me your girlfriend.”

"Oh?" teased the Warrior Princess.

"Only if you want to," whispered the small warrior.

Xena's smile fell into love. "Only if | can be yaur

"Definitely," replied Gabrielle quietly.

"Then you are mine," stated Xena in a deep voice.

Love found its way in Gabrielle's smile, and shesphred, "l love you, Xena."

"I love you too, Gabrielle." Xena locked her lipghlwGabrielle's carefully and started
a gentle kiss of promise.

Chapter TenA New Day

Queen Karena

Morning came around quickly. Xena had watchedsth@ise but nothing could
entice her to move from the bed. With a light kizs&er love’s head she had
succumbed to her body’s desire just to snuggle daehresume sleeping. She
tightened her arms around her bard and let hersdgedy close. Her last thought
was the same as her firdtove you Gabrielle

Gabrielle could not believe that she was awakerbefena. This just did not happen.
But the proof was lying beneath her. Consideraivas given to surprising Xena
with breakfast in bed but the thought of movingrirber comfortable spot stopped



that thought before it went any further. Insteadéyes adoringly looked at her
partner. Xena looked so much more youthful whenvgas sleeping. There was a
peacefulness about her that was not present wegmntdre on the road. It was like
her body knew that she was safe and let her respletely.

Nature stopped any further musing on Gabriellelsalfeand forced her to release her
warrior pillow. She placed a light kiss on Xenis and headed off to the bathroom.

Her stomach demanded attention as well so shewith her earlier thought of
bringing Xena breakfast in bed and headed to tio&dmn.

“Hello, sweetie, what can | get for you this mogi Cyrene was surprised to see
Gabrielle up first.

“Morning, Mom. Thought | would grab some breakfast surprise your daughter. It
is a rare occurrence when | am the first one upe r8ust be getting lazy in her old
age.”

“Who are you calling old, bard.” Gabrielle jumpedfae voice. Spinning around she
came face to face with an evilly smiling Xena.

“Heee heee heee, Xena, | ... ah ... thought you wélslseping.” She tried to hide
the blush that was creeping up her face but wasagessful.

“How could | stay sleeping when someone took awgynioe warm, exceptionally
cozy, blanket?” Xena could not help but teaseplaginer. She was rewarded as the
blush deepened on Gabrielle’s face.

“You haven’'t answered my question yet, Gabriell¥&na tried to close the distance
between them but Gabrielle backed away. Theresaaething about the glint in the
warrior’s eye that made her wary. They matched e#obr step for step.
Unfortunately for Gabrielle she was fast running) @uroom.

“Now, Xena, | was only joking. You know that | dosee you as old. In fact, | will
probably get gray hairs before you. | mean, loojoa. Your hair is such a beautiful
black. Not a trace of gray anywhere. Nope, nmh@ You can’t see any can you,
Mom.” Gabrielle looked pleadingly at Cyrene. Jimew her time was limited as she
felt her back hit the table. Hopefully she coudd gome help before Xena pounced.

Cyrene looked between the two. It was just so tucee them both so happy. “Are
you saying having gray hairs defines you as olith a wink at her eldest daughter
Cyrene passed her hands through her graying hair.

Gabrielle sighed. “Now | see where you get youl ganse of humor from, Xena.”



That was her last comment as she dissolved intieitigs as 6 feet of warrior princess
attacked Gabrielle’s ribs with her long fingers.

“Do you apologize for calling us both old, hmmm, bard. Do you?” Xena didn’t
give Gabrielle any time to answer as she mercydgstled her. “l can't hear you,
Gabrielle, best you speak up.”

Tears were streaming down the bard’s face fromahghter. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry,
please stop. | didn’t mean it. | was joking.”

Xena slowed her tickling to a gentle caress. “doeiforgiven.” Wrapping her arms
around Gabrielle she smiled lovingly at her partri&ow what do you say we get
some breakfast and plan out the day.”

Cyrene took the hint and moved back towards theestdl have plenty of everything,
so why don’t you two sit down and I fill up a plagach.”

They had just started tucking into the food whenlibhck door opened.

“What does it take for a man to get some servioarad here?” Standing in the
doorway was the masculine version of Xena.

Cyrene rushed to the door and enveloped her onlyrdo a bear hug. “Toris, you are
home. My whole family is home.”

“Heard a rumor that my sister had died. | madeaay here as quickly as | could to
be with you but it seems my dead sister beat mmw tfpical. Never could beat her
at anything.” There was no animosity in his vojcest relief at seeing his sister alive.

Xena grinned back at her older brother. The famntkasing felt good. “You always
were a bit slow.”

Toris glared at his sister then turned to her garttHello, Gabrielle. | am truly
pleased that the rumors of your death were greatiggerated.” Part of him had
fallen in love with the bard when he had first rhet all those years ago. If it hadn'’t
been for her, and Xena of course, he would haveeragdrrible mistake with Cortese.

Xena watched Toris quite closely. There was somgtim his eyes when he looked
at Gabrielle.Well, isn’t that just great. Someone else whaossihg after Gabrielle.
She just picks em up all over the plac&he trusted Gabrielle implicitly. It was just
the complication of it being her brother. She hashdered last time they had met.
His eyes had followed Gabrielle all over the platwever, she couldn’t be sure.



Admittedly, she had been too busy trying to hidefdct that her eyes followed
Gabrielle all over the place. The frustration gdnnto a wry smile.

Gabrielle watched her partner with amusement. v8hdd definitely have to ask later
what had been going through her mind. The las¢ \eas priceless. Moving closer to
Xena, she slipped her arm around her waist arallldte love she felt for the warrior
show in her eyes. Shaking her head slightly, @#brient forward and lightly kissed
Xena on the lips before turning her head back tasTo

“The stories weren’t exaggerated, Toris. We deah those crosses. And it was one
of the most traumatic times of my life. | wouldveagiven anything not to have seen
the pain on your sister’s face. | thought the ball been bad enough but that was so
much worse. But then we were both given a secbadae at this life. | believe it

was our love that enabled us that chance and I daehd to waste it.”

Xena hugged Gabrielle so close and buried herfiléad-eyes into her partner’s hair.
“That goes both ways, my love.” Xena whispereddabment into her loved one’s
ear. She knew that Gabrielle had heard the commiesan she felt her arm squeezed.

Toris watched the interchange with some sadnesadsihot surprised. Part of him
had always known that Xena held Gabrielle’s he&hat was why he had never tried
to pursue anything. The Xena he now knew was saomhbe didn’t want to hurt.

“I can see how your two’s love would do that. | arst glad you are alive, Gabrielle.
And | am very glad that you are too, Xena. | davéint to lose another sibling.”
Toris moved towards the table and engulfed higisetd Gabrielle in a bear hug.
“Now is there any food left for me or did Gabrieffteinage to polish it all off.” The
laughter relieved the tension and soon they wénegfieach other in on their lives
since the last time they had seen each other.

“So what are your plans for the day?” Cyrene |labketween the two women. “And
does it involve that young man who is moping arotiredplace?”

“Ummmm ... actually ... | do have some ideas as to Wkant to do today and they
really only involved Gabrielle and me.” Xena waxharacteristically flustered. She
had wanted to invite Gabrielle on a picnic but dievant to do it in front of

everyone.

“Can | help out with your friend? There are pleatythings that need doing around
the Inn. | could use the help of another persadoris looked questioningly at Xena.

“That’s a lovely thought, Toris. Part of me woldde to take you up on that kind
offer but I would really like the Inn to be stilesxding when we get back.” Xena and



Gabrielle exchanged knowing grins.

“Whatever do you mean?” Toris quizzically lookédXana whilst Cyrene just raised
her eyebrows in confusion.

Before Xena could give her answer, Gabrielle stdpp® the breach. “Joxer has a
heart of gold and he really means a lot to bothsof She looked around to ensure
that he was not close before continuing. She tigaht to hurt his fragile ego at this
time. “The problem is that he is a disaster wgitm happen. If you put him on the
roof, the chances are that he will fall straighotigh and land on your best furniture
to boot. If you have him fixing fences, the whimewill come down. Get him to look
after animals and he will lose the lot. If you ..ffigh.” Gabrielle had gotten on a
roll and Xena did the only thing she could think@&top her. She shoved a piece of
bread in her partner’'s mouth.

“I think they get the picture, Gabrielle.” Xenaged the bard’s nose as an apology to
offset any problems.

“No worries, Xena, | am sure there is plenty | séilh get him to help me with.” Toris
was absolutely sure they were exaggerating.

“Don’t say we didn’t warn you, Toris, but | do apprate the gesture.” Xena smiled
warmly at her brother.

Just as Gabrielle and Xena were about to headchewtdor to make plans for their
day, Joxer wandered in.

“Hi, warrior chums. What are our plans for today6xer felt much better after a
good night’s sleep and was looking forward to spagthe day with his two bestest
friends. He grinned his trademark grin at thedabid waited.

Toris was gobsmacked. What kind of person chosestr what Joxer was wearing.

He looked over at Xena and was sure he sawug smirk briefly pass across her
face. Maybe they weren’t exaggerating after @What had he got himself into? It
was too late to get out of this now as he coultidgeryone’s eye on him.

“Hi, my name is Toris and I'm Xena'’s brother.” T®held his hand out in the typical
warrior fashion and waited for Joxer to grasp it.

“I am Joxer the Mighty.” Unfortunately as he steddorward to grab Toris’s arm his
foot caught the edge of a chair. The last thingsTiemembered seeing was the tip of
Joxer’s helmet just before it hit him in the forate



Xena managed to catch Toris before he fell. Slenaxed the cut above his eye and
decided it wasn'’t serious. “C’mon bro, wakey wakéypts to do.”

His sister’s blue eyes were the first thing he &sxlion as he came back to
consciousness. “l will get you for this, Xena,”\ubispered.

"Gabrielle did try and warn you.” Xena'’s grin gaten bigger. “Hope you enjoy your
day.”

“Is he alright? | didn’t mean to hurt him. Whaitcl do to make it up to him?” Joxer
was quite worried.

“He will be fine. Of course, he did have a numbkchores he was meant to do to
help mother around the Inn. | think someone shetdgl with him to make sure he is
okay ...” Xena looked up at Joxer and waited.

“I will help him. No problems.”

“Thanks, Joxer, you are a good friend.” Xena ckphim on the shoulder then stood
up. “Would you like a hand up, Toris, or can yoanage it by yourself?” She
couldn’t help but tease her brother.

“I will be fine, thanks. Why don’t you and Gabieknjoy your day while Joxer and |
do all the work around here.”

“Don’t mind if we do. Have fun.” With that, Xergrabbed Gabrielle’s hand and
strode out the door. Gabrielle waved her hand bgeshoulder as she trotted after
Xena.

“So what's the plan for the day?” Gabrielle asked partner.

“Well, | thought | would I invite my girlfriend om picnic.” Xena suddenly got all shy.
“If you want to, that is.”

“I think that sounds like an absolutely excelletga, girlfriend.” Gabrielle could not
believe the thrill that word invoked. “Let’s go tiee market and get some food.”

Gabrielle waited for her hand to be dropped busltadl got was a loving smile from
Xena as they walked off hand-in-hand.



Chapter ElevenTrying to Fall In-Love

Red Hope

"So uh..." Joxer swallowed, his eyes still wide asMa¢ched Toris bring the axe
down on the wood. "You been a warrior long?"

Toris released the axe; the blade left embeddéukeichopping block. "Most of my
life... like Xena." He dropped his head to one sitléhy?"

"Oh, oh no reason... just wondering." The wannabeiaratook a few steps to his
right and leaned against the side of the inn. "rj&

The warrior picked up another piece of wood to glpdacing it in the center of the
chopping block. "Yes, for the most part." He grabbee axe again and lifted it high
over his head. "You much of a warrior, Joxer?"

"Ah..." Joxer straightened up off the side with ayg@mile plastered into place. "Of
course | am." He grabbed at his sword and triegelasely to unsheathe it with grace
yet the sword would hardly come out. "Come on, stupid sword," he growled lowly
while glaring at the weapon.

Toris chuckled a bit and put his axe down befoamileg it against the side of the
chopping block. He came over towards Joxer, wagcthe warrior wannabe
struggling to extract his sword. "Hold on," he otk

Joxer growled louder this time and stopped fightanidy the sword. He released the
hilt and didn't really look up to Toris.

"This is how you do it." The warrior came aroundhipel Joxer, reached around and
across Joxer, and seized the sword. He pulledwbedsup at a vertical angle instead
of straight up like Joxer had done.

"Oh! | see it now."

Toris chuckled deeply and resheathed the sword agam. He came back around to
face his friend and said, "Give it a try now."



Joxer now had a smile as he started pulling higéwat but he did it too quickly and
his hand smashed into his chin. "Owe!" He droppsedWword to the ground and
rubbed his chin. "Dumb thing."

Toris shook his head. "Not much of a warrior, huh?"

Joxer lowered his eyes, a sigh escaping him. "Nt really,” he whispered quietly.
"I'm better at healing than killing," he muttered.

Toris folded his arms together. "Good... we need nheaders than killers."”

Joxer raised his eyes up and locked them on TMfeah?"

"Uh huh.” Toris gave a soft smile much like Xen&®eople need them more than the
warriors." He paused before adding, "I'd ratheedare weak than kill the strong.” He
turned and strolled back over to the chopping hlock

The wannabe warrior furrowed his eyebrows and clemed the other man's words.
He looked up and asked, "A healer rather than aiovar

Toris nodded and picked up the axe. "Yes, mucherathl have more respect for a
healer over a warrior."

Joxer was silent for several minutes, just staaitpe grass in though.

Xena's brother however continued with choppingwbed, he could tell his friend
was in a life changing debate with himself. He sohilhough because he already
knew the outcome of the debate.

The wannabe fighter suddenly looked up and callEakis?"

Toris glance over with a questioning look.

"Feel like taking a break?" Joxer smiled warmhjhaswvalked over. "Can | show you
this book I've had for a real long time. Has eveyb known in it that can be used for
healing."

The warrior dropped the axe and replied, "I'd ltyeJoxer."”



The smaller man smiled warmly at Toris, his eyekéal with baby blues.

Toris mirrored the smile right back.

For many seconds, the two men just studied eadr atithout moving before one of
them broke the moment.

"So where's this book?"

Joxer came out of his trance. "Oh come on, up incoyn."

"Lead the way." Toris waved his hand towards tbatfiof the tavern.

The wannabe warrior chuckled and strolled aheal aviiny bounce in his walk and a
new smile. "lts really interesting,” he mentioned.

"l can't wait to see it." Toris flashed a smile aagne around the front of the inn with
Joxer.

Gabrielle's head bobbed up and down in approvate'Mew, Xena."

The warrior came up beside her partner and gazedoooss the rolling, grassy hills.
"Not bad at all.” She watched for a few minuteshasbreeze came along and swayed
the tall grass. "Its very relaxing here."

"Mmmm, it is," agreed the bard. "Thank you."

"For?"

"Sharing this place with me." Gabrielle smiled afer girlfriend.

The Warrior Princess revealed her own smile anadeéalown to place a gentle kiss
to her friend's temple. "Only with you."

The short warrior chuckled and stepped closer, pirgpher arm around Xena's waist



and dropped her head down against a strong arm.

The watrrior lifted her right arm and brought it behGabrielle's shoulders, pulling
her partner in closer. "How you feeling?"

"Very happy," whispered the warrior-bard.

Xena smiled softly and lowered her head some, pdpaisoft kiss to Gabrielle's
temple. "Me too."

The bard hadn't lost her smile as she studiedidve around her. "You know though,
| feel bad about Joxer."

"Mmmm yeah." The Warrior Princess tilted her headne side and added, "But not
meant to be."

The Amazon Queen nodded her agreement. "l just hefidbe okay."

"Knowing Joxer, he'll be just fine," whispered tharrior.

"Mmmm true." Gabrielle then looked up at her warri&o what did you get for
lunch in the market?"

Suddenly a devilish grin broke out across Xengsession.

Toris closed the book slowly and glanced over tbatfof it again.

Joxer squirmed a bit next to the warrior, he wesgi beside Toris on the foot of his
bed. "Pretty interesting huh?"

"It really is actually,” commented Xena's brotHémd you know how to make every
medicine in here?"

The warrior wannabe's eyes widen. "Oh yeah, prettgh." He smiled brightly. "l just
pick it up for some reason."

"For some reason?" Toris held the book out. "Solikdsa good reason to get into it,



Joxer."

"You really think so?" Joxer took the book backetally and held it in his lap.

"Yeah, | really think so." Toris stood up and walkaver to the wall, and he leaned
against it right next to the door. "You should giva try."

Joxer smiled happily and said quietly, "Maybe lIWiHe peered up at Xena's brother.
"Thank you, Toris."

"You're more than welcome, Joxer."

The warrior wannabe fiddled with his book a bitdyefsaying, "You know... you can
call me Jox if ya want." He shyly smiled at theastman. "All my good friends do."

Toris grinned a bit and replied, "I'l rememberttha

"Yeah well... you know you're a good friend now." @owas still fiddling around
with his book, his eyes glued to the book.

Toris's grin shifted more into a warm smile. "Orfierine too... Jox."

The warrior wannabe looked up again and saw thkeeshe instantly mirrored it
back.

Chapter Twelvel. ove Wins Out

Queen Karena

Gabrielle looked up at Xena quizzicallfwhatever could she be up to that has caused
such a diabolical smile to ease across that bealufsce?

“Are you sure you want to know, Gabrielle?” Xenaned out the question as she
slowly advanced on her bard. Her eyes had darkenadleep blue and seem to look



right into Gabrielle’s soul.

“‘“Ummm, yeah, umm, | ... uhhh ... do.” Gabrielle coutdrelp but stammer out the
words. The look on Xena'’s face was causing trertirace through her body.

“That’s not what your eyes are telling me, my |dv¥ena'’s voice was barely above a
whisper but Gabrielle heard the words quite cleadlg Xena closed the distance
between them, the bard was finding it very diffidol breathe. Her eyes shuttered
closed as Xena's hand softly stroked the side ofde®, her body automatically
leaning into the hand.

“I love you, Gabrielle, with all that | am.” Theords caressed the bard’s ears as
Xena’s lips lightly brushed her lips. Neither wamaould control the moan that
automatically followed this contact.

The bard slowly pulled away from Xena and smiledrigly at the warrior, her eyes
lightened by the unshed tears. “I love you toon&XeYou are part of my soul.” She
stepped back into Xena’s space, placed her handd&ena’s head, and pulled her
face down for another kiss. There was nothingtlaghteasing about this one. When
the need to breathe overtook their other senseg stowly pulled apart.

“Hmm, you are seriously good at that, my warrioGabrielle lowered her head
against her partner’s chest and listened to thdlsalpeating heartbeat.

“You are not too bad yourself, my bard.” Xena tegked her arms around her love
and just breathed in the smell that was so didyilgabrielle. It just felt so good to
finally be able to just hold her in her arms withéar.

Gently pulling her partner down, Xena leaned bagkrast a nearby tree and wrapped
her arms around Gabrielle. The bard happily sredygback into Xena and peacefully
watched the sunlight dance off the lake. They gemtlispered their love to each
other and their hopes for the future. A light rdimdp interrupted the pair causing
Xena to stretch out and grab the picnic basket.

“Now, lets see what we have in the basket to feett & hungry monster.” Xena
began pulling out the bread, the different cheemesissortment of meats, and some
olives. Gabrielle was tempted to backhand her inatelecided to pounce on the
food instead. Xena had gotten some surprisesdbri€lle but decided to leave them
in the basket for now. She did remove the winetgefjuickly closing the lid.

“Something else in the basket, huh, Warrior?” @Galerlooked over her shoulder at
Xena.



“Whatever makes you think that?” Xena tried fag thnocent look but failed
miserably.

“You closed the lid. If there was nothing elsehere, you wouldn’t have bothered.”
Gabrielle looked smugly at her partner.

Xena sighed deeply. She knew she was caught.t Galsrielle to be so logical.
“Alright, there are some other things in the baskat you can’'t have them until you
have eaten something healthy.”

Gabrielle tossed up whether to push the issuetawlteat was currently in front of her.
Her stomach won the argument so she smiled syaetler warrior then proceeded
to eat everything in front of her at an alarminggra

“Slow down, Gabrielle, it's not going to go anywherXena was constantly amazed
at both the speed and the amount that Gabriell@gezhto pack her food away.

“U wnnngt mddy shhrpffrz,” mumbled Gabrielle as siewed on another mouthful.

“Hold it right there, swallow that mouthful, andyshat last comment again.” Xena
couldn’t keep the amusement out of her voice.

Gabrielle made a big point of swallowing her mouthhen turned her head towards
Xena and slowly enunciated each word. “l said htway surprise.”

Xena burst out laughing. “Eat away then, my baxever let it be said that | came in
between a woman and her surprise.” Xena quickdplged some food before it was
all devoured and contentedly watched her lovedobeen up the rest. Her mind
drifted to where they were heading next. She didave anything against her
partner's hometown. They just didn’t seem to hiez very much. Well, Lila did.
Xena smiled warmly as she thought back to the seimirthday they had thrown for
Gabrielle last year.Nothing ever goes smoothly when my bard is invalved

“What are you smiling at, my love?” Even sayingttmade Gabrielle feel warm
inside. It just felt so right.

“I was remembering the last time we were here.”

Gabrielle smiled warmly back. “It was lovely ofwyy¢o throw a surprise birthday
party for me, even if we did have to solve a mystest. But as that is what we do
best it probably was quite fitting.” The thougbfsher birthday flowed on to Lila.



Without knowing this was where her warrior hadtetdr Gabrielle started thinking
about their upcoming visit to Potidaea. She krtemais important for her parents to
see that she was alive, but she had to admit ske'twaoking forward to the visit at
all.

“Could we make the visit to my parents reasonabfrt® We do have to go to the
Amazons and let Chilappa know that we are aliverel£?”

Xena could not believe what she was heariMyas Gabrielle mind-reading now?
Maybe she is doing this for me? | must let hemktimat it is okay to stay as long as
she needs to. | will cope as long as | am with’h€aking a deep breath, she
verbalized her thoughts. “They are your parenghriglle. You can visit as long as
you like. Don't feel you have to leave becausenef We will be there together, and
that is all that matters for me.”

Turning around, Gabrielle took Xena'’s face in handis. “Thank you for that offer
but you are not the reason. Well, not completely.”

Xena raised her eyebrow quizzically at Gabrielle.

“I know my parents don't like you much. Well, aally, | think it is more my father
than my mother. She is just not very good at stepndp to him. He blames you for
all that has happened to me since | have beenyatli Gabrielle quickly put her
hand across Xena's lips. “Don’t you dare say Heahas every right to feel that way.

| know you, Xena. You want to take the blame fegrgthing bad that has happened
to me. But it is not your fault. 1 made the cteto go with you and | don’t regret one
moment of it because it led me here, with you. ‘doeieverything | have wanted in a
partner and just being able to say that | am ymakes me all warm inside.”
Gabrielle lent forward a laid a gentle kiss on Xsti@s before continuing.

“My parents will never understand my love for yduam sure Lila thinks we are
already lovers so nothing will change there. Ichietell them | am alive and | do
want to do that face to face. However, | havemerition of hiding my love for you.

It has taken us too long to get to this place,rmmgvay am | going back to us just
being good friends. If | want to cuddle with ydilge this, then | intend to. | can
already see my parents disapproving looks so | kmsvnight will be quite sufficient
otherwise I, or them, may say something that wevallld regret. So, its not because
of you, its because of us and that is the most rtapbthing as far as | am concerned.
Now, hand over the basket so | can see what elgati$

Xena just sat there stunne®Vhat have | done to deserve her love. Obviously
something monumental that | am not awaré Before Gabrielle had time to grab the
basket, Xena engulfed her in a bear hug. “Westdly as long or as short as you like,
my bard.” There was so much more she wanted tadoséiyghe just couldn’t find the



words.

Gabrielle, who was very versed in ‘Xenaspeak’ kndvat the warrior was trying to
say. Leaning in to kiss her, she softly spokewtbeds, “I love you too, Xena.” Xena
closed the distance between their lips and lesbel finish the conversation.

As she gently laid her bard back onto the gragskise deepened to one of passion.
Gabrielle quickly met the intensity of the kiss gndled Xena tighter to her body.
Both sensed that neither was going to stop this.tiddena had to be positive that this
was what her bard wanted. “Are you sure, Gabfiell€he whispered words only
seemed to inflame the bard more. She pressedldgrdeeper into her warrior’s,
moaning at the glorious feelings that this smailiacited.

“Stop now, Xena, and you could seriously regrét @abrielle’s voice had deepened
with desire and left no doubt in the warrior's mihat this was something that
Gabrielle definitely wanted. What Gabrielle wants, Gabriellgets’ was her last
coherent thought as their desires took over.

“Hey, Jox, you want to pass me up the hammer?’isT@mniled down at the young
man.

“Sure, Tor. Shall | bring it up?” Joxer had thentmer in his hand and was making
his way towards the ladder.

“No, | think it would be safer for both of us if yqust pass it to me from the bottom.
You may be good at medicines, but you can’t fixrgelf up.”

They had been exchanging this hammer for mosteoafternoon. For some reason,
Toris couldn’t bring himself to leave the hammerampthe roof. The first time Joxer
had tried to deliver it to him he had slipped oe third rung and fallen down to the
ground with a loud thud. Toris could still rememb® thundering in his heart as he
had raced down the ladder to make sure Jox was dkayn then on, Toris had made
the trip up and down the ladder to get or givehtammer to his friend. It should have
been a chore, but it never felt that way.

Joxer laughed at his friend’s teasing as he hahaedhe hammer. He could feel the
tingling continuing after their fingers had stopgedching. What had started out to
be a bad morning had turned out to be a great Haystopped looking at his hand
and shyly looked upwards to see his friend smiéihgim. Toris hadn’t moved back
up the ladder and it was if he was unaware théaldethe hammer in his hand. With
a shake of his head, he laughed at himself andekihtback up the ladder. A job that
should have only taken a candlemark had now stdteito two and was no closer to



being fixed. Strangely enough, he just didn’t care

Cyrene couldn’t believe how painfully slow this faepair was. Deciding that she
needed to check on her son, she stuck her heaxf the window in time to see the
exchange of the hammer. Silently, she retreateHl io&o the Inn and smiled to
herself. Love is definitely in the air today. | think bathmy children have found
happiness. | think | will make a special meal gimii Whistling to herself, she
headed off to the kitchen to start planning the tmeBhe was pretty sure that Xena
and Gabrielle would head off tomorrow and who kneviien she would see the pair
again. Therefore, nutbread would definitely betmmenu. And those red dumpling
things that Xena likes so much.won’t be making radish stew for Joxer, that is fo
sure. There are some things that just shouldniniaelé’ She couldn’t help giggling
to herself as she remembered the tale that Gabhatl spun about that particular
event. It was good that they could laugh at thévese Secretly she was pleased
they hadn’t come visiting at that time. The ldshg) an inn needs is people who don’t
look the healthiest.

“Xena?”

“Hmmm, Gabrielle.”

“Can | have my surprise now?”

“What, again? | am not sure | have the energii@tmoment ...” Xena moved
quickly in anticipation of the elbow in the ribscagrabbed the basket. “You
wouldn’t hit a woman with food, now would you?” &imnocent look did not last
long before they both burst into laughter.

Gabrielle snuggled back down into her warrior pilo It felt even better when they
were both naked, something she had not thoughtlpess

“Close your eyes, Gabrielle. And no peaking.” ©tltey were closed Xena opened
the lid of the basket and pulled out a strawbeaariy tBreaking off a little piece she
touched it to her lover’s lips. Gabrielle’s tonggemoted out and grabbed the offering.

‘Hmmmm mmmmm mmmm, this tastes almost as good as y@abrielle suddenly
blushed when she realized what she had said. i8h& thke it back, however,



because it was true. Plus she enjoyed Xena’'stdetigaughter.

“You are incorrigible, my bard.” Xena broke ofpaece of the tart and nibbled on it.
“This does taste nice, though. Want some more.”

“You even have to ask?” Gabrielle looked at Xeisbelieving. Of course, Xena had
another piece in her hand headed for the bard’smsmushe just smiled and accepted
the peace offering. It didn’t take them long tdigto off the tart.

“We should be heading back before mom wonders wiverare and sends the boys
out to look for us.” The regret was quite evidenter voice. This afternoon had
been truly special.

“Sad to say, | agree with you. The last thing hwia for Joxer to see me in a state of
undress.” Gabrielle slowly eased herself up céfwharrior.

“I would be more worried about my brother, persbnaHe hasn’'t seen me naked
since | was 6 and | don’t want that to change amgtsoon.” Xena allowed herself to
be hauled up by her partner and they began thefbutiteir various items of
clothing. Once they were dressed, Xena whistled\fgo and they headed back
towards the Inn.

Toris had just hammered in the last nail when helsa sister and Gabrielle ride
back into town. He waved to them before descendown the steps. “Xena and
Gabrielle are back,” he mouthed to Joxer who noddeshderstanding.

Together they walked back into the Inn and headethe bathroom to wash up.
Cyrene watched them as they walked past, almosiddroto shoulder. Her smile
deepened when the front door opened to revealtegirls. Their timing was
perfect. Dinner was just ready.

The meal past quickly as each talked about thgir da

“I don’t think Joxer will be coming with us.” Xenahispered the words in
Gabrielle’s ear as she leaned over to grab sonetdes

“I think you are right, my warrior,” the bard whisgad back.

Xena decided it was time to make their intentidearc “We will be heading out
tomorrow to go to Potidaea as we need to let Gidsagarents know we are still



alive. Then we will be heading off to the Amazdesause they also need to know.”

Cyrene sadly smiled at her daughters. She hadgde®rrectly but part of her still
did not want them to go. “l understand your neebtbave but | am going to miss you
terribly. Please try and get back a bit soonet time, huh. And no dying in between
times. Promise me.”

Walking around the table, Xena bent down by herh@ioand embraced her in a
loving hug. “That’s a deal.”

Joxer realized it was time to make a decision. I0ak at Toris and he knew there
was no competition. This may not go anywhere bettd was definitely something
there and it deserved a chance to grow.

“If you don’t mind, warrior chums, | may ahh stahh here for a while. | ahhh spoke
to the village healer and he needs an assistastsdf has had to go away for a few
moons.” Joxer knew he was stammering but he ctuddam to help himself.

“That’s fine, Joxer. |think that is a great ide&Xena rescued her friend. “l am sure
my family will keep an eye on you, won’t you TorisThe tenseness in the knee
beside gave away the fact that Gabrielle was triggrghardest not to giggle.

“Yes, we will, Xena. Now, why don’t you two heatf to bed. | am sure you will
want an early start in the morning.” Cyrene gaveaileard stare. She knew exactly
what her daughter was up to, no matter how innosleatried to look. And Gabrielle
was no better. She could see the young bard’dddeushaking from here. Cyrene’s
look was the last straw and Xena burst out laughi@gbrielle followed moments
later and they collapsed onto each other.

“Oh, ha ha ha, sister. You obviously didn’t forgetake your happy pills this
morning.” Toris grumped at his sister. Joxertiglouched him on his shoulder and
smiled.

“It's okay, Toris. They tease me all the timeknbw they love me, really.” Joxer
smiled over at his friends as well. There wasmamasity in his look.

“You are so right, Joxer. We do love you. Now eoamd give us a group hug. You
won't be up before we leave.” Gabrielle had to gtithe pained expression that slid
across Xena's face. Her warrior was really nat gntoup hugs at all. They got up to
reduce the distance Joxer had to travel. He viladster, after all.

Taking Gabrielle’s hand, Xena headed off to hentod hey stopped at the top of the
stairs, and looked down. Joxer and Toris werksstilng shoulder to shoulder with



her mother sitting opposite them as they talketdysamongst themselves. The
occasional laughter traveled up the stairs.

“C’'mon, my bard, we have a long day tomorrow. Véedhto get some sleep.”

“Sleep, oh yeah, you will sleep, but not right awagabrielle pinched her warrior’s
butt then ran the rest of the way to the bedroom.

“Yep, truly incorrigible.” Xena had to smile be®running after her.

And well, we all know what happens from here...

The End



