One Wild Ride
By Melissa Good

A soft, cool wind blew over the grass, riffling it in gentle waves on the slope leading down to the lake.
Birds chirped in nearby trees, and a rabbit sat on a rock near the water, scratching it’s ears with it’s
long hind leg.

Nature, in all it's peaceful glory.

The grass waved again, parting slightly near the base of a tall tree, thin stalks of green and gold
easing aside to reveal a pair of sparkling blue human eyes, framed in a tanned, angular face with high
cheekbones and a cap of midnight dark hair.

Well shaped lips tensed into a grin, as a target was spotted and marked. “Psst.”

After a moment, a tuft of grass next to it quivered, revealing a much smaller, much rounder face
covered with smudges of dirt.

“Boo?”

“Look.” Xena indicated a dark brown spot in the grass. “Over there.”
“Whatssat?” Dori craned her neck to see. “Birdie?”

“Duck.”

“C'n we play wif it?”

“No.”

“H’come? S’pretty!”

Xena pushed several stalks of tall grass aside and pointed. “See? It's a Mama duck, and she’s got little
babies.” She explained in a whisper. “And when that happens... hey! Dor!”

“Buppits!” Dori started to scramble forward. “Good good good.. no! Boo, leggo!”

“Shh. C'mere.” Xena tucked Dori under one arm. “Listen. That mama doesn’t want you messing with
her kids, okay?”

“Buppits!! “Dori protested. “Let’s play with them, Boo! C'mon!”

“Shh.” Xena dropped back down into the grass. “We’re trying to sneak up on em, Dor. Remember?”
She patted the grass next to her. “Playing the game, right?”

“Otay.” Dori hunkered back down in the grass. “Boo, dis itches.” She plucked a grass stalk and poked
Xena's arm with it. “Boing boing.”

Xena took the stalk and put it in her mouth, chewing it seriously. “You're making too much noise.” She
warned her child. “The duck’s gonna run away.”

Dori scowled.

“Okay, now watch. Do like I'm doing.” Xena started to crawl forward, flowing through the grass like a
large, leather clad snake. “C’'mon.”

Dori hunkered down and crawled after her adored buddy,. “Boo boo boo.”
llShh.ll
“Pshhhh.”

Xena stopped and laid down on her stomach, waiting for Dori to catch up. “Now, see?” She moved
some grass aside, to reveal the ducks at a much closer range. “There they are.”



Dori studied the brown animal, with her cluster of yellow chicks. “Yeeee!!!” She warbled, scrambling
to her feet and bolting for the ducks. “Ayiii!!!!”

“Damn it.” Xena levitated from the grass and swooped after her, as the duck reacted in alarm,
spreading it’s wings and honking loudly.

“Buppits!” Dori lunged for the ducklings, who scattered in every direction. “Go go go go!!!”

“Dori!” Xena spotted the mud slope too late, and she cursed as Dori’s tiny boots slipped out from
under her and she landed on her butt and headed lakeward. “Oh Hades.” The warrior exploded from
the grass and got her feet under her, then started down the slope with swift, powerful strides. “Dori!”

“Wheee!!” Dori waved her arms and forgot the ducks in the joy of her new slide. “Go go go!!!!” She
chanted, as she barreled towards the high bank of the river. “C’'mon Boo!!!”

Xena raced towards her, then shifted her steps as she realized she wasn’t going to reach the child in
time to stop her from catapulting off the bank into the water. With a sigh, she increased her speed
instead and leaped off the edge , tumbling with expert precision in the air and grabbing Dori as she
flew off the edge right into Xena’s arms.

“Whheee!!! Good!” Dori squealed in delight. “Go fishes!”

Oh yeah. Xena tucked and rolled in mid air, getting her knees under her as they both plunged into the
river. We're going to the fishes, all right.

The cold water closed over her, and she slowed her descent, kicking strongly for the surface as Dori
wriggled in her grasp. They broke into the air together spluttering, shaking their heads in an almost
identical motion to clear the hair from their eyes.

“Boo! Dat was fun!” Dori splashed the water with both hands. “We go again?”
“Glad you think so.” Xena said. “You scared the ducks away, Dor.”

“Dups?” Dori looked around, and spotted another bird. “Dere!” She pointed. “Boo, c¢'n we go get that
one?” She pleaded. “Pretty!”

“That’s a swan.” Xena started swimming for the bank, kicking against the powerful current. “Yeah, it
is pretty, isn’'t it?” She got to a half fallen log and held onto it with one hand, the other curling around
Dori’s body. “Aren’t those pretty feathers? Mama has some like that, doesn’t she?”

Dori pulled herself up on the log and studied the swan. “Yes.” She decided. “Pretty. Mama likes those.”

“Well, let’s see if we can find her one and bring it back.” Xena pulled them along the log to the shore
and boosted first Dori, and then herself up onto the rock ledge. She reviewed her now drenched
leathers with a rueful look and decided not to take her boots off to spare her feet the pebbles.

Dori rambled off immediately, searching among the grass for feathers as Xena squeezed some of the
cold river water out of her armor and watched. “Find a nice one. Maybe mama will make you a thing
for your hair.”

Dori looked up at her with a puzzled expression. “Mama make pictures.” She moved her hand in the
air in an imitation more or less of writing. “Make good stories. Boo ride the cow ober the moon!”

Xena sighed. “Yeah, I heard that one the other day.”

“Mmooool!!”

Xena chuckled, shaking her head. “Your mama comes up with some crazy stories, Doriana.”
“Good stories.” Dori sat down and ripped up a handful of river grass. “No fezzers, Boo.”

“No, huh?” Xena got up and stamped her boots to knock some of the mud off them before she walked
over to where Dori was sitting. “Well, that's okay. Why don’t we go home and see if there are any
around our house.”



“Otay.” Dori got up and reached for Xena’s hand, catching it and holding it as they walked along the
grass. “Gramma says we got lots peoples coming.” She confided.

“That’s right.” Xena agreed. “It’s a festival. You know what that is?”
Dori pondered. “No.” She smiled at her buddy. “Cookies?”

“There’ll be cookies there, sure.” Xena agreed. “And lots of our friends are coming, too. Do you like
that?”

“No.” The toddler frowned. “Too many. Too loud.”

Xena gave her hand a squeeze. “It’s just for a little while, I promise. Do you like the new place we're
staying? You like it up here?”

“Yes.”

They walked through a ring of trees and up a small slope, spotting a half built rooftop as they crested
the rise. “Here we go.” Xena released Dori’s hand. “Go find mama, okay? Surprise her.”

With a giggle, Dori rambled off, heading for the building as her taller shadow followed behind,
pausing a moment to view the new homestead.

It was definitely nicer up here. Xena nodded to herself. Here on the ridge above Amphipolis, she
could hear the sounds of nature around them, and breathe air that was relatively clean. Very different
than down in the town, which had grown to twice it’s size during their absence.

Still a small town, sure, but so full of people that both she and Gabrielle had decided after a single day
that they couldn’t live there anymore. It was too loud, even in the middle of the night there was so
much noise it kept both Xena and Dori up, and small as Amphipolis still was, the crowd of people now
living there was just..

It was too much.

So they’d given up their cabin near the inn, and they were about halfway through building
themselves a new one up here where it was quieter, and still a little wild. Xena took a deep breath,
and headed for the door.

The town was close enough for them to visit every day, and Dori still went down to play with her
cousins and friends now that they were back. But there was a separation, definitely, and not
everyone was happy about it. “Hey.” She greeted her family.

“Hey.” Gabrielle looked up from where she was lying flat on her back on the floor, with Dori sitting
gleefully on top of her. “Good grief, Xena. What the Hades did you do?” She asked. “You're both
soaked!”

“Went swimming.” Xena started to strip off her armor, watching the two of them from the corner of
her eye. Gabrielle was dressed in rough work clothes, which were mostly covered in bark stains and
mud from her building work and her thick, blond hair was being held back off her face by a colorful
strip of cloth. “What have you been up since we’ve been gone?”

“Putting that wall up.” Gabrielle waggled a booted foot to her left. “Did I do a good job?”

Xena glanced that way. Strips of bark had been carefully tacked flat against the inside of the log walls,
forming a sturdy surface. “Very.” She complimented her soulmate. “You go down the hill?”

“Yes.”
“Mom still ticked off?”
“Yes.”

Xena rolled her eyes. “You'd think I'd sold the old place to the Furies the way she’s acting.” She
muttered. “Stubborn old woman.” She toweled her bare body off, taking a seat on the bed to remove
her boots.



Gabrielle amiably played a game of patty cake with Dori as she perched there on top of her. “I think it
was the inference that the town’s too dirty and smelly to live in that pissed her off, Xe.” She
remarked. “She’ll get over it, eventually. Everyone will.”

“Bah.”

Gabrielle gave her partner a wry look. “Boo’s grumpy, Dori. Go make her a pretty picture to cheer her
up, okay?”

“Otay.”Dori got up and headed for her toybox, one of the few things they’d moved up from the old
cabin along with a chest of clothes and the bed. Gabrielle rolled onto her side, then got up and
crossed over to where Xena was sitting. She picked up a bit of linen and started drying the warrior’s
head with it, ruffling her dark hair with deep and simple affection. “We knew it would be different
when we came back, this time.”

“Hmph.”

Gabrielle dried her partner’s well shaped ears. “And, I think they had every reason to suspect we
might be different when we came back. We’ve been through a lot ourselves the last few months.” She
reminded Xena. “In fact, | heard from a few people who didn’t think we were going to come back at
all.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have.” Xena said, laying down flat on her back on the bed.
“Hon, this is our home.” Gabrielle gently reminded her.

The warrior sighed. “I know.” She took hold of one of the bard’s hands and examined it. “I just don’t
know that we fit here anymore. “ She said. “I don’t know if [ want to live in a city as big as this is
getting.”

“Mama.” Dori held up something. “Look!”

“It's a leaf, honey.” Gabrielle replied. “It came in from the roof. See up there?” She pointed. “We’ve got
sky in our roof right now.”

“Pretty!” Dori agreed. “Gots birds.”

“Give it a little while.” Gabrielle returned her attention to her partner. “I like this spot up here. It’s
quiet.”
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“We can be by ourselves if we want. [ can do my own cooking up here, and you can hunt.” The bard
went on. “Give yourself some time to get used to it.. much as I loved being out in the wild, it wasn’t
really good for Dori.”

Xena studied the toddler. “She liked it.”

“She needs friends.” The bard reminded her partner. “I mean, people her own age for her to play
with. I know we’re her friends otherwise.”

“Mm.” Xena’s nose wrinkled a little. “Yeah, I know. You need someone else to talk to too.”
“No Idon’'t”

“Yes, you do.”

“Xena, stop it. That’s not true and you know it.” Gabrielle frowned.

“Yeah, I know. It’s not so bad up here.” The warrior relented. “Atleast I can hear myself think, and
we've got clean water, anyway.” She pulled Gabrielle’s hand closer and kissed the back of it. “And I
don’t have to worry about people asking me what all that yelling’s about at night.”

“Ahem.” Gabrielle ‘s face colored. “I know you’re not talking about me.”

Xena grinned.



The bard stuck her tongue out. “Pah.” She patted her naked partner on the belly. “C'mon. We're
expecting Amazon guests tonight and we can’t get out of going down there for dinner.”

“Eh.” The warrior grunted. “Bring em up here. Eph and Pony aren’t into big crowds any more than we

”

are.

“Tomorrow.” Gabrielle leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “Let’s go be social for one
night, and get it over with.” She paused, gazing down into Xena’s eyes. “Besides, they’ll probably go to
the village after that.”

Xena considered the request for a few minutes, then nodded. “All right.” She said. “You go on ahead.
I've got to put something dry on, and dig out my other boots.”

Gabrielle gave her another kiss, then she got up and went to the linen press, pulling out a set of fresh
clothing for herself and unlacing the sleeves on the work shirt she was wearing. “I'm glad Eph and
Pony are here.” She commented. “Now the village’ll start really being a home to them.”

Xena remained on her back, despite her plans to get dressed. “I guess they figured they’d never get
you to be their queen if they stayed up in the mountains, so...” She teased her partner. “They came to
you instead.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle muffled a grin, the thought having occurred to her more than once. She slipped on a
dark blue Amazon style top and a matching skirt and buckled the tooled leather belt with a feeling of
mild satisfaction. “Kind of how I got them to accept you, huh?”

Xena snorted softly in amusement.
“Hey, it worked.”

“Mm.” The warrior studied their half thatched roof, which covered the bed and dressing area. The
rest of the structure was just bare supports waiting for her to finish construction on it in the
morning. “I know what I'll tell my mother.. I'll tell her she’s lucky I didn’t just swap the town for living
with the Amazons. Now that’d been an insult.”

“Hey!” Gabrielle put her hands on her hips. “Watch it, consort.”

“00..” Xena finally smiled, her humor returning. “I'm in big trouble now. I sense a spanking from the
Queen in the offing.’

“You'd enjoy it.” The bard accused, with a returning smile.

“I would.” Blue eyes twinkled now. “Sure you want to go down there for dinner?” Xena waggled her
brows suggestively as she laced her fingers behind her head.

Urmph. Gabrielle wandered back over to the bed and sat down next to her tormenter, feeling the
draw of those eyes as they fastened on her face. “That’s not fair, Xe.” She eased down onto her side
and felt Xena’s arm circle her. “You know the answer to that. There’s no place on earth I'd rather be
than here with you.”

”

“Aww.

“Yeesh, that was sappy, wasn’t it?” Gabrielle covered her eyes with one hand. “But anyway, it’s not
nice for us to ignore our friends.” She paused. “All the time,  mean.” A sigh. “Gods, you're being
contrary tonight.”

Xena knew that. She tweaked Gabrielle’s hair gently and gave her a nudge. “All right. G'wan.” She
sighed, waiting for the bard to get up off the bed and then following her. She pulled a spare set of her
leathers from the chest, and tossed over a jumpsuit for Dori. “I'll meet you two over there.”

“Okay. C'mere, honey.” Gabrielle managed to get the wet shirt off her child and get her into dry
clothing in a reasonable time. “Did you go swimming with Boo?” She slipped a light cloak over her
shoulders, and tightened the laces on Dori’s jumpsuit.

“Yes.” Dori agreed. “Hungry! We go see gramma now?”



“Absolutely.” Gabrielle ruffled her hair. “Let’s go.”

"

“Boo

“I'll be right there, little terror.” Xena buckled her shoulder strap. “You go on with mama.” She
watched her partner and their daughter leave, pushing the newly hung door closed and stepping
carefully down the half built porch.

Silence fell, as their footsteps faded into the twilight, and the warrior paused to absorb a little of it
before she turned back to her dressing. All her teasing of Gabrielle notwithstanding, she really was
looking forward to seeing their Amazon friends and she was glad they’d finished up the task of
closing down their former home finally.

“Hm.” Xena tapped her fingers against the chest. “Armor, no armor?” She decided the crowded inn
wouldn’t be improved by her wearing metal into it, and therefore she abandoned the armor and
dragged her spare pair of boots over to the bed to put them on.

After a moment’s lacing, she stood up and ran her hands through her damp hair, freeing it from the
leather straps and riffling it out to dry as she looked around their new home.

It was bigger than the other one, certainly. With unlimited space up here on the hill, Xena had taken
advantage of that and the cabin now had three separate rooms instead of the one and a half of the old
one. The bathing chamber was completely separate, and over on the other side of the half finished
fireplace was a good size room for Dori and all her toys and pets.

Right now it was empty, but Xena had a bed and some chests planned for it, after she finished the
worktable for Gabrielle near the big new windows. Sunlight poured in that corner all day long, and
she’d already caught her partner sitting on a pile of bags scribbling over there so she knew she’d
picked the right spot.

On the other side of the cabin, on the far side of the bed, was another space she’d staked out for
herself. She intended on putting all her weapons making tools there, and all the little things she liked
to work on all in one spot.

There was space against one wall for the cabinet that stored all of Gabrielle’s scrolls, and there was
plenty of room for them to spend time together in the middle.

Much better than the old place. Xena gave the interior an approving nod, and then she went to the
door and slipped outside, carrying her cloak draped over her shoulder.

It was quiet and getting dark around the cabin, and she could hear night creatures starting to stir as
she stepped down onto the path and started towards town. A light wind stirred the branches as she
walked through the trees, the cool earth releasing tiny puffs of scent to her nose as her boots scuffed
it.

A quarter candlemark’s walking, and she was at the gorge, running one hand over the sturdy ropes
that outlined the footbridge over it. Once, the only way across had been a hanging vine, but Gabrielle
had convinced her that teaching Dori to swing over at such an early age was just asking for trouble.

The bridge’s wooden planks thumped softly under Xena’s boots, and she whistled under her breath
as she continued down the path between the tall trees. Another few minutes walk took her past the
huge birch that marked the entrance to Amazon territory, and she raised a casual hand at the
Amazon lookout posted in the branches, who hooted back at her with warbling respect.

Further down, and she reached the stone marker that was the outer boundary of Amphipolis itself.
Now, the forest sounds receded and were replaced with the clamor of humanity, as the townsfolk
were all going home for the night, putting away tools and animals and readying themselves for the
evening.

“Evening, Xena.” One of the carters greeted her. “Beautiful night, eh?”

“Not bad.” Xena agreed.



“How’s the new place coming?” The man asked. “Saw them pulling thatch up for ya.”

“Getting there.” The warrior ducked under a set of water poles with easy grace and lost her
questioner in the crowd which pressed around her until they realized who it was - then space
materialized like magic and bodies backed off a distinct step.

Yes it was her home, and yes, they were her family, but she was, still, Xena and they all knew it. Times
like this, she definitely appreciated that, especially as she approached the main crossroads of the
town.

Houses had sprung up all around the central square, and now traffic was a real issue. Xena dodged
several carts as she made her way up to the inn, whose windows were already bright with
candlelight and spilling over with voices inside.

There was a new inn, now, down in the lower city beyond the river but everyone still preferred to
come up here. Her mother’s cooking, probably, or for some just a tradition. Xena pushed the door
open and entered, slowing up as she looked around for her family.

“Boo!”

Ah. The warrior carefully picked her way through the tables, some of which had been built with her
own hands, and returned a tide of greetings as she headed for the table in the back of the room.

Ephiny stood as she approached, and stepped forward for a hug. “Xena. Glad you two are back.” She
embraced the warrior with an easy grin. “Thought you’d never get here.” She was still in her traveling
leathers, which were stained by leaf and mud, but her curls had been pulled back into respectability
in deference to the town'’s sensibilities.

Xena released the Amazon regent, and exchanged stolid, warrior-like arm clasps with Eponin. “We
took the long road back.” She took a seat next to Gabrielle. “As I'm sure you’ll hear.”

“Boo.. boo boo boo.” Dori climbed up onto her lap and sat there, swinging her legs. “We gots fun now.”

Ephiny chuckled. “Glad you think so, cutie.” She said. “Looks like you got here just in time, though.
Our weather people are predicting a very wet spring. Hope we’re ready for it.”

“If that’s the worst that happens to us, I'd welcome it.” Gabrielle handed a piece of bread to her
partner. “It was a damn cold winter, and I'm looking forward to some sun for a change.” She said. “I
got very tired of breaking ice for morning tea on the way down here.”

“Brr.” Ephiny wryly agreed. “It was a bad winter up in the mountains too. That’s what took us so long
to get relocated. We were snowed in for two full moons.”

“Dori liked it.” Xena gave her daughter an indulgent look.

“Oh yeah, especially when she found out what sounds she could get out of you with snowballs in the
middle of the night.” Gabrielle teased her. “So a little rain’ll be welcome for a change.”

Xena shared her bread with Dori, and found herself in perfect agreement with her partner. Weather,
as usual, was the very least of their worries.

Gabrielle nudged her leg. “Here comes mom.”

Xena sighed. Like she’d said. The least of her worries.
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It was late by the time the inn had emptied, the fire burning low in the big hearth as the crowd
dwindled down until it was just Xena’s family and friends still seated around their table. Dori had
been put to bed with her cousins at Toris’ place, and the adults were leaned back in their chairs
digesting Cyrene’s good ale

“So, anyway.” Ephiny had slung one leg over her chair arm and rested her mug on her knee. “It was
strange to see the place nothing but a bunch of old sticks and a firepit. Hard to say goodbye, funny
enough.”



“Lot of memories there.” Eponin agreed quietly.

“Mm.” Gabrielle watched them over the rim of her mug. “Good and bad.” She remarked evenly. “Like
anything else, I guess.”

“True.” Ephiny gave her friend a quiet smile. “But I have to admit, the new place beats the old one raw
in terms of resources and comfort. Cait found an entire wild grove of herbs apparently, and the cooks
are going wild with them.”

Xena’s eyebrow lifted in wry cynicism, and at the same moment, Gabrielle’s hand settled on her knee
with a playful squeeze without either of them even making eye contact. Xena’s opinion of the
Amazon’s skill of cooking was well known to her partner, and she’d hinted on more than one
occasion that the bard might want to give lessons in that instead of staff sometime.

“Nice to have a new place.” Pony said. “Hear you guys do, too.”
“Halfway up the mountain.” Cyrene remarked dourly. “Idiotic choice, if you ask me.”

Gabrielle felt the heavy muscles under her fingers tense, and she cleared her throat. “I love the new
place.” She said firmly. “It's quiet enough for me to think, and it’s not far from Xena’s tree.”

“Ah. The tree.” Ephiny nodded solemnly. “That’s a pretty area up there, if | remember right.”
“It is. It’s beautiful. Dori loves it too.” The bard said.

“She loves being here with the other little ones.” Cyrene countered her, a stubborn look on her face.
“And coming down through those woods is dangerous.”

“Mom.” Gabrielle felt her patience slipping a little. “It's not nearly as dangerous as traveling here
from Athens was.”

“Good idea to move out from around here.” Pony spoke up. “Otherwise that kid'd be stopping traffic
every minute and you’d have wagons rolling down into the river every day.” She glanced around.
“This place is a circus now.”

“Itisn’t” Cyrene gave her an exasperated look.

“Hate to say it, but she’s right.” Ephiny said. “I couldn’t believe how many people there were when we
came up here.. thought I was on my way to Athens again.”

The innkeeper got up and collected the pitcher on the table. “Well, it may seem that way to you.” She
shook her head and started for the kitchen. “To me it’s just good business for a change.”

A tiny silence fell, which Xena broke by clearing her throat. “Thanks for covering our back.” She gave
the two Amazons a brief grin. “It’s not a popular decision.”

Ephiny shrugged a little. “Don’t think I want to say this too loud, but you two are grown women who
can live anywhere you damn well please, if you catch my drift.” She said. “Not to knock your
hometown, Xena, but they need you more than you need it.”

The warrior waggled a hand in agreement, then she pushed herself to her feet. “Time to call ita
night.”

“Good idea. You guys must be ready to sack out.” Gabrielle got up as well. “We can do more catching
up tomorrow.” She waited for the two Amazons to stand and join them, and they headed for the door.
“Wait till I tell you all the stuff that's supposed to happen for the festival.. you won'’t believe it.”

“I'm going to get Dori.” Xena touched her partner on the back. “Meet you on the trail.” She took the
other fork as they left the inn and started down it, pulling up short as she almost ran into her mother.
For a moment, she looked at her, then sidestepped and continued down the path without speaking.

“Xena.” Cyrene called after her. “Just hold on a minute.”

It’s late. The warrior recited internally. And I'm not in the mood. She kept going, brushing past an
overhanging branch as she headed for her brother’s house. After all the months alone on the road



with Gabrielle and their daughter, she was finding it harder than she’d anticipated readjusting to
being home and she knew if she stopped and talked, there’d be a fight.

Not a good way to end the evening. Xena mounted the steps to Toris’ cabin and knocked gently,
waiting in silence until the door was opened inward. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Her brother stepped back to let her in. “You could have left her here, sis.”

“And had you cursing me at dawn tomorrow when she turned your place upside down? Thanks, no
thanks.” But Xena smiled, to take the sting from the words. She walked silently across the inside of
the cabin and knelt next to the small pallet where Dori was sleeping.

“Mom still ragging you?” Toris knelt next to her. “I heard her going on to one of the staff during
dinner.”

Xena lifted Dori up and cradled her against one shoulder, murmuring to the child as she half woke up.
“So’kay Dor. I'm taking you home.”

“Bbbbbboo.” Dori happily snuggled up against her and resumed her interrupted sleep.
Toris chuckled. “Definitely takes after Gabrielle.”

Xena stood and gave him a wry look. “Mom needs to get over it.” She told him quietly. “Before I'm
over it.”

“C’'mon, sis.” Toris nudged her. “She just thinks she knows best for everyone.”
Xena leaned closer. “We’re not five years old anymore.” She said.

“You didn't listen to her when you were.. not sure why she thinks you will now.” Her brother replied
reasonably. “Give it time.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Xena turned to leave. “Night.”
“Night.”

The night reclaimed her, settling it’s silky folds over her shoulders as she walked along through the
now quieter town and out the back gate.
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Gabrielle banked the fire carefully, mindful of the gaps in the cabin that let in fitful cool breezes. She
lifted a candle stub and turned, to find Xena sprawled on the bed watching her. The pale blue eyes
were almost ochre in the dim light, but the seduction in them was unmistakable.

It made Gabrielle shiver, in an entirely pleasant kind of way. “You know what I like the best about
being home?”

“What?” The warrior purred, crooking a finger at her playfully.

“Being able to do something about you looking at me like that without worrying about landing on a
rock.” Gabrielle blew the candle out and slid into bed, finding Xena’s embrace waiting for her. “Or
bugs.” She sighed happily, as their bodies connected and she was enveloped in warmth. “Or drips of
snow.”

Xena laughed softly, rolling over with Gabrielle in her arms. “Or owls hooting.”

“Mmmhm.” Gabrielle nibbled on her partner’s earlobe. “I used to think they were just laughing at
me.” She whispered to her. “Cause let me tell you, they had the absolute worst timing.”

“Mm.. nothing like a hooting owl to ruin a mood.” Xena agreed.

“Now they can hoot all they want.” The bard said, as her hands moved up along Xena’s sides,
following the contours of her body. “I don’t hear a thing.”



“Ahh.” Xena wriggled her shoulders and exhaled. “Yeah, gotta admit I missed this damn bed.” She let
her hands wander over the bard’s body, stroking sensitive points that tensed under her touch. “And
you in it.” She added frankly.

“Mm.” Gabrielle exhaled contentedly at both the sentiment and her current position. “Thanks.” She
slowly placed a series of kisses down Xena'’s breastbone. “I feel the same way.”

“Do you?” Xena ran her fingers through the bard’s hair. “Does it bother you we’re up here alone?”

Gabrielle laughed softly, as she tilted her head up and nuzzled Xena’s breast. “Not a serious question,
is it?” She laid her cheek down on the warm, firm surface and watched the moonlight peeking
through the windows chase across Xena’s planed features.

A shift of shadow and then a flash of white revealed the expected smile.

“I am glad we're home.” Gabrielle continued. “But I really like being up here instead of down there.
It’s better for us.” She added. “I feel better.. like I have.. like we have more control over our lives.”

Xena nodded silently.

“We're not.. entirely civilized.” The bard smiled, turning her head and planting another kiss just
above Xena’s navel. “And I like that.”

Intrigued, Xena took hold of her partner around the waist and lifted her a little, rolling over and
reversing their position so she was leaning over her and staring right down into her eyes. “Oh,
really?” She murmured, pressing her body lightly down over Gabrielle’s.

The bard’s nostrils flared a little. “Really.” She absorbed the hunger in the pale blue eyes above her,
and welcomed it, acknowledging the subtle changing in the multifaceted shades of their relationship.

Xena grinned lazily. “You like playing with fire, Gabrielle?”

“Only yours.” Gabrielle replied, with a cheeky grin in return, drawing an irregular breath as Xena'’s
hand dropped casually between her legs. There was a knowing intimacy in the touch that sent a jolt
through her guts that went past any defenses and made her body arch up against her partner’s,
wanting that heat.

Craving it. Her hands slid over Xena'’s body, fingertips tracing over the powerful ribs as they
expanded towards her before moving upward to gently encircle the warrior’s breasts. She felt a soft
laugh against her lips before Xena claimed them and she surrendered to the needs of her body and
her partner’s knowing touch.

The time they’d spent coming back from Athens had been the longest period they’d been out on the
road together since they’'d re-knit their relationship and somewhere between the forests and the sea,
they’d found themselves discovering a new passion that subtly altered how they related to each
other.

Gabrielle wasn’t sure what the difference was, whether it was a maturing of their partnership, or her
own maturing, or Xena'’s changing view of who she was, but she knew whatever it was, she loved it. It
was almost as though she’d passed some initiation and now in Xena’s eyes their relationship had
come to some new level.

Was it equality? The bard wasn’t sure. She found herself becoming very short of breath as Xena'’s
touch became very intimate, and then she was past wondering about anything other than how to stay
on the bed and keep from making Xena’s ears ring.

Take that, you darn owl.
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It was chilly the next morning. Gabrielle donned her heavy cloak and tugged the neck laces closed
before she slipped out of the cabin and started down the path. Fog was still clinging to the ground,
and her boots kicked it aside as she walked, the air full of the rich scent of wood and moss.



Xena had already gone down the hill, taking Dori to the children’s room to play with her friends and
sit for a few lessons with the two village teachers, who had been surprised to find their truant pupil
already several levels more advanced than her cousins and older friends.

Gabrielle had been indignant at that, until they’d hastily explained it was only because they thought
the hardships of the road might have prevented regular classes, not that Gabrielle wasn’t more than
qualified to teach her.

Like Hades. The bard straightened her shoulders. Sometimes they didn’t realize how much time you
had, when you didn’t have to worry about having to socialize in a village, and deal with all the day to
day trivia of living with others. She’d had plenty of time while they were traveling to teach Dori, and
in fact, so had Xena.

The path dropped under her feet, and she sped up a bit, dropping down the slope with an easy stride
as her body responded with a surge of energy and sense of well being. They’d altered their schedule
since they’d been home - it was mid-morning before they made their way down the slope most days
as they spent the early morning hours together instead.

Gabrielle whistled softly under her breath, as she almost danced down the path.

She’d shared breakfast with her family earlier, some duck eggs Xena had collected and a handful of
newly emerged berries after they’d come back from their morning run.

They.

Mutual. That was another big change. Out of the blue one morning, when she’d been about to leave
from their campsite with Dori, Xena had turned to Gabrielle and simply extended her hand in
invitation, eyebrows lifting and a grin playing around her lips.

“Me?” Gabrielle set the pot down and looked at her partner. “What?”
“C’'mon, mama.” Xena waggled her fingers.
“Mama!” Dori agreed, waving her arms. “Come fly!”

Gabrielle stood up, feeling a little unsure. “What’s the occasion?” She asked. “Do I look like I need
more exercise or something?” The question was rhetorical, they were both in such rawboned
condition from the road that even Xena’s need for the morning exercise was seriously in doubt.

Xena shook her head. “Just want you to.” She said. “C’'mon.”

The bard put the pot aside and left her tasks behind, walking forward to take Xena’s hand and follow
her as they disappeared into the trees, the branches closing behind them. “Xe..”

“Just wanted you to share our time in the morning.” Xena gently cut her off. “Dori’s doing a lot of stuff
I thought you’d want to be there for.”

The ground had turned to clouds, and she felt feather light walking on it. “Thanks.”

“Thank me later.” Xena broke into a lope, Dori bouncing happily on her back. “After she nails you with
turtle poop.”

Gabrielle started laughing, and ran after them, abandoning herself to the chase, and the damp chill of
this morning of change that was bringing her path, and Xena’s path ever more closely into alignment.

She’d never really gotten what Xena had.. well, gotten, out of her morning rambles, but after a few
months of it herself Gabrielle had realized she was gaining strength and flexibility she’d never had
before. It was very different from her staff workouts, because it was more of a whole body thing.

Her whole body had grown to appreciate it, and now she felt that new sense of power and balance as
she made her way downward at a fast clip, her cloak bouncing along around her with a soft rustle as
she ran. She reached the footbridge and trotted over it, then continued on until she reached the fork
in the path that led to the new Amazon village.

“Your Majesty!” The Amazon lookout greeted her respectfully. “Good morning.”



“Morning.” Gabrielle pulled up near the tree. “Mind if I go on down?”
The lookout blinked, and hurriedly snaked down out of the tree. “My queen?”
The bard pointed towards the path to the village. “I'm headed that way.”

Bewildered eyes focused on her. “Do you wish an.. escort, my queen?” The lookout hazarded. “I can
signal ahead.”

You're the queen, sheephead. Remember? “No, thanks. I'm fine.” Gabrielle gave her a pat on the arm.
“Thanks for asking.” She circled the woman and started towards the village. “If you want, you can
warn them I'm coming.” She called back over her shoulder.

“My queen?”

Gabrielle just waved her hand and kept going, making a mental note to ask Ephiny who had selected
the guards recently. She knew they knew they were in friendly territory, but goodness. The bard
shook her head and sped up from a walk to a jog, this time going uphill towards the pass that led into
the Amazons new valley home.

There were guards at the pass, and as she reached it they came out into view, saluting as they
recognized her and ducking quickly back out of the way so she could continue on unhindered.
“Morning.” She waved at them.

“Your majesty.” They called back, returning the wave.

There was a thick band of trees now, once she’d dropped over the ridge and started down again. The
trees surrounded a small plateau, which then dropped off to a steep, carved river cleft providing a
natural barrier that left the path she was on as one of the few ways into the new homestead.

It was wild, and quiet here. The ridge blocked any sounds of civilization from Amphipolis, and there
were ample fresh springs and hunting to sustain the small tribe that were Gabrielle’s adopted
people. To one side as she ran she spotted the faint path that led up to a cave in the rocks which held
a hot spring, one that Xena had found years before and shown her. She suspected the Amazons
would put it to good use, and she really hoped the tribe would learn to love the new place as much as
they had the old.

Eventually. There were always the nay sayers to deal with, of course. But she was used to that by
now, and she was confident that the move from the mountain location to here would be nothing but
good for her friends and their families.

“Gabrielle!” Eponin appeared from a side path, and trotted after her. “Hey!”

“Hey.” The bard slowed to a halt and waited for her. “Did you get some rest last night? That was
pretty late.. we should have let you guys go earlier.”

The weapons master came to her side. “Nah, we're fine.” She assured her. “How about you guys? It
was pretty late for you too.”

Gabrielle grinned at her.

Pony colored slightly, and cleared her throat. “Eph’s been dealing with a bunch of.. uh.. minor stuff
since breakfast. Glad you're here.”

Uh oh. “Hm. Where is she?” Gabrielle asked. “Let me go see if | can resolve some of the .. little stuff..
for her.”

Pony gave her a mildly grateful look. “Right this way.” She indicated a lower path. “I'll take you down
there.” She turned to lead the way. “I'm sure it’s just getting things settled.”

“Uh huh.” Gabrielle studied her back. “So, how are things?”
Pony glanced back at her. “Oh.. uh..fine.” She smiled. “Just great.”
“Uh huh.”



“No, really.”
“Uh huh.”
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Alarge wagon stood in front of the barn, the two huge draft horses attached to it snuffling the ground
for a few blades of grass as they patiently waited. The driver stood with his arms resting on the
crosspiece, trading casual waves with one of the town militia who wandered by. “Morning.”

“Morning.” The militiaman agreed. “Roof?”

“Yeap.”

The soldier examined the material with a knowledgeable eye. “Nice.”

“Thanks.” The driver said. “Waiting on a customer to pick it up. Hope they do fore it rains.”

They both looked up at the clouds on the horizon, a slowly building darkness that was creeping
across the otherwise blue sky, contemplating it thoughtfully.

“Ahem.” A low pitched, but indefinably female voice interrupted them. They both turned around in
surprise, to find a tall, dark haired woman in plain brown leather standing there.

The soldier jumped. “Morning, Genr’l.” He said.

Xena walked forward and inspected the thatch. “Not bad.” She pronounced. “I need you to take it to
the other side of the town, near the back gates.”

“You Xena?” The driver guessed.
Xena just looked at him.

“Guess so.” The man muttered. “Ain’t gonna be easy getting through there.” He pointed out, indicating
the busy main square of the town. “Had trouble enough getting over to this spot.”

“I know. Just work at it.” The warrior advised him. “It’s not that bad once you’re past the inn.”

“Genr’l, you want me to clear the space?” The soldier asked. “I'll get a few guys, and we’ll just close
down the road for ya.”

It was tempting. Xena knew just how many people she’d piss off if she did it, and what kind of
message she’d be sending if she had her troops close down the town on her behalf. Her eyes tipped
up, reviewing the sky, and she juggled the knowledge with the real need to get the rest of her cabin
roof finished.

The stream of traffic jostled and bumped through the crossroads, it’s confines packed with horses,
wagons, and people all intent on getting where they needed to go. Unfortunately, Amphipolis hadn’t
been built to be a major thoroughfare, and with the heavy pole fencing pinching in the traffic, it made
for a constant, slow moving throng going from the upper town to the lower and back.

Hades with it. “All right.” She told the man. “Bens, grab some of the men and clear me a path. It'll be
faster to get this thing through the crossroads that way anyway.”

“Sure thing.” Bens trotted off, heading for the stable. “Be just a minute, Gen'rl.”
The driver grinned. “Now that’s a leader.” He complimented Xena. “Got your new place back there?”

“No.” Xena unhitched the horses and started leading them forward. “C’'mon, boys.” She uttered under
her breath. “My place is a couple leagues up the mountain from here.”

The driver walked alongside her. “Horses ain’t going up there.”

“I know that.” Xena could see a small commotion starting ahead of her. She kept the horses moving,
and straightened to her full height, spotting a few heads congregating near the crossroads that
looked familiar. “I'll take care of it once we get through this mess.”



“Surely.” The man took hold of the other horses bridle and pressed against the animal as they
approached the milling streams of traffic.

As they reached the beginning of the crossroad, the traffic began to slow, amid yells and shouts of
outrage. Six militiamen pushed the crowd back, putting their bodies in the way of the carts and
people until they were forced to stop. “Clear back, you!” Bens lifted a quarterstaff. “Hold up there!
Hold up, I said!”

“What the Hades is going on?” One of the merchants yelled back. “I've got a delivery to make!”
“You’ll make it when we’re done.” Bens told him. “Now move back!”
“Why you..”

Bens lifted his staff and paused, a set look on his face. “Back off, or else!” He warned. Another
militiaman came to his side, holding a short sword drawn against his body.

The merchant slowly backed away, giving the sword a nervous look.

Two more soldiers gently shoved the line of milling people aside to clear the way for Xena, who
calmly walked the horses into the now open space.

Everyone fell silent, recognizing the warrior immediately. Xena was aware of the eyes on her, and
she caught a brief glimpse of her mother on the porch of the inn just to one side. She kept her head
up and walked steadily across the opening.

The militia braced, and thumped their chests with their fists. Xena lifted her free hand casually in
acknowledgement of the salute, and repressed a smile as the crowd on the far end of the crossroads
edged out of the way without any further prompting. “Thanks, boys.” She called out, as the wagon
rolled through the intersection and up the far lane.

“Genr’l.” Bens ducked his head in respect. “Anything we can do for yah.”

Xena smiled and winked at him, as she walked past, and he blushed. She kept the wagon rolling,
though, clearing the intersection and moving on up towards the back gate.

“Must be nice.” The driver commented.
Xena looked over at him. “What?”
“Being respected like that.” He said.

Xena patted the near horse’s flat cheek. “I earned it.” She glanced at their old cabin as they went past,
it's windows darkened and an air of desolation that she was half convinced was her own imagination
around it. On the ground near the back wall was a broken toy, one of Dori’s, and she stepped aside to
pick it up.

It was a half of a boat, the mast broken off and hanging sadly. Xena examined it as she walked, her
mind turning from the wagon to fixing the toy. “Kids.” She sighed. “Tough on these damn things.”

The wagon driver looked at her over the backs of the horses, but kept his thoughts to himself.
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Gabrielle took in the half finished village as she followed Pony towards the council room. That, at
least, had been completed first, a shelter and gathering place for the entire tribe. In a rough ring
around it, tucked in the trees were the individual quarters of the partnered Amazons, and the senior
warriors.

Most had a sapling structure already, and some had the skeletons of roofs. Only one was pretty much
complete and she guessed it was probably Eph’s since she was the Regent, and she did rate it.

The cook area was just an open hearth at the moment, though she could see stacks of logs laid nearby
and the beginnings of a ground clearing for them, but for now the only shelter the cooks had was a
rough lean to that covered their supplies and tools.



Something was cooking in a big pot, and the bard sniffed delicately at the air, wrinkling her nose
slightly as she detected the scent of something soup that didn’t have nearly enough spices in it for her
tastes.

Xena had rubbed off on her that way, along with many others. She’d developed a taste for the exotic,
coaxed beyond her basic cooking roots by the warrior’s cravings, built up on Xena’s own travels
around the world. Wherever they went, Gabrielle made sure she sniffed out spices, dried them if she
had to, and packed them away for use in their often makeshift meals on the road.

Nothing fixed up dried rabbit stew like a little sage and saffron, after all, and she’d discovered a
mixture of dried, ground peppers that made a cut of venison wonderful enough to get a song out of
her partner in return for it.

“So, what's the Big X up to?” Pony asked. “Working with her soldier guys?”

“Putting up the roof.” Gabrielle muffed a grin. “You’d think she could get oh, two dozen hunky guys to
do it for her, just by asking, but no, not my Xena.”

Pony chuckled.

“Nobody else can do it just right.” Gabrielle paused in front of the council hall and cocked her head to
listen. “Hm.”

“Uh.”

The voices inside sounded angry and frustrated. “Do you think it's even slightly possible for me to
ever show up here and there not be an argument going on?” The bard asked, plaintively.

“Um.. well, this is the first time you’ve been here.” Pony objected. “So does it count?”

Gabrielle gave her a wry look, then shook her head and entered the door way. She swept aside the
hanging beaded curtain and walked into the hall, heading directly across the room to the front table.
“Hi”

Ephiny was sitting there, with three other Amazons standing around her. They were all elders, and
none of them looked happy. “Hi.” The Regent replied, propping her head up on her fist. “Glad you're
here.”

“Bet you are.” Gabrielle’s eyes twinkled gently. “What seems to be the problem?”

“Your majesty, the problem is this place isn’t suitable for anyone to live in.” The nearest elder, a
woman named Sheetha turned to look at her. “That is what the problem is.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle perched on the table, crossing her arms over her chest. “I live here.” She reminded
them. “Xena lives here. Lots of people live here.”

“Not Amazons.” Sheetha said, stiffly. “This is too close to civilization.”

Ephiny sighed. “You know, I've come to appreciate civilization.” She said. “It grows on you, not always
having to shoot your dinner.”

“And how.” Gabrielle agreed.
“That’s because you've gotten too soft.” Sheetha accused. “We’re going to become just like them.”

“Like whom?” The bard asked. “Them?” She indicated the general direction of Amphipolis. “Them is
us, too.” She patted her own chest. “Remember? Xena and I are part of that town.”

“Exactly.”
“Uh oh.” Eponin began to inch backwards, clearing a space as Gabrielle stood up.

“So, are you saying Xena and I are soft?” The bard asked, a hint of amusement coming into her tone.
“You're not really going to make me pull a Warrior Princess and start kicking people around to prove
otherwise, are you?”



“That’s not the point.” Sheetha came around the table and faced her. “Gabrielle, I respect you as a
leader, please believe that. My worry isn’t about you.. it’s about how our younger people might view
that town.. might view the lifestyle there.”

Gabrielle considered that seriously. “You mean, they might decide to move there.”

“Yes.” The elder nodded. “We work hard to give our people traditions. Some of those traditions mean
that we have to give up certain things.. certain comforts. It's our way.”

“Hm.”

“But Sheetha, we can’t keep ourselves isolated forever.” Ephiny said. “ You know even in the old
place, towns were popping up all over around us.”

The elder sighed. “There were other places we could have gone.”

“There were.” Gabrielle agreed quietly. “There are many places in this wide world where you’d be
totally isolated, and alone. I've been to some of them.”

The women all looked at her.

“I've been to places that [ was the first human to ever set eyes on.” The bard went on, pacing a little.
“So yes, | know there are places like that. But the problem with places like that is that if something
bad happens to you, there’s no one around to help.”

“We don’t need help.”

“Sheetha, please.” Ephiny covered her eyes. “This woman’s pulled our asses out of the fire what,
three.. four times now? Give me a break.”

“You just don’t understand.” Sheetha shook her head. “Come on, the rest of you. Let’s stop wasting
our time talking.” She led her two cohorts from the room, giving the impression of slamming the
beads behind her.

Gabrielle went around the table and sat down next to Ephiny, shoulder to shoulder. They looked at
each other, and then Ephiny shook her head. “Don’t say it.” She warned the bard. “Because you are
one.” She poked Gabrielle in the shoulder with her index finger.

The bard chuckled softly.

Pony came over and sat next to Ephiny. “I'm going to go take the juniors out and scout around.” She
said. “Be back after lunchtime.”

“Okay.” Ephiny leaned over and gave her a light kiss on the lips. “Be careful.”

Eponin scowled, blushing a dark crimson as she avoided Gabrielle’s twinkling green eyes. “Yeah.
Thanks.” She got up and trotted out, leaving the regent and her queen alone in the council chamber,
where a gentle silence briefly fell.

Ephiny studied her friend, noting the subtle changes in the planes of her face, and the new shadows
in her eyes. Despite that, there was a sense of stolid peace about her that the regent had long missed.
“Glad to be home?”

“I am, yeah.” The bard replied.
“So, how’d it go out there? Must have a lot of stories.” Ephiny fished delicately.

A quirk of a grin. “Oh, I do.” Gabrielle leaned her head on her fist. “But how about you go first?” She
pinned Ephiny with a direct gaze. “So I can do my thing, and you can relax.”

Ephiny sighed, but her lips curled into a returning grin. “Let’s go over to our place.” She pushed
herself to her feet.

“Quieter there?”

“I have rum punch there.”



“Oh boy.” Gabrielle got up to follow her. “Glad I had breakfast.”

k%

Xena moved the ladder over another space, and tucked a load of thatch onto her shoulder before she
started back up it. The roof was almost finished, and she boosted the thatch onto the newly layered
part to free her hands once she reached the top.

Between the roof supports, she’d spread a layer of waxed skins, which she’d hammered into place
with neatly spaced nails, and now she put down the rows of thatch and fastened them over the skins
with a precise and intricate pattern.

Xena hated leaks. She hated leaks almost as much as she hated slugs, and since one tended to attract
the other, she was very particular about the surface she put over her head.

Nearby, a bird started singing, and the warrior paused to listen. Then she smiled and continued
working, putting down another line of roofing and tacking it into place, putting the nails into position
and tapping them lightly in with a sure touch and little fear of smacking her fingers.

She enjoyed her hard won skills, in this arena so different from her fighting one. It felt good to be able
to provide this kind of shelter and she was proud of what she’d accomplished in so relatively short a
time. After all, the Amazons had been building their village since they’d left and most of their huts
weren't as finished as her cabin was, and she’d only been home a little over a half moon.

The bird decided it didn’t like being ignored, and it fluttered down from the tree and landed near the
top of the roofline. It hopped down a few steps and regarded Xena, cocking it’s brilliant red head
intelligently at her. “Cheep.”

“Hi there.” Xena continued her task. “What brings a nice bird like you to a place like this?”
“Cheep.”

“Everyone’s a critic.” The warrior finished her roof section, and started down the ladder, tucking her
hammer into the belt she had circling her waist. She flexed her hands as she got to the bottom,
detouring over to the bedside where a waterskin rested.

It was cool out, but her mouth was dry and she picked up the skin and opened it, putting the spout to
her mouth and sucking down some of the spring water Gabrielle had left in it for her. “Mm.” She
swallowed, ,her nose picking up just a trace of her partner’s scent on the skin.

Beside the skin lay an apple, it’s red and green surface picking up the sunlight from outside and
winking merrily at her. Xena reached down and picked the fruit up, her lips twitching as she
acknowledged the silent message left along with it.

Nice. Xena set the skin down and went back to her task, hoisting another bundle of thatch onto her
shoulders. She’d gotten to the fourth step on the ladder, when she heard the door to the cabin open
behind her and she stopped to look down.

Her mother entered, closing the door behind her with a click of finality. “Xena?”

Xena sighed silently. “Up here.” She replied, continuing on her way. She got to the top of the ladder
and braced her body against a support, putting the thatch down and starting to position it.

“Can you come down here? We need to talk.”

“No.” Xena put a handful of tacks between her lips. “Mumphsy.”
“Xena.”

The warrior tapped in a nail.

“Don’t make me come up there.”

Xena kept working. She removed a tack from her mouth and positioned it, hoping her mother wasn'’t
going to be literal about her last statement. The ladder, though sturdy, wasn’t designed to hold more



than one person of her size. She tapped in another tack, and slid over a new line of thatch. “This
needs to get done before it rains, mother.”

“Xena.” Cyrene took hold of the ladder and shook it. “Get down here.”

“If you knock me off this thing, I'll make sure I fall on top of you.” Xena warned. “Siddown and wait till
I'm done if you want, but leave the ladder alone.”

Cyrene made a disgusted noise, but the shaking stopped and Xena was left in peace to finish her
thatching. In a way, she hoped her mother had taken the hint and left, but given the fact that she had
some insight into the woman'’s stubbornness, she was ready to bet a dinar she hadn’t.

Oh well. Xena worked her way backwards, closing herself in with the steadily reducing space she had
left to cover.

“ROO!"

Xena nearly dropped the hammer, juggling it wildly as she glanced over the edge of the roof at the
edge of the forest. “Ares!”

“Roo!” The wolf wagged his bushy tail and hopped up and down a few times.

“Don’t do that.” Xena scolded him. “You want me to fall off this damn thing?” She shook her head as
several puppies stumbled out of the trees behind Ares and started exploring. The animals were about
half grown, with big paws that got in their way, and indeterminate fuzzy gray/brown fur that belied
their half dog heritage. “Ah. So you brought the family, huh?” She sighed.

Endearingly cute, and all of the damn things had taken a liking to her in specific, following her around
whenever they found her in the village.

Xena’s posse, Toris had named them, delighted with the chance to tease her, both of them keeping in
the back of their minds an earlier, simpler time when he’d done the same with Ares, when Xena had
first come home.

Memories. Xena backed down a step, and wrapped the last bit of oilskin into place, tacking it down as
some thatch fibers drifted loose and lodged in her hair. She’d have to put the final layer into place
from the outside, but right now, at least from the inside, the roof was complete.

Which meant she had to get down. The warrior tucked her hammer back in it’s belt and climbed to
the ground, taking the opportunity to steal another mouthful of water to keep her back turned to her
mother for as long as possible.

“Are you finished?” Cyrene asked.

“No.” Xena turned, capping the waterskin. She set it down, dusting herself off and taking a seat on the
clothing press. “But it’ll hold for now.”

Cyrene was seated on the bed, as most of their furniture was still down in the old cabin. Her
expression was a mixture of annoyance and exasperation, and she studied Xena a moment before she
started speaking. “You know [ have a..”

“Mother.” Xena held a hand up. “I don’t want to hear it.”
Cyrene blinked in surprise. “I don’t think you understand the image you're giving of here.”

“I don’t think you understand that I don’t give a damn what image I'm giving off.” Xena retorted.
“Bottom line, mother, is that I'm gonna do what I think’s best.”

“So throwing an attitude with a bunch of soldiers is what you think’s best?”

The warrior shrugged. “I had to cross that road.” She said. “Should I have started picking up people
and tossing them into your herb garden instead?”

“Xena.”

“What?”



“What in the Hades is wrong with you?”
Xena picked up the apple and bit into it. “Not a gods be damned thing.”

Cyrene got up and shook her head, making her way to the door. “I don’t know what you think you're
doing.”

“What [ want to do.” Xena answered quietly. “What Gabrielle wants. What Dori wants.” She paused.
“Not what you and the rest of Amphipolis wants.” She looked evenly at her mother. “What I don’t
understand is why you can’t understand that.”

Cyrene paused at the door. “It’s like since you came back, we’re just not good enough for you.” She
turned and left, closing the door behind her.

Xena chewed a bit of apple and swallowed it.
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Gabrielle untied her cloak and draped it over the short pole near the door designed for that purpose.
The inside of Ephiny and Eponin’s quarters was spare, as all Amazon homes were, but with certain
blots of color and decoration that caught the eye.

A woven blanket, that covered the big double cot, for instance. Gabrielle had given it to them before
they’d left for Athens, and she was charmed to see it put to use. It was the blues, greens, and browns
of the forest, something she’d found in the weaver’s stall at the last Amphipolis market.

“I was joking about the rum punch.” Ephiny poured out two mugs. “But I do have some sun tea. Here.”
She brought a mug over to Gabrielle as the bard sat down in one of the sturdy, deep chairs near the
firepit. “So.”

“So.” Gabrielle took a sip, studying Ephiny over the rim of the mug.

Ephiny sat down next to her. “For a change, my problem isn’t the Amazons.” She said. “Or.. well, to be
more specific, it's one Amazon as opposed to all of them.” She watched the bard lean back in her
chair, extending legs covered in buckskin leggings out a little. “If you catch my drift.”

“Pony?” Gabrielle guessed.

Ephiny nodded. “Her promise to you is driving her insane.”
“To me?” The bard’s brows creased. “Oh.. oh, you mean...”
“About the baby.” The regent said.

Gabrielle was quiet for a moment, a reflective expression on her face. “She doesn’t want one, now?”
She asked. “I'm sorry.. | know that’s a very personal question.”

Ephiny gazed wryly at her. “Gabrielle, you're our sister.”

The bard produced a mild grin. “I know. But you know.. having children is not something I'd discuss
with my sister.”

“Not the way you did it, no.” The regent shot back, shaking her finger at her queen.
“Not any way.” Gabrielle muttered, blushing a little.

The blush did something to relax Ephiny, making the tanned, mature figure across from her more
familiar. “Some things about you never change.” She chuckled softly. “I love that.”

“Hm.” The bard propped her head up on one fist, resting her elbow on the chair arm.

“Anyway.. no, it's not that.” Ephiny sighed. “She wants a kid. I want one. The problem is, well.. “ She
hesitated. “Pon got into some trouble when she was younger. She went with a group of some of the
juniors and ended up in some small town down slope from the village.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle watched her friend’s face intently.



“Some jerks got ahold of them. Wasn't pretty.” Ephiny said. “At any rate, she’s not sure she can go
through with the whole thing. She wanted me to talk to you, see if I could get you to release her from
that promise.”

Gabrielle set her mug down and leaned forward, reaching out to clasp Ephiny’s hand. “Why in Hades
didn’t you tell me that before?” She asked. “For the love of Aphrodite, Eph.. didn’t you think I'd
understand? Me? Of all people?”

Caught by surprise by the bard’s intensity, and the anger in her voice, Ephiny’s jaw dropped a little.
“Ah..” She resisted the urge to yank her hand free, her warrior’s instincts sensing danger in the
queen’s tense muscles. “Gab, don’t hit me.”

Green eyes popped wide open. “Hit you?” Gabrielle’s voice rose almost into a squeak. “Are you nuts?
Of course I'm not going to hit you.”

Ah. Mixed signals. Ephiny relaxed herself a little. “Just take it easy.” The regent said. “Of course we
knew you’d understand... it wasn’t that.” She explained. “It’s.. Hades, you know what itis. You live
with the best example of it. We thought we could handle it.”

“Urmph.”
“Pon thought she could.”

Gabrielle sighed. “I felt that way once.” She released Ephiny’s hand and leaned back again, her eyes
darkening with memory. “Xena got me pastit.”

“I know.” Ephiny hesitated, just a bit. “Xena told Pony about it.”
The bard looked honestly surprised. “Did she?”
“When it happened to me. She, um..” Ephiny waved a hand. “How to deal with it, ah..”

“Ah. Okay Yeah.” Gabrielle made the same gesture, and they both put the subject under the bridge by
unspoken, yet common consent. “Yeah, okay. I understand. Listen, you guys have to do whatever
makes you happy. Whatever that is, I'm for it.”

Ephiny took a long sip from her mug. “You know what the problem is?” She gazed frankly at her
queen. “We know what you’ve been through, and we both feel like weenie chickenshits not to just get
through it the same way.”

Gabrielle gazed at her boots, an oddly patchworked pair made from leather scraps and stout gut
lacing. “Ah.”

“Those are cute.” Ephiny changed the subject as radically as she was capable of. “Like your pants, too.
They new?”

“Xena made them.” Gabrielle pulled one boot up to rest on her knee and ran her thumb over the soft
leather. “We traded. I made her some gloves.” She related, accepting the change. “Lined with squirrel
fur to keep her hands warm.”

Ephiny could well imagine Xena wearing them, clenching her hands lightly inside with pleasure. “So,
was it tough out there?”

“Sometimes.” Gabrielle found a smile somewhere and produced it. “The weather sucked, and we had
fights, and stuff happen on the road, and Dori acting up.. you know, the usual.” She said. “We solved
some problems, helped some people, Xena almost died again, I almost died again..same old, same
old.”

“Gods.”

The bard shrugged, a little. “We made it back.” She said. “We found something out there... [ don’t’
know. It just all worked out.”



Ephiny got up and walked over, kneeling down beside the chair Gabrielle was sitting in and clasping
her arm with one hand. Then she impulsively put her arm around the bard’s shoulders and pulled her
closer. “Gabrielle.”

Gabrielle responded, returning the hug. “So, this’ll work out too.” She told her friend. “We’ll get
through it.” She leaned her head even closer. “And you’re not a chickenshit.” She whispered. “I've
chased Dori through enough henhouses to know what that looks like intimately.”

Ephiny had to laugh, and so she did, and Gabrielle joined her.
It was all they could do.
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“What'’s that, Dori?” Gabrielle pointed, ignoring the fitful gusts of wind at her back that heralded the
oncoming storm. “Is that a spider?”

“Gots.” Dori reached a hand out for it. “Pretty, mama!”

“No, no.. do you remember how a spider made you owie, before?” Gabrielle steered away from it, her
boots digging at the path as she carried Dori up towards the cabin. “Do you remember that?”

“No.” Dori clutched at a handful of leaves instead, using her mother’s forward motion to assist her in
denuding the branch. “Look.. gots leaves. You make story?” She showed her mother the tattered
green bits. “We going to where Boo is?”

“We sure are, honey.” Gabrielle assured her, climbing the last steep bit of the path before she reached
the small plateau their cabin rested on. “Look, there’s our house, right?”

“Yes!” Dori wriggled. “Lemme go, mama. I go find Boo.”

“Go find Boo.” The bard let her daughter down and straightened gratefully as Dori scampered off
towards the cabin. “Damn, she’s getting heavy.” She remarked, with a wry grin. “I don’t think a pony
can make it up here.. we might have to get her a mountain goat.”

A soft rumble of thunder prodded her, and she started forward, strolling over the thick grasses that
covered the ground on the gentle slope leading to their porch. “Ah.” Her eyes studied the building,
and she grinned again. “Boo, you rock. We’ve got a roof!”

“Mama! Mama! Buppits!” Dori was sitting on the porch in utter ecstasy, surrounded by Ares’ puppies
who were licking her all over.

“Heh.” The bard came up to the porch and propped one booted foot on it, leaning against the sturdy
support pole as she watched. “They’re almost as cute as you are, Dor.” She looked up as a raindrop
hit her on the head. “Uh oh.. c’'mon, guys. Everyone inside.”

“Buppits too?” Dori got to her feet. “C’'n we keep them here, mama? I can play with them.”

Oh, yeesh. “Well, they like being outside, honey.” Gabrielle said. “How about you play with them
outside, okay?”

Dori pouted.

“I know, I know.. I'm no fun.” Gabrielle took Dori’s hand and walked with her inside. Ares scooted
after them, sneaking in the door before she could close it, and the next thing she knew the puppies
had piled in as well. “Hey!”

Dori giggled. “Good buppits!”

“Bad buppits.” Gabrielle scolded them, but shut the door anyway as the rain started coming down.
“Oh my gosh, Dori.. what's Boo going to say?” She asked, looking around for the soulmate she felt the
presence of quite strongly.

“Better dry than wet?” Xena spoke up, from where she was sprawled in the corner of the cabin,
working on something. “What took you two so long? I was going to send an Amazon after you.”



The puppies spotted their favorite target and gallumped over, crawling over Xena with excitedly
wagging tails. The warrior sat up a little and fended them good naturedly off, her expression and
attitude one of rare tolerance. “Little rats.. cut that out.”

“Eeeee.. “ Dori ran over and joined them, jumping on Xena and throwing her arms around the
warrior’s neck. “Go Boo!”

Gabrielle went towards the hearth, craning her neck to see what was sitting on it. A pot was swinging
slightly from the divots, steam emerging from the top. “What’s that?”

“Soup.” Xena curled an arm around Dori and gently shoved the puppies aside.

Gabrielle removed her cloak and draped it over one of the poles set in the wall for it. “Where did that
come from.” She asked, warming her hands over the fire.

“Hope you don’t think I made it.” Xena snickered. “Last time I tried that we were both sick for a
week.”

Whatever it was, smelled good. Gabrielle felt a distinct rumbling in her belly, and mourned the
sacrifice of lunchtime with the Amazons. “What took us so long was a big argument.” She went over
to where Xena was seated and found a place among the puppies, letting her head rest against one of
her partner’s shoulders.

“Someone was arguing with you?” Xena asked. “Who? I'll go kick their ass.”

The bard chuckled tiredly. “No, not with me. One of the merchants decided he was being ripped off by
that guy who came in yesterday... the one with a wagon full of skins?”

“Uhm.”
“Anyway, they got into a huge fight, which kind of escalated. Me and the Amazons stopped it.”

“Ah.” Xena tickled Dori’s stomach. “Hey, little one. You hungry? Your mama is. I can hear her.” She
turned her head and lightly kissed the bard’s head. “Anyone get hurt?”

“Nah.” Gabrielle listened to the rain outside. “How’d your day go? I see you finished our roof, thank
the gods.”

“Eh.”
Gabrielle glanced up. “Problems?”
“Mother.”

“Ah.” The bard patted her partner’s muscular leg. “Yeah, I bumped into her after I got Dori and got an
earful.” She pushed herself to her feet. “She got me at the wrong time.”

“Uh oh.”

“Yeah.” Gabrielle sighed, going to a storage box and taking out a set of wooden bowls. “Sometimes |
think she forgets how she met me.” She set the bowls on the small table near the fire, then went over
to the pot. “So I hope you didn’t get this from her.. I don’t’ think she’d poison it, but I wouldn’t put it
past her to put pickle juice in it.”

“I got it from the militia kitchen.” Xena got up, brushing the dog hair off her legs as she lifted Dori up
and cradled her in her arms. “Actually, they delivered it up here to me.”

“Really?” Gabrielle sniffed the soup, and ladled a bit of it up to her lips cautiously. “Those guys are so
cute around you.”

Xena set Dori down on her heightened chair and took the seat next to her. “Armies aren’t cute,
Gabrielle.”

The bard filled three bowls to the brim with the soup, which had big chunks of lamb in it, among
other things. She set the bowls down and provide her family with spoons, then sat down across from



Xena and gratefully dug in. “No they aren’t.” She swallowed a mouthful. “But those men would collect
the dust from the ground you walked on and put it in a bottle for posterity, and you know it.”

Xena ripped a roll in half and tossed a portion to her soulmate, then glanced down as all the puppies,
plus Ares gathered at her feet and looked up at her hopefully. “I don’t think so.”

Dori plunked a bit of bread into her soup, looked gravely at it, then pulled it out and threw it on the
ground next to the puppies. “Buppets like, Boo.” She watched them scrambled to gobble it up. “Make
it good.”

“Eat yours first.” Xena ordered, pointing her spoon at her daughter. “Then if we’ve got some left, we’ll
give it to them. Okay?”

“No.” Dori scowled at her.

‘Dori.”

“No.”

“Doriana.”

“Boo, buppits are hungry!” Dori protested. “Not nice!”

Gabrielle hid her eyes, her shoulders shaking as she scarfed down her soup.
“You're not helping, mama.” Xena growled.

“Leave me out of this.” The bard held her hand up. “Those are your buppits, Boo.”
“You let them in here!” Xena snorted.

“Not on purpose.” Gabrielle patted Dori’s hand. “Dori, you need to have your dinner first, then we’ll
take care of the puppies. Come on now, you know that’s how it is with Ares, right?” She said. “Boo
always gives him his goodies last.”

Dori pouted, but then she reached for her spoon and started eating her soup.
“There.” Gabrielle smirked at her partner.
Xena waggled her spoon at the bard, then went back to eating herself.

“Thank you for getting this, by the way.” Gabrielle went on. “I had some odds and ends, but it’s
raining buckets out there and it would have been a pretty cold dinner otherwise.”

Xena glanced out the window. Due to the way the porch was constructed, it protected the two big
openings in the front of the cabin and kept rain from coming in. Eventually, the warrior intended on
putting leaded glass in place to close the windows in, but right now they were just square gaps.
“Nasty.” She commented, hearing a loud roll of thunder.

“Boom.” Dori slurped up her soup. “Gaboom.. gaboom... make loud, Boo.”

Gaboom. Xena leaned an elbow on the table and worked a bit of lamb onto her spoon, chewing it
thoughtfully. Maybe it would rain all night, she pondered. Maybe it would still be raining tomorrow
morning, giving them an excuse to stay together in the cabin and relax.

“Know what?” Gabrielle said. “I almost hope the weather’s nasty tomorrow. We’ve been working like
crazy since we've been home.. time for a day off.”

Could Gabrielle read her mind? Xena wondered. It seemed like it sometimes, at least recently. “Yeah.”
She agreed. “I could use a break.” She fished out another bit of lamb. “And maybe it'll give my mother
a day to chill out. I don’t know what the Hades has her up in arms like that.”

Gabrielle wondered that herself. She realized the way Xena had informed everyone they were moving
was blunt, but that was Xena, after all, and everyone down there should really have been used to that.
Her partner was never one to dance about the facts.



Was it just an insult? The bard had gone back and explained the noise, and how it kept them up, and
how Dori was unhappy, but for some reason everyone seemed to still think they’d dissed Amphipolis.
Even the council, who informed her they no longer wanted her to be a part of them.

Which was fine, really. As the Queen of the Amazons, she now had a bigger responsibility in
arbitrating between her tribe and the city, so that would have been a conflict of interest anyway.

But still. Gabrielle felt a little sad, because she loved her partner’s hometown, and she’d taken it for
her own- especially after the destruction of Potadeia. They’d fought for this land, after all. Nearly died
for it.

Nearly died. Battled all of Athens, just to protect the town from them. Xena had gotten hurt doing it,
she’d gotten hurt, they’d all gotten trapped in a burning jail...

So, who were these people to criticize them if they chose to live apart?

Gabrielle looked up, to find Xena looking back at her. They both spoke at the same time. “To Hades
with them.”

“Mama?”

Xena smiled, and Gabrielle smiled back, reaching across the table to take Xena’s extended hand and
clasp it.

“Gush.” Dori rolled her eyes, grabbing Xena'’s bread and giving it to the waiting puppies. “Gush, gush
gush.”
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One Wild Ride
Part 2

Gabrielle woke to the sound of rain thrumming on the ground outside, and on the roof overhead. She
could feel a gust of cold, wet wind on her face, and it made her incalculably glad the rest of her was
tucked warmly under the covers with Xena pressed up next to her.

There had been many times, in the recent months, when she’d been woken far less comfortably, by
streams of icy water washing over them, or once, even, a patter of hailstones that almost defeated
even Xena's ethereal reflexes.

The un-romantic side of traveling on the road. Gabrielle took a breath of air soaked with moisture,
and the scent of bruised pine leaves, and wriggled a little closer to her partner. It was still dark out,
and by the dim light of the banked fire she could see Dori in her little bed, still curled up asleep.

The somewhat scary side of traveling on the road, as well.

It was true that Dori had enjoyed adventuring with them, there was no way for Gabrielle to doubt
that. But seeing her child in the pouring rain, and with dangerous animals around, even with parents
as capable as Dori’s were, it had worried her.

No one could be one hundred percent alert one hundred percent of the time. Xena herself had
admitted that. There had been some close calls out there, since Dori was so active, and the world was
so unpredictable. Xena had taken pains to try and teach Dori what was dangerous and what wasn't,
but her terrible two year old simply didn’t acknowledge anything as un-fun as fear.

Xena had found her one memorable morning facing off against a bear. Not a big bear, to be sure, but it
had been twice the size of Dori, and spitting mad since the child had been between it, and a beehive
it badly wanted to get to.

Dori, of course, had held her ground and been chucking rocks at the animal, getting it even madder
when her parents had bolted up over the ridge, drawn by the bear’s yowls. Without thinking, Xena
had jumped right over Dori’s head and flung herself at the bear, who saw a six foot tall armored
human yelling bloody murder heading for him and sensibly turned tail immediately and ran.



Bad message. Now Dori thought if she yelled loudly enough at anything, it would run from her.
Gabrielle had to smile, though, remembering her toddler’s enthusiastic charge after the bear in her
buddy’s footsteps, yodeling lustily all the while.

It had cracked Xena up, and they’d all ended the moment in a laughing heap, before turning back to
capture the beehive with it’s much loved treat of honey. Gabrielle could taste the sweetness of the
moment on the back of her tongue, in fact, and she smiled in remembrance, acknowledging the
balance in her emotions about being out there, still.

Scary, and yet, it had turned out wonderful, as so many of their adventures did.

So many wonderful moments. The bard closed her eyes, and exhaled in pleasure. But this was a
wonderful moment too, waking to the sound of rain and the knowledge she was safe from it, the
knowledge that Dori was snug in her bed, and they were here in their home, together.

She’d had enough of living rough for a little while. Time to enjoy the little pleasures they’d earned
right here at home, even if that in and of itself posed some issues.

Crowds, and mad mom'’s, and Amazons. Oh my.

“Ggggabrielle.”

The whisper tickled her ear. “Yeees?” She murmured back. “What are you doing up?”
“No fair. That's my line.”

Gabrielle turned over, wrapping her arms around Xena’s body and reveling in the closeness and
comfort. “Ungh. Hear that out there?” She sighed. “I'm just glad you got the roof done.”

Xena chuckled, soft and low in her throat. “Getting soft in your old age?”

“If that’s what you wanna call it, sure.” The bard said. “I like to think of it as getting smarter as I get
older.”

“Never worked for me.”
“Cut the chicken poop, grandma.”
The warrior chuckled again, and pulled her closer. “Not too loud. You’ll wake the tornado.”

“You're already up.” Gabrielle teased, sleepily. “Cause we both know where she gets that from, don’t
we?”

“Pfft.”
“Same to you, Boo.”

Xena's arms tightened around her again, as a roll of thunder sounded outside. “Know what?” The
warrior uttered into her ear. “I'm damn glad I finished that roof, too.”

Gabrielle laughed silently. “I bet you are.” She answered. “Since I know how much you love lying in
puddles of cold water with dew condensing on that beautiful nose of yours.” She settled against Xena
with a contented sigh.

“Hurm.” The warrior ran the fingers of one hand through Gabrielle’s blond hair, ending with them
cupping the back of her head lightly. “You do know me, don’tcha.”

Yes. She did. Gabrielle could finally say that, at least to herself, and not feel any pangs of doubt about
it. She knew Xena. She knew every inch of that tall body, every quirk of her eyebrows, every
expression on that very expressive face.

She knew Xena'’s soul, now intertwined so closely with her own, in all it’s shades of light and shadow.
“I do.” The bard whispered. “Now go back to sleep, so I can, huh?”

Xena pulled her head a little closer and kissed the top of it, then she tucked the covers more snugly
around them and relaxed. “Sure.”



The rain outside thrummed down harder, and a rush of wind blew in the scent of the forest clearly.
The natural rhythms were soothing, rather than alarming to the two tucked in bed, and they quickly
lulled them both back to sleep.
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Hours later, the rain was still falling outside, but the occupants inside were up and about, busy at
various tasks, some more productive than others.

“What’cha do, mama?” Dori peered over the top of the table at her mother curiously.

“Making stories, honey.” Gabrielle answered, absently sucking on the top of her quill. “Is that okay?”
“Good stories?”

“Of course.” The bard smiled.

“Boo stories?” Dori queried further.

“Of course. What other kind are there?” Her mother replied. “How about I write a story about Boo
and the buppits? Would you like that?” She glanced over to where Xena was attaching a shutter, a
rapt furry audience dogging her heels. “Hm?”

Xena turned her head and looked over her shoulder, a skeptical expression and raised eyebrow
greeting Gabrielle’s idea.

“That would be fun, right Dor? Boo and the buppits?” Gabrielle repeated, with a grin. “Wouldn’t that
be cute?”

“Yes.” Dori edged around the table and came closer. “C’'n we go see gramma?”

Thunder rolled overhead. “Not right now, honey.” Gabrielle cocked her head. “It’s still raining. You
don’t want to get all wet, do you?”

“Yes.” The child answered. “Go wet, go now.”

Xena chuckled, as she finished one shutter and turned to start on a second. “Silly question, that’s little
miss fishie, remember?”

“Yeesh.” Gabrielle wrote another line. “Well, mama doesn’t want to get all wet, Dori, so you'll just
have to wait for it to stop raining. Sorry about that.”

Dori considered that. “Otay.” She turned and went for her toy box. “Play with buppits and Oogy
instead. Buppits! C'mere!”

The puppies remained glued to their current target. “G'wan.” Xena nudged the nearest of them with
her foot. “Hey, maybe she’s got cookies. Go get some.” She suggested.

“Xena.” The bard shook her head. “You're so bad.”

“Buppits!” Dori sat down with her toys, and the motion attracted the puppies. They ran over to
investigate this new plaything, making Dori squeal with delight. “Good! Good!” She tumbled with
them on the floor, a sea of wagging tails and baby toes.

Xena gracefully vaulted out the window and lifted her new shutter, examining the leather straps
holding it together with a critical eye. “I'll have to replace these after the rains, but they’re quieter
than that damn iron.” She commented. “No squeaks.”

“Leather squeaks.” Gabrielle answered. “Yours and the horses does all the time.”
“Excuse me?”

“Well, it does.” The bard replied. “Creak crick creak crick.. honey, I should know.” She mock sighed.
“Between you and the crickets, I don’t’ know how I got any sleep up there on Argo sometimes.”



“Saucy wench.” Xena put one hand on her hip and peered back into the window. “Who’s being
contrary today?”

The bard stuck her tongue out.

The warrior shook her head and went back to her task. The shutters were hastily made things, woven
branches in a tight square pattern inside four pieces of old barn wood, attached with the leather
straps off an old set of her leathers. But they did the job, which was to keep the cold blasts of spring
air from coming in and she was satisfied with them for the moment.

Another roll of thunder made her turn around and look at the landscape, now thoroughly drenched
with the heavy rain. The cabin stood on a flat promontory, she wasn’t worried about the ground
water rising up over the two steps of the porch, but mudslides weren’t an impossibility either.

So far, it looked pretty secure. Xena decided to wait until the rain stopped, however, and do a tour of
the area just to check it out. “Bet they’re grumbling down in town.” She commented.

“Bet they are... not to mention at the Amazon’s camp.” Gabrielle had wandered over, and was now
leaning on the windowsill. The rain wasn’t reaching where she was, but a fine mist was, and she
leaned into it, wrinkling her nose as it coated her face.

“Weren’t you the short blond woman complaining about the rain this morning?” Xena tacked one of
the shutters in place.

“Your point?” Gabrielle sat on the sill, then hopped over it, wandering around on the porch and
reviewing the wet scene. “I don’t mind getting a little wet.”

Xena put her tack hammer down and reached behind her, snaring Gabrielle around the waist and
pulling her over to her. She leaned back and kissed the bard with lazy passion, taking her time about
it until Gabrielle turned all the way round and pressed their bodies together. ‘Really?” She licked a
droplet of rain off the bard’s nose. “Only a little?”

“Ooohh.” Gabrielle nuzzled her neck. “There are some awesome advantages to being up here, you
know that? Not having six men and a donkey passing our porch is only one of them.” She wiped a
mist of cold rain off the warrior’s cheek. “I think that’s what I love so much about being out there
with you. It’s just us.”

“And Dori.” Xena reminded her, bending her head for another kiss. “Who thinks we’re entirely too
affectionate with each other.”

“Wait. She'll learn.” Gabrielle assured her. “When she gets old enough to know what this feels like.”

“When I have to chase suitors off our doorstep with my cane?” Xena snickered. “Gwan back inside
and let me finish these damn shutters before we both end up soaking wet.” She drew in a breath as
she felt the sudden warmth of the bard’s hands under her shirt.

“And your point is?”

“You should know.” Xena leaned against the windowsill and pulled the bard to her. “You've got your
fingers all over them.”

“Mama!”

Gabrielle pressed her body against her partners and ducked her head to one side to peer past her
shoulder. “Yes, honey?”

“Mama, buppits made a big mess!”
“Uh oh.” Xena chuckled. “I ain’t looking.”

The bard peeked over the sill. Standing near the window was one dark haired child, with ink
smeared across her face, and four puppies with black whiskers and black spattered paws. The newly
planked floor of the cabin now sported human and paw prints liberally sprinkled about. “Oh boy.”

“Buppits did it.” Dori assured her earnestly. “Make bad!”



Xena covered her eyes, and tried hard not to laugh.
“Sheesh.” Gabrielle sighed. “Well, at least it’s only ink.”
“Could be worse.” Xena agreed.

“Could be worse.”
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Shutters or not, it seemed to Xena to be something of a lost day. Not a bad thing, necessarily. She was
lying on her back on the bed, gazing lazily up at the roof as she listened to Dori’s piping voice and
Gabrielle’s deeper answers.

“Hey, Xena?”
Echoes of a younger Gabrielle’s tone made Xena smile. “Yees?”
“Think it'll stop raining at all today?”

Xena listened to the rain, judged the steady pattern of the drops, recalled the thickness of the clouds
over head, and took a wild guess. “Nah.”

“Me either.” The bard agreed. “That means either one of us gets wet as all heck or we eat odds and
ends.”

The warrior stretched and put her hands behind her head. “Odds and ends sounds good to me.”
“Thought you’d say that.”

Xena's eyes twinkled. “So the point of this conversation was... ?” She inquired, idly enjoying the
banter. Over the months they’d traveled together before coming home, she’d found their interactions
moving to a new kind of gentle intimacy that was comfortable, and surely familiar.

There was a solidness there, that they hadn’t had up until now. It was as though they’d moved past
the uncertainty of their early romantic relationship, and past the grief of their growing apart, past the
timid joy of their reconciliation to this new level that was a cross between affection and sweet
teasing, with a little touch of an almost sibling closeness that she’d never really known before.

Not even with Lyceus, who had, after all, been her little brother. This was a more equal sharing, as
befitted their partnership. Xena enjoyed being top dog, and she’d never deny that, but she also found
that she liked having someone in her life she could just be who she was with, and that was okay with
both of them.

“We could let Dori cook.” Gabrielle suggested innocently. “Dor, would you like to make something
good for your Boo?”

“Boo?” Dori looked up with interest. “You gots good?”
“Sure.” Xena amiably agreed. “You get to clean up whatever it ends up as.”
“Punk.”

“Warrior Princess Punk to you, Amazon.” Xena wagged a finger in the air in the general direction of
her partner. “Count yourself lucky - she’s probably a better cook than I am.”

Gabrielle started laughing. “C’'mon, Dor. Let’s go get Boo.” She got up and took Dori’s hand, and they
both headed for the bed. “Wooo0000!” She let out her own version of Xena’s trademark yell and
pounced on the supine woman.

Xena grabbed them both as they jumped on her and wrapped her arms around them, rolling over into
a jumble of limbs. “Who’s got who?” She asked, as both mother and daughter started giggling. “Ah,
you couple of lightweights.”

“Boo Boo Boo!” Dori squealed. “No itch!”



“Heh.. she knows you as well as I do.” Gabrielle chuckled.

“Because she’s as ticklish as you are.” Xena answered, demonstrating by skittering her fingertips over
her partner’s ribs.

“Augh.” The bard snatched her hands. “Xena!” She let out an indignant yell.

“Notin the ear, Gab.” Xena winced, unable to cover hers. She ceased her tickling, though, to prevent a
repeat performance. “Ow.”

“Ah. Sorry.” Gabrielle relaxed, free of her torment. She snuggled back down and exhaled, draping her
arm over her partner’s stomach. “I still really like rainy days, you know that, Xe?” She gave Xena an
indulgently loving look. “Even if I get tickled on them.”

“Me, too.” The warrior admitted. “Especially if I'm inside during them.”
“Fee to.” Dori sprawled over Xena’s legs. “Boo, you gots cookies?”

No, Xena didn’t have any cookies, but now that Dori mentioned it, she felt like some. “Tell you what.”
She said. “I'll go down the hill and bring us up some cookies. How would you like that?”

“You don’t have to.” Gabrielle protested gently. “We’ve got stuff here.”

“I know.. but that rain’s been pretty hard all day.” Xena said. “I want to make sure everything’s all
right down there. River was running a little high.” She tickled Gabrielle lightly on the back of her
neck. “Despite what my mother thinks, I do give a damn, y’know.”

“Xena.” Gabrielle hesitated. “You almost gave your life for this town twice in my recent memory. If
they don’t know you give a damn, they can all go to Hades. Even your mother.”

Yeah. Xena knew that, in her heart. “I know.” She said. “Maybe that’s why it hurts when she says that.
A couple of years ago.. she’d have been right.”

Gabrielle merely shook her head no.
Xena sighed. “Anyway, she damn well knows better now.”
“Maybe I should go.” The bard mused.

Xena patted her on the back gently. “Don’t make me sit here worrying about you slipping and falling
all the way down that damn mountain. Stay here. I'll be right back.” She started to extricate herself
from her family’s embrace.

Gabrielle tightened her hold.
“I'll bring back nut bread.” The warrior coaxed.

“Do you really think that’s all it takes to win me over?” The bard answered. “C’'mon, Xena. I'm a little
more complicated than that.”

“And honeycake?”

“Hm.” The bard released her, however, and rolled over, sitting up on the bed as Xena got herself up
out of the other side of it. “Poke an eyeball at the Amazons on your way down?”

”

“Hrm.

“C’'mon, or I'll have to go down with you just to salve my conscience, and that means we’ll have to
take Dori with us, and the puppies, and..”

“Okay. Right.” Xena swung her waxed leather cape over her shoulders and put the hood up. “Do me a
favor and have some hot tea ready when I get back?”

“You got it.”

Xena stepped outside and closed the door behind her, pausing to review the path before she stepped
out into the rain. The rain had slacked a little, but it was still coming down pretty hard and she felt



the mist drench all of the exposed parts of her as she dropped down off the porch and started for the
path to town.

Thunder rumbled. Xena kept her head down and drew her cloak a little more closely around her as
she started down, placing her boots carefully to avoid the tumble she’d been warning her partner
against. The ground was slippery, and the rocks even more so, and she wished she’d borrowed the
bard’s staff after just a few minutes of traveling.

There was just no way she was going to fall on her butt. She’d never hear the end of it from Gabrielle,
and with all the mud and gunk she’d collect in doing it there was no way to hide it either. “Whose hair
brained idea was this, again??” She complained out loud, as her boots slipped on a root and she
almost lost her balance.

Almost.

Everyone thought she had some kind of supernatural control of her body, Xena knew. Everyone
except for Gabrielle, now, of course. One time, even the bard had thought that until she’d lived with
Xena a little and found out she tripped and fell on her ass as much as any other human being who did
the kinds of physical things she did.

In fact, she’d realized just how much she’d come to enjoy their friendship when she discovered she
didn’t mind looking like an idiot in front of her every once in a while. Gabrielle had, in fact, taught her
it was okay to laugh at herself occasionally.

Only very occasionally, and there would be nothing funny at all if she took a header here with no one
to appreciate it but the squirrels.

Xena dodged a fallen log, then changed her mind and leaped up onto it, running along the bark that
offered a better footing. She wasn’t supernatural, but she’d spent a lot of years training her body to
do what she wanted it to do, when she wanted it to do it.

Unfortunately, she didn’t often have to take into account pieces of what she traveling over breaking
off under her feet. “Yow!” As she jumped off the log, her boots hit a piece of shale that cracked off,
taking her with it as it separated from the rock underneath and went sliding away.

Oh boy. Xena found herself balancing on the slate, her downward motion too fast for her to step off
without potentially disasterous results. A tree headed her in a flicker, and she swiveled her body to
avoid it, ducking under a branch that came so close to her head it captured a few stray dark hairs in
it’s bark.

Whoa. Too close.

The rain kept her from seeing too far ahead of her, and she wavered, crouching to lower her center of
gravity and extending her arms as the piece of slate slipped down the path like a stone over the
water’s surface.

Suddenly she was airborne as the slate rocketed off a small slope, flying through the rain until it
landed again, spinning her completely around before she started plunging downward. Her cloak
swirled, catching on a branch and she grabbed at the throat tie, ripping it off seconds before the tree
ripped her off the slate.

Rain hit her full force through the branches, drenching her to the skin. She shook her head rapidly,
shaking the hair and rain from her eyes as she focused on staying up right. “This is nuts!”

She looked around, searching for a place she could jump off and do the minimum of damage. The path
where she was sliding was surrounded by craggy rock, though, and on one side, a precipice. Neither
was really her first choice.

So.

Xena deliberately relaxed her attention, allowing her body to take over her downward motion.
Instinct took over from caution, and she felt her muscles loosen as the shaky sliding she’d been doing
turned into a graceful glide.



Her boots were still slipping, but her reflexes made up for it, keeping her upright. It was an almost
uncontrolled feeling, as though she was flying down the mountain. The leaves were whipping against
her, cold slaps that stung where the drenching rain didn’t.

After a moment to get used to the feeling, Xena realized she liked it. The speed excited her, and she
leaned forward a little, extending her arms slightly to the side, enough to balance but not enough to
catch on the rapidly passing trees.

Wooh. She bent her knees a little, weaving around a small rock outcropping. This is fun.

The path curved around and she leaned to one side, taking the curve as the slate rattled across the
path. A fork whipped up on her left hand side, and at the last minute she realized it was the path
down to the Amazons. Reversing her body, she tilted her impromptu surf board nearly on end, and
somehow made the fork, her speed taking her up and over the small rise that lead to the village.

“Yah!” The Amazon guard jumped out of the way, ending up head first into the mud as Xena whipped
past.

Xena grinned and leaned forward, as her speed increased. Check on the Amazons, huh? Ahead of her,
she could already hear raised voices and chaos, and as the slope deepened, she was pretty sure she
was only going to add to it.

*%

Gabrielle spent a few moments just listening to the rain, and daydreaming after Xena left. It was nice
to just be able to lay there in the daylight, with nothing more pressing to do than write in her diary.
On the road, they usually traveled from sunup to sundown, and with Dori with them there had been
precious little time to just lay back and let her thoughts wander.

Now she had that little time, and she reveled in it, thinking of their new home, and all the plans they
had for it, and her family, and their future.

It was a peaceful feeling, akin to the one she’d felt last when she’d been first pregnant with Dori - a
gentle disassociation that made her rest one hand on her stomach, her thumb rubbing the soft fabric
over it in mild speculation. “Hey Dor?”

“Mama.” Dori crawled over and tugged on her hair. “Go do stories?” She pleaded. “Want some.”

Ah, flattery. The bard rolled over and propped her head up on one hand. “You like my stories, Dor?”
She asked. “You like hearing them, and thinking about what they say?”

Dori blinked at her. “Good stories.” She concluded. “Boo save the cow. Like that.”

The bard chuckled softly. “No, you don’t really understand what they mean yet, do you. You just like
hearing about Xena.”

nBoo?u

“That’s okay. Lots of people are like that, sweetie. They just listen to the stories, and they don’t
realize your mama works very hard to make them mean something special.” Gabrielle told her. “Hey
listen.. do you think you'd like having a little brother or sister?”

Dori frowned at her after considering the request. “Cow?”

“Hrm.. no.. ah.. like a buppit. A people buppit.” The bard explained. “Someone who you can have be
with you and play with you all the time.”

“Pipple buppit?” Dori seemed dubious.

Gabrielle sighed. “I wish I could remember how I felt about it when my sister was born.” She said. “I
was about your age, but I don’t have any memories at all about that. Maybe that’s a good thing.” Her
brow creased. “Maybe it means, no matter if it takes a little while to get used to it, you don’t
remember and it’s all okay.”

“Otay.” Dori at last recognized a word she knew. “Cookies?”



“I never really resented my sister.” Gabrielle mused. “At least, [ don’t think I did.”

“Mama, go do stories.” Dori was apparently bored by her mother’s speculation. She crawled closer
and butted the bard in the stomach with her head. “You go Boo?”

“Oof.” Gabrielle steadied herself as she was knocked slightly backwards. “Do I go Boo? You mean, did
[ want to go with Xena?”

“Yes.”
“Of course I did.” The bard answered, in a gentle tone.

“So we go.” Dori apparently thought this decided the matter, and she headed for the edge of the bed
closest to the door. “Boo Boo Boo..”

“Whoa..” Gabrielle grabbed her by the foot and hauled her down. “Hold on there, bandit.” She got an
arm around Dori’s body and pulled her back, knowing from long experience a single foot hold was a
precarious thing. “We’re not running out there in the rain, okay?”

“But mama.. you go Boo?” Dori protested. “How come?”

Her mother hugged her. “Honey, Boo said she wanted us to stay here.” She explained. “And
sometimes we just have to do what Boo asks us to do, right?’

“No.”

Gabrielle had to snicker, if only quietly. “Well, this time we do.” She said. “So you just stay right here,
no running out the door. Promise?”

Dori sucked on her thumb, batting her dark lashes at her mother.
“Dori.”
The snub nose wrinkled into a familiar grin.

“Doriana.” Gabrielle bit the inside of her lip to keep from laughing. “You don’t want to make Boo mad,
do you?”

Dori pouted.

“Oh, rats, you ‘re so cute.” The bard squeezed her. “Sweetie, just wait here. Xena will be back soon,
and she’ll bring you cookies, okay?” She rocked back and forth on the bed, feeling the child start to
giggle. “You'll have lots of cookies, and I'll have nutbread, and we’ll have Boo here. How’s that?”

“Otay.” Dori agreed. “Mama, love you.”

Gabrielle kissed her on the top of her head. “I love you too, Dori.” She responded. “You know how
much?”

“Dis much.” Dori flung her hands out with a giggle, knowing the answer.

“Right.” The bard swung around and put her legs over the side of the bed. “So how about you and I
keep busy finishing my story while we wait for Boo, okay? Then you can help me make some tea.”

”

“Fee.

Gabrielle got up and hefted Dori in her arms, carrying her over to the pile of furs she’d been sitting
on to write. “You sit here, and help me.” She eased to the ground, looking up as a crack of thunder and
a flash of lightning lit up the cabin.

“Too loud.” Dori complained.

“Yeah.” Her mother agreed softly. “You sit here, Dori. You sit here, and stay with me until I throw
capes over both of us and go running out the door.”

“Mama?”



Gabrielle sighed. “Nothing. C’'mon.” She dumped a pile of quills on the furs. “Help me sort these out.”
She watched the child paw among the feathers. “Put the black ones here and the white ones over
here, right?”

Dori picked up one of each color and waved them around. “Doo doo doo..” She directed an invisible
chorus, making her mother’s face crinkle into a grin of memory briefly. “Mama, h’com gramma’s
mad?” She asked suddenly. “No good.”

Gabrielle paused, surprised at the child’s perception. “What makes you think grandma’s mad, honey?”
She asked. “She’s not mad at you.”

“Boo.”

The bard considered. “Did you hear grandma yelling at Boo?”
“Yes.”

“That’s bad, right?”

“Yes.” Dori tossed a feather at her. “H’come?”

How to explain such a complicated thing to a child Dori’s age? Gabrielle chewed on the top of the
feather she’d just caught from mid air and pondered the question. “Grandma is mad that we moved
up here, to this new house.”

“H’com?” Dori picked up a quill that had a little ink on it, and started drawing on a scrap of
parchment. “Good.”

“Because grandma loves us, honey.” Gabrielle told her gently. “She wants us to be right around her all
the time, so she can be with us. You know all about that, don’t you? Just like you want to be with me
and Boo, right?”

“Yos.”
“Okay, so that’s why grandma is mad. Because she wants to be with us.”
Dori looked up at her. The green eyes opened wider, and a look of understanding appeared. “Oh.”

“At least, that's why [ hope she’s mad.” The bard admitted wryly. “But [ think itis.” She grabbed her
parchments and held them up as the puppies woke up and came over to investigate. “Whoa.. hold on
you guys.. cut that out.”

”

“Buppits!” Dori greeted them. “Mama, you tell story Boo with buppits?”
“Um.. I was just kidding about that, Dor.”
“Mama?”

Gabrielle sighed. “Me and my big mouth. Okay... let’s see. Once upon a time, Boo was out in the forest
h..uh, looking for flowers.”

Dori giggled.
“Yeah, okay. Boo was in the forest running around and having fun.”
“Go Boo!”

“And all of a sudden, Boo heard something squeaking. It was a sound she’d never heard before, so of
course, she went off to find out what it was.”

“Woof.” One of the puppies sneezed, as a feather tickled its nose.

“Squeak squeak.. Dori, do you know what a buppit sounds like when it’s a baby? It makes a sound like
that.” Gabrielle explained. “So that’s what Boo heard, and she went off to find out where it was. She
hunted high and low, she climbed up trees, and she climbed down a hill, but she couldn’t find out
where the noise was.”



“Boo Boo Boo.” Dori wriggled. “Boo can find it!”
“You think so?”
“Boo does ever’ting.”

Gabrielle leaned back against the wall, a smile appearing on her face. “You know, I think she can too.
So Boo went over the hill, and through the forest and she found a little cave, and in the cave, you
know what she found?”

“Buppits!”
“Woof!”

“That’s right.” The bard agreed. “She found four little buppits, with fur, and tails and ears, and one
little buppit that looked just a little like you.”

“Doh!”

k%

The Amazon village was a sodden mass of scrambling bodies, mud, and virulent cursing. Since the
village was on a lower plateau, the deluge of rain had washed through it, drenching the inhabitants of
the half finished huts and swamping the supplies left on the groun.

“Get those bags over here!” Ephiny yelled, shading the rain off her face with one hand. “C’'mon, move
it!” She urged the two Amazons headed her way. “Whose bloody idea was it to put this damn hut
here, anyway?”

“That would be you.” Pony reminded her, dragging a heavy sack filled with sand into place, and
patting it.

“Oh. Right.” The regent sighed, and swiped her wet curls off her forehead. “What was I thinking?”

“You were thinking dry season.” Pony stolidly went back for another bag. “Same thing we all were
thinking.”

“Help!”

Ephiny whirled, her eyes widening as she saw a hut collapsing, the heavy spars leaning crazily over
as it toppled down on three Amazons inside. “Son of a b..” She broke into a run towards them,
yanking her boots out of the mud with oddly stacatto sucking sounds. “Grab it! Hurry! Get that off
them!”

The hut teetered on the edge of collapse, the three women inside it grabbing for the cross- spars
frantically as the rain redoubled.

Pony cursed, and dropped the bag she was carrying, racing after Ephiny. She was halfway caught up
with her when something caught her eye, and she looked to her left, where the slope came down to
meet the plateau.

Something was moving towards them. Instinctively, Pony reached for her sword and turned, arcing
towards the motion and putting herself between whatever it was and her partner. She could see it
was something big, and dark, and it was moving very fast, with a very strange, gliding action. “Eph!”

Ephiny heard the warning note. She pulled up in her tracks and whipped her head around, searching
for whatever threat Pony had discovered. Her eyes widened as she saw the onrushing figure, and she
blinked, then scrubbed the rain from her eyes. “What the...”

Soaked with rain, her dark hair flying out in damp tendrils, Xena appeared to be flying down the
ridge, her body balanced over a flat piece of material and her body swaying with that incomparable
balance and grace that only she possessed.



Even from where she was, Ephiny could see the wicked grin, and with that, she could imagine the
glint in those blue eyes as the warrior sped towards them, drawing a straight line towards her right
through the center of the town.

Wild. Untamable, always. Ephiny half shook her head. “Look out!!!” She let out a bellow of warning.
“Incoming!!!!”

“Yahhh!!” Two Amazons dove out of the way as the fast moving body whipped past them heading for
the falling hut.

Ephiny blinked again. “Pony! Move!”

Eponin got a good look at the attacker, and for once did what she was told, turning and running for
her life.

“Yeeeeahhh!” Xena aimed for the toppling structure, skimming across the water logged grass on a
bare sheet of water as Amazons jumped out of her way in all directions. “Whoohoo!”

“Xena!” Ephiny yelled. “What in the Hades are you doing!”

The warrior jumped off the slate as she reached the hut, lazily flipping into a somersault before she
landed with both boots in the water, sending a resounding splash everywhere before she hopped
forward and grabbed the hut’s roof spar just as it toppled, the weight of the structure coming down
onto her shoulders as she threw her body into supporting it. “Saving your asses.”

The slate thumped to halt near Ephiny’s boots, rocking a little before it settled into the grass. “Ah.”

Xena straightened her slightly bent knees, leaning forward as the hut swayed crazily. “Get out.” She
ordered the Amazons. “I can’t do this forever.”

The three women scuttled out hastily, dragging their belongings into the mud after them.

“Grab that! C’'mon.” Pony hauled one of them back, throwing them toward where Xena was stolidly
standing. “Hang in there, champ.” She got into place next to the warrior, only to realize she was too
short to help much. “Gods be damned, Xena.”

“Just get that brace up.” The warrior grunted, her jaw clenching at the effort of holding up the roof.
“Prop it near my elbow.”

“Give me a.. oh, thanks.” Pony wrestled the heavy pole into place with a hand from Ephiny. “Hey, get
over here you lazy wenches!”

”

“Pon.
“Move it!” Eponin roared, glaring over her shoulder at the hesitant women. “Chickenshits!”

Thus spurred, two more Amazons rushed into the hut, grabbing the support and helping them to
wrestle it into place.

“Damn sorry you're holding this thing up, Xena.” Pony grunted. “You could just give this thing a kick,
y’know?”

The pressure of the wood was grinding into her shoulders, and the weight of the roof was pushing
her boots down into the mud. Neither was a pleasant sensation, and Xena just wanted it to be over
with. She glanced to her right, then carefully shifted her weight onto her left leg and lashed out with
her other, slamming into the support and knocking it into place. “Like that?”

“Oof.” Pony went sprawling as the surface she’d been pushing against suddenly wasn’t there. She
ended up on her knees, her shoulders slamming into Ephiny who reeled backwards. “Somethin like..
that.. oops.. Hades... sorry Eph.”

“No problem.” Ephiny looked up from her seat in the mud, spatters of it liberally coating her face.



Xena cautiously eased out from under the spars, holding on until she was sure it wasn’t going to
collapse on her. It was still unstable, but she got another supportinto place with a wrench of her
arm, and finally the roof stopped wavering.

“Everyone all right?” The warrior turned around and looked at her audience. She extended a hand
down to Ephiny, who grabbed it and allowed herself to be hauled to her feet. “Ephiny?”

“Fine, fine.” The regent didn’t bother to wipe herself off. “Glad you showed up when you did.. thanks.”

“Thanks.” One of the Amazons who lived in the hut added, diffidently. “That was really great of you.”
She looked around at the interior of the hut, sadly scattered with mud and bits of grass. “Though I'm
not sure it was worth saving it.”

The other Amazon nodded agreement.
Ephiny sighed.

Xena shrugged. “I've had some get blown out from under me.” She said, casually. “Gotta build
somewhere.” She turned to the regent. “Might want to think about building up.. just to keep
everyone’s.. um..

“Ass.” Ephiny flicked a bit of mud off hers. “Out of the muck.”
“Yeah.” The warrior agreed. “And we have ground slugs here. Hate em.”

The other Amazons came closer, gathering in the downpour to listen. For once, there was no
animosity in their gazes, and no dour glares in Xena's direction. It was new, and different, and Xena
felt herself responding to that, straightening up and tossing her wet hair back with a jerk of her head.

The regent looked around, at the sad state of the village. Then she looked back at Xena. “Can I buy you
a drink?” She asked, frankly. “I need some advice.”

It was a watershed moment, and Xena recognized that, despite the fact that they were standing in the
rain, up to their ankles in mud. “Sure.” She agreed. “Gabrielle asked me to stop by here, see if you
needed anything.”

Two messages. One, that their queen was thinking about them. Two, that Xena was willing to do what
Gabrielle asked, for whatever her personal reasons were. It always paid to remind them that the oath
she’d sworn when she’d been inducted into the tribe was one of loyalty to her partner, not to the
Amazons in general.

Just so no one got any funny ideas and started clipping feathers to her or anything. She freed her
boots from the muck and followed Ephiny towards her quarters, which were, unlike most of the rest
of the village, intact and somewhat snug looking.

Pony stayed behind. “I'm gonna see if I can get this place cleaned up a little.” She yelled after Ephiny,
who raised a hand and waggled it in response. “Yeah, you're welcome.” She turned to the group. “All
right, lets get moving with those damn bags,”

“Damned rain.” Ephiny swept aside the beads that were the doorway to her home, and entered. She
waited for Xena to follow her, then she turned around. “Want a towel?”

Xena picked a hide covered stool and sat down on it. “Nah.” She shook her head. “I"ve just gotta go out
there and get wet again. No point.”

Ephiny poured something from a skin into two cups, and came over, taking the other stool and
handing Xena one of the wooden goblets. “I was up to see your new place this morning.”

The warrior’s eyebrows hiked. “You were?”

The regent nodded. “Yeah, I'm a sucker for punishment, what can I tell you. It was pretty early
though.. I didn’t want to bother you guys.”

Xena took a sip from the cup, finding a sweet, white wine in it. “You could have.”



“I know.”

“So?”

“You build that thing.” Ephiny said. “You did, yourself, didn’t you?”

Xena leaned back and extended her legs, crossing her booted ankles. “I had help.”
“But you put it together, you decided how it would be, right?”

“Sure.” The warrior frowned, unsure of what Ephiny was getting at. “Well, we did.” She clarified. “My
partner has some definite opinions of her own.”

Ephiny smiled. “I'm sure she does, but what type of wood to use on the walls are probably not among
them. Look.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “This place is all new to us. That’s
what's taking so long, we don’t know the ground, we don’t know the trees around here.. I need a
native guide.”

“Ah.”

“Everyone would feel better if you took charge here, and scoped out the area. Tell us the best way to
set this place up.”

Xena looked around carefully, glanced in her cup, looked at Ephiny, then shook her head a trifle.
“Who are you, and what have you done with the damn Amazons?”

Ephiny gave her a wry grin, tipping her cup in Xena'’s direction. “A lot changed while you were gone.”
She offered, quietly. “I'm not sure why or how it all happened, but one night a bunch of the old girls,
not the elders, but the..”

“Gonna be elders soon.” Xena supplied. “The ones who hated my guts and didn’t accept Gabrielle.”

“Mm.” The regent half nodded. “They showed up in my hut one night and just told me they were over
it. They finally agreed that the tribe was better off for having you both a part of us. Frankly..” She took
a sip. “I thought they were drunk off their asses.”

Xena chuckled.

“But they weren’t. So [ don’t know.” Ephiny shrugged. “But all the trash talk stopped, and everyone’s
been looking forward to you both coming back here. They want...” She seemed a touch embarrassed.
“Maybe they’re just tired of my lame leadership and they see something better.”

The warrior felt suddenly a little out of her depth. This seemed to be teetering dangerously on the
edge of a sensitive chat, and she wished Gabrielle were here to keep her right out of it. “Nah.’ She
disagreed.

“Yeah.” Ephiny looked honestly at her. “They want you.”
“Gabrielle, you mean.”
“Both of you.”

Xena set her cup down and studied their friend. Ephiny seemed a little tired, and she could see some
signs of a quiet resignation in her face. “They only think they do.” She finally concluded. “They always
want what they don’t have.”

Ephiny waggled her hand, acknowledging the comment.

The warrior took a long sip of her wine, giving herself a chance to think. “Sure I'll help.” She said.
“Wont’ take much... you've got some good people here. They’ll catch on fast.”

Ephiny nodded. “I'd like Gabrielle to come in and boot butt for a while. I need a break.”

Warning bells the size of muskmelons rang in Xena's head. “I'll let her know that.” She offered. “You
know she’ll be there for you.”



A smile. “Oh, I do know that.” The regent said, sincerely. She paused a moment, then changed the
subject. “So, what the Hades were you doing when you came down here? That a new Boo routine?”

It was an accident. Xena’s mind supplied. I took a bad step, broke off a piece of rock and managed to
stay on it so I didn’t end up in mud and animal crap up to my eyeballs. “Yeah.” She replied. “New
balancing thing I'm trying out. Gotta keep fresh.”

“Eh.” Ephiny toasted her. “Teach it to Pony.”
“I'll tell her you said that.”

Finally, the regent smile, a warm, genuine expression that lit up her face. “I am glad you’re back.” She
admitted, raising her cup towards the warrior.

“Me too.” Xena touched it with her own. “Just hope it stays that way.”
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The rain had let up some by the time Xena bid Ephiny goodbye, and continued on her way down to
Amphipolis. She had a lot to think about as she walked, so she kept her pace slow as she traveled
between two craggy ridges and approached the bridge across the gorge.

Halfway over, a sound made her stop and turn to the side, gazing down into the abyss with her head
cocked to one side. For all the years of her memory, the gorge had been a dry chasm, an old creek
bed that had lost it’s liquid lifeblood save the barest of trickles, and then only in the deep of the wet
season.

Now, for the first time, she could hear the soft hiss and rush of water at the bottom of it. She put her
hands on the rope of the bridge and leaned over, her eyes searching the overgrown foliage intently. It
was too thick for her to see anything, but the sound persisted and she wondered if it was simply
runoff, or something more substantial.

With a faint frown, she released the ropes and continued on, making a mental note to check the
slopes below the village. They’d had a wet winter, she knew, and that might count for some of it, but
she knew the destructive power of too much water better than most.

Had used it to win a few battles, in fact. Xena reached a lesser slope, and eased into a jog as her boots
found surer footing and her body loosened up again after her rest in Ephiny’s quarters. Soon enough,
she passed through the back gates to the town, the usual traffic dampened to almost nothing from the
weather.

It made Amphipolis a little more familiar to her, being able to walk through the narrow lanes without
being crowded, or bumping into people. It felt good, and she relaxed a little.

The inn loomed up before her and she started to walk up the steps, when she heard her mother’s
voice inside, a sharply critical note evident and her name attached to the end of the statement. Xena
stopped, one hand on the door, then she turned and left the porch, without looking back.
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“Cy, will you lay off it?” Johan caught a glimpse of a familiar figure, retreating through the rain away
from the inn. “Leave them be.”

“Don’t you start that.” Cyrene told him. “I have to hear it from everyone else.”

“Ever think everyone else might be right this time?” Her husband wryly asked. “I don’t understand
you, you know that? I remember you tearing into Josc, way back when, and telling him to leave the
kids do what they wanted, and here you are!”

“Damn it, it's dangerous up there!” Cyrene spluttered in exasperation. “There’s no one to even hear
them if there’s trouble!”



“Cyrene.” Johan gripped her shoulders. “Xena and Gabrielle can take care of thesselves. Hades, they
can take care of thesselves, and us, and half Greece, and they don’t need no help in doing it. What's
the matter with you, woman?”

Cyrene pulled herself free and went to the window, seeing only rain and sodden trees now. “There’s
nothing wrong with me.” She stated flatly. “I just put a lot of my life the last few years in bringing my
family back to me, and now this.”

“Cy.” Johan rubbed his temples. “They didn’t move to Persia. Just up the mountain.”
“It’s the idea of it.”

Johan shook his head, and walked back through the inn. “Have it your way, but I'll tell you, Cy... you
keep this up, they will move to Persia.”

Cyrene glanced over her shoulder and frowned, then returned her attention to the window. A motion
caught her eye, and she blinked, leaning forward as she recognized Xena'’s distinctive form crossing
the bridge over to the lower town. “Hmph!”
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Xena walked quietly into the market, the stalls still open despite the weather. A few people were even
shopping, now that the rain had let up and the ground was just a sodden mess instead of a dangerous
sheet of water.

They all knew who she was. Xena returned the polite greetings with a casual wave, her eyes picking
among the various wares to find something to bring back home for dinner.

She’d promised Gabrielle nutbread, and Dori cookies. Since the inn wasn’t in her plans, now she had
to find an alternate source for them, as well as an explanation as to why she was tossing perfectly
good dinars around just to avoid a fight.

“Two of those.” Xena sighed, pointing at a pair of melons she knew her partner would enjoy.
“Sure, genr’l.” The vendor agreed amiably. “Like a basket to take with?”
“How much?” A dark brow cocked.

“Just bring her back when you’re back this way.” The man held his hand up. “We know where you
live.”

Xena looked at him.
“Ah.. didn’t mean it like that.” The vendor hastily amended.

“Thanks.” The warrior accepted the basket, tossed the man a coin, and continued her browsing.
Generally, she wasn’t into the whole shopping experience, but since this was mostly for her family,
she really didn’t mind it too much.

She spotted a leather crafter, and wandered over, admiring the well cured hides tucked carefully
under the thatched roof. Their journeys had been tough on her leathers, and she hadn’t had time yet
to sit down and patch them up the way she liked them. “How much?” She indicated a soft, supple dark
brown hide.

The tanner walked over, furtively glancing at her completely drenched leathers and well made, if
equally well worn boots. “Won’t stand hard usage like that, Xena.”

The warrior glanced down. “Probably not.” She agreed. “But it’s not for me.”

“Ah.” The tanner nodded, a little more at ease. “Got something a little brighter, if you'd like.” He
flipped over a few skins and exposed one dyed in a deep, rich purple, a color Xena definitely hadn’t
seen before. “Got some pigment up near the border.”



“Hm.” Xena touched the surface, letting her fingers evaluate the skin beneath it’s pretty coating. It
had a fine texture, and who ever had tanned it, had done a damn fine job. Her lips tensed into a faint
smile. “How much?”

“Ten dinars.”

“Only if you give me the steer it was wrapping in the bargain.” The warrior replied.
“Pretty piece of hide.” The tanner countered. “That color cost me.”

“Six.” Xena said.

The vendor shook his head. “I can’t let it go for that. Too much put into it.”

Xena's eyes twinkled a little. “I could send Gabrielle down here to bargain for it herself.”
“Seven.” The man responded instantly.

“Done.” Xena handed over the coins, aware that she was probably spending more than was strictly
necessary but satisfied nonetheless. She slung the hide over her shoulder, neatly folded, and
continued on. The rain had petered out, save a few brief spatters, and she even caught the hint of wan
sunlight near the west as the clouds reluctantly gave way.

She picked up a packet of walnuts, and a few other edibles, then wandered over to the bakers stall
where the woman inside was starting to pack up her wares. “Got any sweet breads left?”

The baker turned, surprised. “Wh..ah.” She put down her basket. “Hello, Xena. I didn’t expect any
more customers today.. it's getting late.” She hesitated. “And you don’t frequent the market... not with
your mother being such the cook she is.”

Xena pulled a wicker rack closer. “Had to come down here for something.” She lied. “Figured I'd give
the inn’s kitchen a break. Gimme two of those.”

The woman wrapped the two honeycakes, one brimming with fruit, without comment. She then
waited, as Xena prowled the rest of the offerings. “Have some flatbreads left.” She added hopefully.

Flatbreads. Xena liked them, but it was a staple of theirs on the road, and she’d steered clear of the
things since they’d been back. She poked a few of the breads, then sniffed as her nose caughta
different scent. “What is that?” She pointed.

“Oh.” The woman sighed. “It’s just a bad experiment of mine, really. Thought folks would like it, but
no one’s even so much as nibbled all day.” She pulled a pan of dark, thick looking pastry over. “It’s got
nuts in it.. and some new thing, a bean oil extract my husband brought back from the coast.”

Xena broke off a corner and tasted it. It was sweet and rich, and it reminded her of something, some
far off place she’d once been to, but she couldn’t remember clearly enough to think where. The one
thing she did know was that she really liked it.

And, that Gabrielle would, too.
“Not bad.” She casually commented. “Different.”
“Too much so.” The woman shook her head. “Pity.”

Xena licked her fingers. “Ah, I'll take it off your hands for you.” She offered. “It’s not that bad, and the
kid’ll probably like it.”

The baker beamed at her. “You will? Oh.. how about.. ah.. listen, a dinar, okay? For the whole pan.
Your little girl is just so cute.”

)

Wasn'’t the kid Xena had been referring to, but she figured Dori wouldn’t mind the treat either. “Sure.’
She handed over a coin and took possession of the pastry, which the woman wrapped into a nice
smelling bundle for her.



She had honeycake, and she had some nuts. She had an acceptable replacement for nutbread, all she
was lacking was something dinnerlike for dinner. Nothing in the market really appealed to her, and
she kept walking.

Maybe Gabrielle’s idea of odds and ends had been right after all. The warrior strolled past the lower
town inn, hearing a raucous round of voices coming from the window. She could smell the scent of
stale ale already in the wood of the building, and she felt no urge to sample the interior after her first
visit when they’d arrived home.

Where she’d once faced an army, now rows and rows of houses had sprung up, lining mud covered
lanes that spread out from the bridge like the spokes of a wheel. The market and inn, and some of the
merchants were near the waterfront, near where the barges docked and offloaded their cargos.

Further down the huts got a little bigger, a little nicer, as people who had come to Amphipolis after
the war became prosperous and put their money into building homes for their families. There was
nothing, really, wrong with that and in fact the town had grown along the plans Xena herself had
roughed out before they’d left.

They’d dug the refuse pits where she’d told them, and put enough distance between the buildings for
carts to pass, collecting the garbage.

But it still stank. That many people with that much waste in that small an area just couldn’t avoid
that, and Xena found her nose wrinkling in reaction as she circled the central square area, and
headed back towards the river.

Maybe she’d just go catch a fish in the brook near the cabin. Bread and fruit was one thing, but the
thought of bringing up anything raw from the town just made her stomach turn. Xena decided to quit
while she was ahead, and she lengthened her strides, as the clouds closed in again and the wind
picked up.

She paused before the bridge, and went to the river’s edge, looking carefully at the level. It was high,
the water was creeping up the bank on both sides, nibbling away at the rock and mud the lined it.
Xena tipped her head back and looked at the thickening clouds, and felt a prickle of apprehension,
instincts flaring she didn’t often ignore.

“Xena.”

Xena looked up, to see Johan on the bridge, heading towards her. She turned her back on the river
and walked up to meet him, the planks sounding odd and hollow under their boots. “Rains coming
back.” She said, briefly he stopped in front of her.

“I know.” Johan said. “Listen, I wanted to talk to you about your mother.”
Xena sighed. “Do you have to?”

Johan'’s lips twitched slightly. “Xena, I'm sorry.” He said, sincerely. “I know you’ve caught the back end
of this.”

The warrior shrugged. “I just did what I had to do. I've done that all my life. Not sure why it's
different this time.”

He looked uncomfortable. “Justs wants you all close. She’s getting on, y’know.”
Xena looked at him. “Don’t give me that.” She said. “I don’t buy it.”

Johan turned, and gestured back towards the upper town. “No, or me either.” He said. “Pride thing,
somewhat I'm thinking.”

“Hm.” A wry expression crossed Xena'’s face. “We’ve both got that.”

They walked together across the bridge, as the wind tugged at them. “Didn’t want to come to the
inn?” Johan indicated her burdens. “Had some roast birds on, kind you like.”

“Heard my mother bitching about me. Decided to keep going.” Xena replied.



“Ah.” Johan rubbed his chin. “Sorry about that.”
“Not your fault.”

They walked a little further, off the bridge and up the slope that lead to the old town gates. Xena
paused in front of them, her hand resting on the twisted iron as she remembered the day they’d won
the war. She turned and looked down at the sprawling growth below her, and shook her head. “I
wonder who really won?”

“What’s that?” Johan asked.
Xena just shook her head again.

“You don’t like what's happening here, do you?” Her step father asked. “All this change and new town
and all?”

“No.” The warrior answered honestly, as she pushed off the gate and started through it.

Johan put a hand on her arm. “Why?” He asked. “Ye saw this place through the worst of times. Why
not enjoy the good?”

Xena studied his face, feeling a little sad. “Because it’s not my home anymore.”

Johan stopped in his tracks and let her walk on alone, a few stray drops making their way into the
breeze along with the strong scent of lightning.
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Gabrielle put her hands on her hips and shook her head as she watched Xena enter the cabin. “Didn’t
you leave here with a cape?”

The drenched warrior, packages tucked under one arm and fish dangling from her other hand paused
in consternation. “I did.” She set the packages down and knelt to greet Dori, who was unfazed by her
dampness. “Hey, shortie.”

“And..?”

“I think I left it somewhere.” Xena admitted. “I'll go out later and find it.”

“Uh huh.” The bard walked over and took the fish. “Um.. this what they’re serving down at mom’s?”
“No.”

“Uh huh.” Gabrielle decided to take care of the immediate concerns first. She took the fish over to the
small worktable against the wall and retrieved her knife set while she listened to Xena play with Dori.
“Hon, you might want to get those leathers off.”

“I might.” Xena agreed.
“Sokay if I just grill this? Dor’s kinda hungry.”
“Sure. You're not?”

“Ahem.” Gabrielle smiled, as she heard Xena stand up and walk across the floor, the newly laid
floorboards squeaking lightly under her weight. “How are the Amazons?”

”

“Hrm.

“Next time we definitely go wf..” Gabrielle paused, and chewed, a delightful taste filling her mouth.
She hastily swallowed and turned towards her partner. “What was that?” She managed to get out.

“Like it?” Round, blue eyes looked innocently at her.
“OH yes. “ Gabrielle licked her lips. “There’s more, right?”

“Mama?” Dori tugged her shirt. “Hungry.”



“There’s more.” Xena leaned forward and gave Gabrielle a kiss. “The Amazons are a little
waterlogged, but all right. Eph’s another story.”

“Ah.” Gabrielle was torn between questioning Xena, preparing the fish, or tracking down more of the
sweet cake she’d just eaten. “Hold that thought.” She came down on the side of responsibility and
tossed the fish onto her biggest pan, held off the fire by a wire grate Xena had installed.

Xena took the opportunity to strip out of her wet leathers, going to the door to the bathing room and
tossing them onto a rack inside. She pulled a shift over her head before she came back into the main
room, sitting down on the bed to unlace her equally drenched boots.

Dori wavered, then came over to her. “C'n help, Boo?”
“Sure, shortie.” Xena held out a lace. “Pull.”

Dori complied, tugging the lace free with such sudden effort, she ended up sitting down hard on her
bottom. “Whoof!”

“Easy there.” Xena handed her another lace. “What have you been doing, helping mama?”
“Mama make good story, Boo.” Dori told her.

“She did, huh?” The warrior tousled her daughter’s hair. “What silly thing did she have me doing this
time, hm?” She glanced at her partner’s back as she heard a soft chuckle. “Uh oh.”

Gabrielle rinsed her hands off and wiped them, then she went to the packet Xena had put down. On
top there was a mostly wrapped package, which smelled wonderful. Beneath it was a folded hide, and
next to them both was a basket. “Did you go into the new town?”

“Yep.”

“This is beautiful.” Gabrielle spread her hand over the hide. “What a pretty color.”
“Glad you like it.”

Gabrielle did. “Hm... does that mean your next set of armor’s this color? Cool.”
Xena cleared her throat.

The bard smiled, gently nudging aside the leather to get to the wrapped package. She peeled the top
layer off the wrapping and broke off a piece of the contents, examining it with curious eyes. It was a
cakelike substance, but moist and dark with a larger grain than the usual cakes they found in
Cyrene’s kitchen.

It also smelled wonderful, and she spotted nuts buried inside the pastry. She putitin her mouth and
chewed it, amazed at the taste. “This is incredible.”

Now it was Xena’s turn to chuckle.

The bard turned, taking the packet and setting it up on the mantel to keep it from curious fingers and
noses. “You have to take me tomorrow and show me where you got it.”

“Sure.”
“Mom chase you away again?”

Xena tossed her boots into the bathing room. Then she stood up and faced Gabrielle. “C’'mere.” She
opened her arms and closed them over the bard as she walked right up into her, fitting her body to
Xena's without saying a word.

Dori patted the floor. “Gush!”

“You got it, shortie.” After many hours of being chilled and wet, the warmth of Gabrielle pressing
against her was unspeakably blissful and worth the childish criticism. “Yeah, I wasn’t in the mood for
arguments.” She said. “Johan found me though.”



“Ah.”

Xena shrugged, giving the bard a hug before she released her, and started moving the rest of her
booty off the bed. “They just don’t get it.”

Instead of moving away, Gabrielle moved closer again instead, taking the stuff from her partner and
bumping her with one hip. “Relax while I get that fish ready. Dori, come play with Boo.” She set the
bundles down on the worktable and dug out the nuts and melons, looking from one to the other in
some mild puzzlement.

“Boo Boo Boo.” Dori grabbed Xena’s knee as she sat down on the bed. “Dup!”

Obligingly, the warrior picked her up and put her on the soft surface. She reclined on her side, and
held up one hand for Dori to pattycake with. “You need to talk to Eph.”

“Do I?” Gabrielle set aside the melons for a moment and carefully turned the fish in it's pan, dusting it
with a bit of herbs from the jar on the mantel.

Xena watched Dori grab her fingers and examine them, pulling on her hand with a serious
expression. “She thinks the Amazons want us to take over from her.”

Unseen, Gabrielle’s eyes popped wide open. “She does?”
“Yeah.”

“What would make her think that? Xena, you know as well as I do that she’s a very good regent.”
Gabrielle tossed a handful of the nuts into the pan with the fish, stirring them around to toast.

“She thinks they’re tired of her leadership, and they want a change. You, specifically.” Xena made a
circle of her thumb and forefinger, and put it over Dori’s eye. “See ya.”

“Dee ya!” Dori clutched her hand, giggling. “Goh Boo!” She crawled over and jumped on Xena, who
rolled over onto her back and bounced up and down a little. “Go fly!”

“No flying today.” The warrior said. “I'm tired.”

'”

“Boo

“Did Ephiny really say that?” Gabrielle asked, as she separated the fish into portion and slid it onto
their wooden plates.

“Yup.” Xena put her hands around Dori’s hips and lifted her up. “Here, you fly for a change.”
“Eee!” Dori held her arms out as the warrior moved her through the air. “Go go go!”

Gabrielle had to admit the news troubled her. “Come over here, the two of you.” She cut one of the
melons into slices, and set it in a bowl in the center, then snagged a skin full of cider and set it down
as well. “Tell you what, I should send you there more often. I spent half the day with them yesterday
and didn’t get one word out of her about that.”

Xena carried Dori over to the table, and sat her down on her sturdy high stool. She took the chair
next to her, and patted the one Gabrielle usually used. “Siddown.”

“Num.” Dori hadn’t waited on ceremony, and was busy moving her fish from the plate to her mouth in
the quickest way possible. “Mama, dis is good!”

“Thanks, honey. Thank Boo for catching it for us.” Gabrielle answered absently, resting her head
against one fist as she used a utensil and a more decorous method of eating. “That was very nice of
her, wasn’t it?”

“Pure self interest.” Xena forked herself up a bit of fish. “Anyway, you scare the Amazons speechless,
what can I tell you.”

“Me?” Gabrielle pointed at herself. “Xena, I don’t scare anyone.”

“Sure you do.”



“I do not!”
“Scared the tanner into cutting his price for me just by mentioning your name.” Xena teased.
The bard rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.”

The warrior chuckled and shook her head, taking up another piece of fish and adding a few of the
roasted nuts to it. “Anyway, talk to Eph. Maybe she’s just cycling or something.” She said. “Or she
needs a few days off from that bunch.. gods know I would.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle took a piece of melon and ate it. “Yeah, we could do that.. hey, Xe? How about we send
her and Pon off on a honeymoon?”

“We?” Xena’s brows quirked.

“You're my consort, in case you forgot.” The bard said. “I figure, if we do that, by the time they come
back they’ll be all chilled out, and the Amazons’ll be ready to get rid of us.”

Xena pondered the idea as she finished her dinner. Several things about it were mildly appealing,
most notably the fact that it would give her an excuse to stay away from the town for a while. Maybe
that would give her mother a chance to chill out as well. “Huh.”

Gabrielle took that as the affirmation it was, and went back to eating.
“Mama, look.” Dori held up a nut, then ate it. “Good!”

“Sweetie, you think everything is good.” The bard replied good-humoredly. “Everything that’s not
green or good for you, I mean. Just like your Boo.”

Now Xena had her head propped on her fist as she watched her family finish up. “She eats peas.” She
objected. “And carrots.”

“Those are orange.”
“And small insects.”

“Just like you.” Gabrielle gazed across the table, meeting Xena’s eyes and holding them. “Know what
she did today while you were gone?”

Loaded question. “Um.. no. What?” Dori was capable of pretty much anything, and she’d recently
discovered a new love of climbing things, the higher the better. It was a skill they both knew the child
hadn’t gotten from Gabrielle.

“A somersault.”
“Boo Boo Boo..” Dori patted the table contentedly. “Gaboo and the buppits... bck bck.”

Xena blinked, shifting her gaze to her daughter and then back to Gabrielle. “Ah..you mean..” She
twirled her finger in the air hesitantly.

“Serve you right if I said yes.” Gabrielle poked the tip of her tongue out. “No, on the floor. But it was
really cute, and she’s definitely got your moves.”

“How do we know that? I've never seen you do one.” Xena said.

“You've never seen YOU do one. | have. Lots. Trust me.” Gabrielle got up and went to the mantel. “Hey
Dori, you want some cookies?”

nYeS!n

“Boo got us something yummy.” The bard separated three squares of the pastry and brought it back
to the table. “Here. See what you think of this.” She handed Dori the treat, then gave Xena hers,
circling the table then letting out a squawk as the warrior snagged her around the waist and pulled
her down into her lap. “Whoa!”



“Yum.” Xena wrapped her arms securely around her partner, feeling the shift as Gabrielle took a
breath, then a returning warmth as the bard draped herself over the warrior’s shoulders. “That’s my
kind of dessert.”

Indulgently, Gabrielle broke one of their pastries in half, and offered it to her. “So what do you think,
Dor? Good?”

“Mm.” Dori was absorbed in her treat, a cavalcade of crumbs scattering across the table.

The bard returned her attention to her quiet partner, who was ignoring the pastry, her head leaning
against Gabrielle’s shoulder. “Xe?” She set the pastry down, brushing the backs of her knuckles
against the warrior’s planed cheekbone instead. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Xena responded. “Gwan and eat it. I'm stuffed.” It felt nice to just sit there with Gabrielle,
absorbing the gentle affection in the green eyes now studying her intently and letting the troubling
questions of the day fade off somewhere. “Eph asked me to help them build that place.”

“Ahh.” The bard’s face split into a pleased smile. “Now that’s more like it.” She bit into her half of the
cake. “You know, it'll be good to spend some time with them. I think I'm liking the idea.”

Xena exhaled contentedly. “We’ll make it work.”

“Of course.” Gabrielle tilted her head back, as thunder returned and they heard the rattle of rain
again. “Don’t we always?” She popped the rest of the pastry into her mouth and licked her fingers.
“Mm.”

“Mm.”
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Late that night, with rain still pouring down outside and the cool wind rattling the new shutters,
Gabrielle lay curled up in bed, her head pillowed on Xena’s shoulder and her arm wrapped around
her snugly. Under her ear, she could hear the steady beat of the warrior’s heart, but her breathing
was a little to light, a little too shallow for her to be sleeping.

Well, Gabrielle wasn’t sleeping either. “Xena?”

“Mm?” The warrior answered at once.

“Something bothering you?”

A soft chuckle. “No, [ was just thinking about things.”

“Like what things?” Gabrielle asked, rubbing her thumb lightly over Xena’s ribcage.
“Amazons. Mom. Somersaults.”

“Ah.” Gabrielle let her eyes drift closed, inhaling a breath filled with the scent of clean linen and her
soulmate. It was nice to be surrounded by their woven quilt, she mused, instead of the often musky
smell of their traveling furs.

“How you're gonna look in that purple leather.”

The bard’s eyes opened again, and she tilted her head to peer up at Xena’s shadowy profile. “You're
so funny.” She tickled her partner’s ribs. “Listen, I'm really sorry mom’s being so unreasonable. I'll go
down there tomorrow and see if I can see what the problem really is.”

“We moved.”

“Xena, that’s not the real issue and we both know that.” Gabrielle said.
“I told her the town stank.”

“It does, and she knows that too.”

Xena shrugged.



Gabrielle was quiet for a few moments. “Are you mad at her for something?” She felt the warrior shift
a little, an almost unconscious tension that spoke more clearly than words. “Still pissed about them
coming to Athens?”

She felt the sigh rather than heard it. When they’d returned, they’d both had a big argument with the
town elders, one which Gabrielle suspected had led to them asking her not to try and fill Josclyn’s
place as reeve. Xena had been her typically blunt self, she’d insulted the elders without apology and
Gabrielle had, as usual, backed her up one hundred percent.

Johan had told her later that he’d agreed with them, but they’d been gone so long, memories had
faded and self righteousness had taken it’s place as the elders had convinced themselves that they’d
gone along to Athens for the best of reasons and ended up getting pushed aside.

Xena had been maddest at Cyrene, because she could have stopped them, and she hadn’t. Maybe that
was what had triggered the whole thing when they’d decided to move.. maybe that had something to
do with it all. Gabrielle wondered if Cyrene didn’t feel just a little bit guilty herself about it.

About Josc dying.

For one time, she and Xena had no guilt about anything that happened there. They’'d gone and they’d
done what they’d done for some darn altruistic reasons, and they’d really gotten nothing out of it but
some aches and pains.

Well, aside from her winning that bard contest.
And Xena winning all the games.

And them getting the taxes relieved. But they’d done it all for Amphipolis, so maybe that was why
they both felt like they didn’t really owe anyone here anything including explanations of why they
moved up the side of a mountain.

Maybe they were just growing past their pasts. The bard thought about that, and it put a tiny, wry
smile on her face. It was a strange feeling to think that, having been under those clouds for so long.

“Hey.”

“Hm?” Gabrielle pressed a little closer, and gave Xena'’s collarbone a little kiss.
“What are you thinking about?”

“You.”

“Ah. Trivial stuff.”

“How much I love you.”

“Hm.”

“How amazing my life is getting to share it with you.”

“Gabrielle.”

The bard chuckled silently, feeling the heat of a definite blush coloring Xena’s skin. “C’'mon, Xe.. don’t
you like when I tell you that? You're the love of my life. Who else can I say that to?”

Xena cleared her throat slightly, her body shifting again, this time in a different way that ended with
her curled around Gabrielle a bit more. “I do like it.” She whispered into the bard’s ear. “Just wish I
could come up with the words myself sometimes.”

Gabrielle felt the gentle touch brushing against her cheek, tracing her ears, warming her lips. “You
don’t need to.” She whispered back. “You talk louder when you don’t say anything at all.”

Ah. Nothing like being married to someone with the soul of a poet. Xena had to smile, hearing a note
in Gabrielle’s voice she’d once thought gone forever.



She remembered the first time she’d heard it, all those years ago now, before she’d gone and died
when she hadn’t realized all the reasons she’d had to stay alive.

Two days out from any town, in badlands so barren even Xena hadn’t had any luck in hunting. The
weather had rolled in and they’d found a small niche in the rock with barely enough room for them
and the saddlebags and nothing but a bit of smoked venison and an apple between them.

“Ugh.” Gabrielle squirmed into a more comfortable position, “Wow. It’s sure raining outside, isn't it,
Xena?” She looked at the warrior, and then looked away, a funny half grin on her face.

“Sure is.” Xena agreed. “Good thing we found shelter.”

They were pressed together by necessity, shoulder to shoulder in the small space that was thankfully
filling with their combined body heat to combat the chill. Gabrielle’s green cloth top was soaked and
so was her skirt, and both their boots were caked with mud.

It was an odd, and awkward intimacy.
“Yeah, that’s for sure.” Gabrielle agreed. “Kinda cramped, though.”

“Hm.” Xena reviewed her long legs, folded into the space by some miracle of her own flexibility.
“Yeah.” She lifted one hand and scratched her nose, aware suddenly of every square inch of
Gabrielle’s skin touching hers and just how small the shelter really was. “Just big enough for the two
of us.”

“Yeah.” Gabrielle removed the small utility knife she kept tucked in her boot, and split the apple in
half, carefully cutting the center with it’s pits out before she handed one half to Xena. “Might as well
start with the good stuff.”

Xena accepted the apple, and bit into it. “What would I do without your cooking?”
Shy green eyes suddenly fastened on her face. “I don’t know. What would you do?”

It was the tone that filled Xena’s ears. A soft throatiness backed with emotion she’d never heard from
Gabrielle before, at least, not directed at her. She was almost afraid to look over at the bard, but she
could feel the warmth of the smaller woman'’s breath on her shoulder, they were that close. “Starve?”
She hazarded a guess. “C’'mon, Gabrielle. You know I can’t live without ya.”

Their eyes met.

“Likewise.” Gabrielle said, into the charged stillness. They both fell silent, then the bard smiled,
breaking the awkwardness. “Hey, can you get the venison from that bag? I don’t think I can reach it
unless I climb over you.”

Mechanically, Xena reached for the bag, her eyes still watching her companion’s face. “Climb over
me?” She asked, both her eyebrows lifting.

“Or.. um.. get wet.” Gabrielle pointed to the opening.
“Or get wet.” Xena handed over the bag. “Right.”
“You.. don’t want me to get wet, do you?” Gabrielle questioned, a definite twinkle in her eyes now.

Xena was tongue tied for the briefest of moments. Then she bit into her apple. “Get the venison. No
one’s getting wet.” She ordered.

“Okay.”

“Today.” Xena added, edging over just a little bit to unkink her leg. She glanced to her right, and found
Gabrielle looking right at her. They both grinned, and looked away, and Xena had to wonder if she
was imagining things or..

Not.



Of course, the answer to that had been emphatically not. Xena could finally look back on those times
now and not feel the pang in her chest anymore. Yes, they’d been through Hades together, but that
was now in their past, and she’d realized lately that it really was in their past.

Maybe that was part of her impatience with the townsfolk, and with her mother.
“Hey.” Gabrielle uttered softly. “You still thinking?”
“Mmhm.”

Gabrielle pushed herself up onto her elbow and leaned over, giving her partner a kiss on the lips.
“Stop thinking.”

Definitely not imagining things. Xena dismissed her thoughts for the morning, and responded, rolling
over and pouncing on top of the bard, growling softly right into her ear. “Careful what you ask for,
shepherd.”

“0000.” Gabrielle grabbed hold of the muscular body now poised over hers. “I'm in deep trouble.”
“Yes, you are.”

Outside, the thunder rolled on impotently, sending a petulant spatter of rain that did no more than
bounce off the roof.
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One Wild Ride
Part 2

Gabrielle whistled softly under her breath as she made her way carefully down the mountain path.
She used her staff to good effect, feeling out a way among the slippery rocks and placing her boots in
spots only after she tested them with a cautious toe.

It was still raining. The clouds were stubbornly thick overhead, and the weather hadn’t let up all
morning. Eventually, the bard had decided it wasn’t going to, and so wrapped in her heavy cloak,
she’d started down towards the town.

Xena had seemed content to stay behind in the cabin, wrapped in a thick flannel shift, with Dori in
delighted attendance. She’d warned Gabrielle about the path, and asked if she wanted company, but
accepted her partner’s demurral and let her go on alone.

Alittle unusual. Gabrielle had to admit, but since she’d agreed to the same thing the previous day she
couldn’t really say much about it. Besides, after spending all day in the rain, maybe Xena wanted to
relax by the fire. Stranger things had happened.

She walked past the fork that led to the Amazons, resolving to stop there on her way back, and giving
the lookout a wave as she went past. She heard a whistle in response, and moved on, crossing the
bridge over the gorge and approaching the town in relatively short order.

Her cape was made of leather, with a waxed surface that rejected the rain, and it was cut so it only
came to her lower calves to keep it out of most puddles. It was warm, and she peered out from under
the hood, glad she had it's comforting folds around her.

The thought made her make a mental note to search for Xena’s matching one on her way back. How
the warrior had lost it, and the fact that she’d returned seemingly oblivious, really surprised
Gabrielle. Very strange.

Very absentminded of her. Gabrielle paused, with her hand on the gates to Amphipolis, her brow
creased and a speculative look on her face. Then she continued on, a grin on her face. “Four more
days.” She commented, sidestepping a cart being pulled down the back lane and ducking past two
men carrying a basket.

“Pardon?” One of the men asked, glancing around at her. “You talking to me?”



“Nope.” Gabrielle assured him. “To myself. Sorry..”

“Too bad.” The man chuckled and kept walking, saying something to his companion that made both of
them laugh.

“Yeah, yeah.” The bard kept going, yanking her boots out of the sucking mud that now filled the
roadway. She headed directly for the inn, pausing only to knock what mud she could off before she
opened the door and walked inside.

It was quiet, only a few people were inside waiting for lunchtime to begin, or perhaps lingering after
breakfast. They looked up as Gabrielle entered and swept her hood back, and most murmured
friendly greetings. She was well known in the village, of course, and she smiled and gave the room an
equally friendly wave as she walked towards the kitchen.

“Hey, Gabrielle?”

The bard stopped and turned, spotting one of the town weavers, an old resident she’d known since
they’d moved back to Amphipolis. “Hi, Saras. What's up?”

“Got some new fabrics in.” The woman said. “I know you wear your togs hard.”

Gabrielle walked over and sat down across from her. “I do.” She admitted. “I used to kid Xena for
always wearing leather, but you know what?”

“Lasts a sight longer.”

“Sure does.” The bard agreed. “So yeah, how about I stop by after the rain ends? I can think of a
couple things I do need.” Her grin widened a little. “And some things I might need.”

“And the little one.”
“Always.”

“Good then. Didn’t mean to hold you.” Saras patted her hand. “Glad you're back, I am. Missed hearing
your stories.”

Gabrielle had come to the point where she recognized she had an ego, and her ego liked hearing
things like that. “Thanks, | appreciate that, Saras.” She said. “I was going to kind of debut a new story,
maybe tomorrow night or the next... here, | mean.”

“Oh!” Saras smiled. “Wonderful! You have to let us know when.”

“I will.” The bard got up. “Talk to you later.” She continued on to the kitchen and passed through the
entry, taking the slight right turn that would bring her into the cooking area she expected to find
Cyrene in.

Despite having help now, her mother in law still commandeered the kitchen, understanding rightly
that her inn’s reputation mostly rested on it’s food and no matter how good her cooks were, she still
had to answer for it.

Sure enough, Cyrene was near the back hearth, inspecting the contents of a large pot issuing fragrant
steam into the room. She turned, hearing someone enter, and looked faintly surprised when she
recognized Gabrielle.

For a moment, Gabrielle thought Cyrene was going to turn her back on her. There was that kind of
look in her eye, but after a second it faded and she put her spoon down and walked over instead.

Maybe if it had been Xena, she’d have turned her back. Gabrielle relaxed her posture, and cocked her
head a little, aware that she presented a more sympathetic and less aggressive picture than her
partner did and people often responded to her far differently. “Hi.”

“Well.” Cyrene sighed. “Good morning, Gabrielle. What brings you out in weather like this?”



She could see Cyrene wanted to be mad, but as her daughter often found, Gabrielle was a hard person
to be mad at if she put her mind to it. “I came to talk to you. Can you take a break and come sit for a
minute?” She riffled her damp hair, and held Cyrene’s gaze, waiting for the innkeeper to answer.

After a half shake of her head, Cyrene gave in. “Sure.” She indicated the table in the back of the
kitchen, which had a couple of stools around it. “You had breakfast yet?”

Gabrielle waggled her hand.

“Nuts and berries, I'm sure.” Cyrene retrieved a platter and put a bowl on it, adding a few more things
before she sat down across from Gabrielle and nudged the plate towards her. “Go on.”

She was hungry, and breakfast had actually been some nuts and fruits, and a shared bowl of porridge
they’d eaten just to get Dori to eat some too. The bread and cheese looked wonderful, and she helped
herself to some as she carefully considered how to start this prickly conversation.

“What’s on your mind, Gabrielle?” Cyrene forestalled her, picking up a bit of bread and playing with
it.

“What’s on my mind.” The bard nibbled her cheese thoughtfully. “Well, the usual stuff. Xena. Dori. The
weather. Wondering how things are going on Potadeia, you know.”

“Hm.” Cyrene nodded. “I had a letter from your mother a quarter moon past. Seems things are fine
there.” She said. “She asked what was going with you.”

Gabrielle gazed past her mother in law for a brief moment. “She misses my father.”

Cyrene looked down at the table, tracing a bit of the grain of the wood. “I think she does, yes.” She
agreed, slowly. “Sometimes I think it would have been better if she’d stayed here.”

A faint smile crossed the bard’s lips. “You have to go where your heart leads you.” She took a bite of
the bread and cheese and chewed it. “I learned that lesson the hard way.”

“Is that what you did now? Followed your heart and let Xena talk you into..” Cyrene stopped, as
Gabrielle put the bread down and reached over to cover her hand with her own. “Gabrielle.”

“Mom.” The bard leaned forward. “Why?”
“What?”

“Why? Why are you so mad about this?” Gabrielle asked softly. “Xe didn’t talk me into anything.. we
both want to be here, be a part of this place, a place we’ve both come to consider our only home.”

“And so you should.”
“But we also need to be who we are.”

Now, Cyrene leaned forward. “Who are you, that you need to live alone up on a mountain?” She
asked. “Gabrielle, it's dangerous up there. You're all by yourselves. If something happens..”

The bard cocked her head to one side with a puzzled expression. “Mom..”

“Yes,  know.” Cyrene held up her hand. “I know how self sufficient and capable you both are. Don’t
lecture me about that. My daughter’s been taking care of herself since she was fifteen years old.” She
looked directly at Gabrielle. “But Dori isn’t fifteen.”

Gabrielle folded her hands. “No, she isn’t.” She agreed. “That was one of the biggest reasons I was glad
we were coming home.. because I know she needs the rest of her family, much as she loves just being
with us.”

“Then she should be here and not up there.” Cyrene slapped the table. “And so should the two of you.”

Gabrielle had lived long enough with her beloved partner to understand in a viscerial level what it
felt like to hit your head against a proverbial wall. With Xena, she knew at some point, she just had to
walk away from an argument because that stubborn will wouldn’t let the warrior back down on some
things.



However, this was not Xena. “Mom, we can’t.” She replied simply.
“If Xena wanted to..”

The bard held a hand up. “It’s not just Xena.” She cut her mother in law off. “We make decisions
together these days. In order for me to do what I do, I can’t live in the middle of all this.” Her hand

opened, palm up, and moved around to indicate their surroundings. “I need to be able to hear myself
think.”

Cyrene got up and went to the iron grate over the stove. She poured water from the pot heating over
itinto a cup, and swirled it’s contents. “Do you?” She turned and regarded the bard seriously. “You
never did before. I've been listening you tell stories for years now.”

Gabrielle dropped her gaze to her hands, interlacing her fingers. “I did. I just never admitted it to
anyone.” That was something she wasn’t very proud of, though she knew it had a lot to do with that
period they’d gone through after their separation. She wanted to do what she thought Xena did, and
Xena wanted to do what she thought Gabrielle wanted to do.

Two direly wounded hearts just looking for a little peace. Gabrielle looked up, with a brief smile.
Well, they’d healed, and now life was moving forward again, wasn't it? “What I don’t get is.. before we
left for Athens, you were up in arms with the council over not respecting our need to be alone. What
changed?”

Cyrene was caught by surprise, the cup halfway to her lips. She put it back down. “This is different.”

“It's no different.” Gabrielle shot right back. “Even right now, I'm telling you this is something we
need, and you're telling me it’s not. So what’s up?” She heard a firmer edge come into her voice, and
winced a little inside, knowing she probably was going down the wrong track with Cyrene.

Definitely would have been the wrong one with Xena, who responded to being challenged like that by
either getting mad, or worse, turning her back and leaving. The bard sighed inwardly, suspecting she
was losing her touch in this sort of stuff.

She was definitely not as patient as she used to be. “Mom, listen..”

“Gabrielle, I understand you feel you need to defend Xena.” Cyrene said. “Gods know, you've been
doing it since the moment [ met you, but..”

“Yeah.” The bard stood. “When this town was about to kill her. I remember.” She felt, rather than saw
Cyrene flinch. “I give up. Maybe we should just move to Potadeia.” She turned and headed for the
door, shaking her head.

“Gabrielle, wait.” Cyrene followed her. “Please.”

Gabrielle paused and turned, waiting until the innkeeper came up to her. She was a bit shorter than
her mother in law, but she straightened her spine and met her gaze evenly.

“Something happened.” Cyrene said, suddenly. “I have a reason for what I'm asking you to do. Come
down from that mountain, Gabrielle. Bring Xena and Dori down here. Please.”

The bard frowned. “What happened?”
“I can’t tell you.”

A yelling off in the distance made them both look through the door, before Cyrene could answer
further. “Now what?” The innkeeper sighed. “Don’t tell me the damn pigs got loose again.” She
hesitated, then put a hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “It’s.. “

Another yell, this time louder. Now Gabrielle sighed. “Hold that thought, mom.” She added a wry grin
to ease her previous attitude. “Trouble first.” She grabbed her staff and ducked through the door,
running for the front of the inn as the people inside were scrambling for the window to see what was
going on.



Raiders? Not in this weather. Gabrielle booted the door open and kept going, forgetting to put her
hood up as she jumped off the porch into the rain. The cold water hit her in the face, and she shaded
her eyes hastily with an upflung arm, her head turning from side to side to find the source of the
turmoil.

Suddenly, three men appeared from the river road, running towards the center of town. They were
covered in mud, in an obvious panic. “Help! Help!”

“What’s wrong!” Gabrielle let out a yell, trying to see past them. “What is it?”

“The river!” The nearest man yelled back. “The river! It’s rising!”

“Fast!?”

“Too fast!”

Uh big time oh. Gabrielle broke into a full run, tucking her staff under her arm and ignoring the rain.
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Dori put a rock down on the soft surface of the furs, and waited. After a short while, another rock
joined it, this one bigger, and darker in color. “Big.”

“Good girl.” Xena was reclining on her side, her head propped up on her hand. “Now, how is this one
different?” She put another rock down, about the same size, but a different color.

“Dis rock green.” Dori observed. “Like mama’s story.”
“Mama’s story about the green rock? You remember that?” Xena asked. “That was a long time ago.”
Dori looked at her like she was a little nutty. “Pipples.” She said. “Big round house.”

“Yup, that's right. We were with our friends the forest people, in a round house.” The warrior agreed.
“Did you like Mama'’s story?”

“Yes.” Dori studiously removed the rocks, and put a stick down, then another one across it. “Go find
fishes.” She put a small rock down in one of the quarters made by the cross. “Go Boo.”

Well, sort of. “That’s to tell which way we went, right?” Xena said. “If we go through where two roads
meet, so mama can find us.”

Dori giggled and grabbed the sticks, tossing them into the air. “Mama knows Boo.”

Ah, out of the mouths of tiny children. Xena looked at her daughter, and shook her head. Did Dori
really understand what she was saying? Was she really saying she knew Gabrielle could find her
sticks or no sticks? “So mama doesn’t need sticks to find us, right?”

“Yes.” Dori seemed utterly positive. “‘Mama find Boo, all the time.” She abandoned her sticks and
stone and crawled over to her buddy, climbing over her as though she were merely an inconvenient
obstacle and tumbling down onto the furs on the other side of her.

Xena rolled over onto her other side to keep her in view, since that was the side the fire was on. Dori
had learned on their travels not to mess with the hot flames but you never could tell what she’d toss
into them. The warrior was glad her daughter was out of diapers, for instance, and she wouldn’t
forget that smell any time soon. “What’cha doing, Dori?”

Dori was standing spraddle legged, an impossibly serious look on her face. She leaned down and put
her hands on the furs, then tumbled head over heels, landing right next to Xena. “Go like Boo!” She
announced, looking up hopefully.

“Whoa.” Xena laughed. “Is that your somersalt?”
“Go like Boo?”

“You betcha.” The warrior gathered her up and hugged her. “Good job, Dori.”



“Go go go.” Dori burbled happily. “Go fly?”

“It’s a start.” Xena said. “You keep working on it.. you'll be flying in no time, shortie.” She patted her
daughter on the back, still chuckling.

“Boo boo boo.”

‘That’s me.” Xena rolled over onto her back and stretched, enjoying the warmth of the fire and a
chance to just spend some time with Dori. Usually, they took her down the mountain to play with her
cousins and friends, but the warrior welcomed the long morning and the rain that caused it.

She wondered how Gabrielle was getting on, with her mother. Odds were fifty fifty on that, she’d
figured, putting Cyrene’s stubbornness on one side, and Gabrielle’s intensity on the other.

Footsteps outside, heard even over the rain, alerted her. “Someone’s coming to visit, Dor.” She
bounced the child on her stomach. “Who do you think it is?”

“Mama?”

“Nope, it's not mama.” Xena shook her head.

“Gramma?”

“Nope, not gramma either.” The warrior said. “I think it's your auntie Ephiny.”
“Effl”

A knock at the door came promptly after the sound of boots scuffing on the porch. “C’'mon in.” Xena
called out. She eyed the door, and her lips quirked into a grin as Ephiny’s curly blond head came into
view. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Ephiny entered, and closed the door. She was wearing a heavy cloak, but shed it and hung it on
one of the hooks inside the door before she came any further. “Hey there, Dori! Didn’t expect to find
you here.”

“Eff!” Dori pointed at her. “Wet!”

“Right first time.” The Amazon came over and sat down on the furs cross legged. “Where’s your
mama, huh?”

Dori looked at Xena.

“Down fighting with my mother.” The warrior said, with a wry grin. “What are you up to? Things still
falling down in the village?” She tickled Dori’s foot and watched the child scowl at her. “Rain’s still
coming down out there.”

“Itis, and that’s what I'm here about.” Ephiny said. “The village is holding together for now.. okay, it’s
falling down around my ankles, but the real problem is one of my girls came back and she seems to
think the river’s too high.”

Xena cocked her head. “Well, it is a little.” She said. “I saw it yesterday.”

“Not down there.” Ephiny pointed behind her, and up. “Up near the frost line. One of the big open
meadows around the water hole we picked out is deeper than I am tall with runoff.”

The warrior sat up, catching Dori as she tumbled and setting her upright without a moment’s
hesitation. “That’s bad.”

Ephiny nodded. “My words to the letter.” She said. “I'm wondering if.. “ The Amazon paused when she
saw a distant look come into Xena’s eyes suddenly. “Xena?”

Shock.
Anxiety.

Fear.



Xena got to her feet rapidly. “Eph, stay here with Dori.” She headed for the door.

“Hey.. wh.” The regent scrambled around, catching Dori as she started to race after Xena. “Where are
you going.. no, scratch that. Where’s Gabrielle?”

“Town.” Xena yanked the door open and bolted through it, clearing the porch and hitting the mud
without looking back.

“Boo!” Dori stared wide eyed at the now vanished warrior and open door. “Eff! Leggo! Go BOO!”

“No, no, honey.” Ephiny made a mental note to send Pony with the next warning of impending
disaster. “You stay here, Boo’s going to get mama.”

“Boo get mama?”

“You know Boo always gets mama.” Ephiny got the door closed and herded Dori back towards the
fire. “Boo’s been getting mama for a long time, longer than you’ve been around, my little chickadee.”

Dori glanced at the door. “Boo and mama come back?”

“Sure.” Ephiny said. “I bet mama did something, and she’ll have a new story to tell when she gets
here.” She added. “Cause you know, your mama never does things halfway.”

“Otay.”

“Did mama ever tell you how she and I met?” Ephiny said. “About how she became the Queen of the
Amazons?”

“Keen?”

“No, not overly.” Ephiny sighed, settling back onto the furs. “I bet mama never told you you're a
princess either, did she?”

Big green eyes blinked at her in befuddlement. “Bck.” Dori fell back on an old favorite. “What’s a
prissess?”

No, Gabrielle wouldn’t have. Ephiny admitted silently. For the obvious reason, that Dori wouldn'’t
know what the heck she was talking about, and for the less obvious reason that she knew her friend
felta good deal of ambiguity about her own position.

Well, she’d learn to get over it. “How about I tell you how your mama became an Amazon. Would you
like that?”

Dori seemed inclined to be agreeable to that. “Otay.” She said. “Then we go find Boo and mama.”

Of course. “All right, you got a deal.” Ephiny reasoned going down the hill with Dori was probably far
less dangerous than trying to keep her locked up in the cabin. “Once upon a time there was an
Amazon Queen named Melosa.”

“Losa.” Dori agreed. “Gots buppits?”
“Sorta.” Ephiny said. “That’s kinda what started everything.”
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Darn, Darn Darn. Gabrielle dug her staff into the softening mud and braced her legs, trying to get
enough leverage to reach out and grab one of the lamb’s legs as it struggled in the water wildly.
“C’'mere, you..”

“Baaal!l” The terrified animal squealed.
“Gabrielle! Be careful!” Johan yelled from the bank. “Got ropes coming!”

Yeah, yeah. Gabrielle continued her task, grabbing a wooly leg and bodily hauling the lamb out of the
water and onto the rapidly dissolving bank. The river had risen alarmingly, covering the bridge
already and sweeping anything on it's banks downstream.



Mostly provisions, but also some animals that had been standing by waiting to be loaded onto barges
to go down to market. Gabrielle had picked a spot in a crook of the river, where she could get in
without taking the full force and try to get things out.

The water sucked at her though, and she could feel the force getting stronger behind her, shoving her
against her staff and almost knocking her offbalance. She grabbed another lamb by the scruff of the
neck and staggered backwards as the water surged, sending the animal almost into her arms.

“Baaa!” The lamb nipped at her in fear.

“Stop that you little gnarly..” Gabrielle avoided the teeth and shoved the animals head away from her.
“Get up there before I make you into a rug!”

“Gabrielle!” Johan was closer, and now reaching out to her. “Get out of there.. the damn critters ain’t
worth it!” He found himself with a handful of wet lamb. “Ah!”

“Help!”

Gabrielle whirled, spotting two heads in the water. A merchant had been trying to offload his wagon,
it's wheels stuck in the mud and now the water had risen to the point it had taken the wagon up and
was slamming it against the bridge.

The merchant had tried to hold onto it. “Help!” He called out, his head going under water.

“Gods.” Gabrielle started upstream, battling the raging river one short step at a time as she dug her
staff into the bottom, making slow progress. “Someone get him a rope!” She yelled out to the banks,
now filling with onlookers. “C’'mon people! Help him!”

“Look out!” Another yell, this time she recognized as Cyrene. “Good gods! Gabrielle! Gabrielle! The
bridge!”

She heard a crack, and looked up to see the bridge breaking free of it’'s mooring posts. “Oh my gods.”
The bard barely had time to even think, before the wooden mass was heading towards her at a
frightening speed, with the wagon thundering behind it.

Her boots were stuck in the mud, along with her staff. She knew, in a slow motion kind of way, she
wasn’t going to get out of it’s path in time. All she had time to do, in fact, was steady herself and get
ready to grab whatever she could, and just hope the mass didn’t kill her outright. “Mom!” She yelled
desperately. “I can’t!”

The bridge broke free completely and was on her before she could think or say another word. It was
aroar of splintering wood and roaring water and screaming. She took a deep breath and did her best
to jump. Her body lifted out of the water a few inches, then the bridge plowed into her and would
have cut her in half had not something grabbed her arms like iron bands and hauled her up on top of
it.

She fell down onto the wood, bucking crazily under her, and felt warmth surround her and hold her
down, as the world spun into insanity, and the water’s roar filled her senses.

“My gods” Cyrene gasped, her eyes fixed on the two figures fading into the distance, as the flood
overcame them, cresting the banks and roaring into the lower town to the company of horrific
screams. “Get everyone back from the edge.” She told Johan. “Hurry!”

The water kept coming, racing up towards the gates as the townsfolk scrambled to elude it, shaken as
everything within the river’s reach was taken from them and carried far away.

“Be damned.” Johan reached Cyrene’s side. “Didn’t think she’d get there in time.”

Cyrene’s hands clenched on the railing of the inn’s porch as she stared downstream. “My dream was
danger on the mountain.” She whispered. “But [ had it all wrong.”

Johan looked at her.

“All wrong.”
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Xena had little time to do anything but hold on, using her body strength to try and keep them upright
on the piece of wood they’d landed on. “You all right?”

“As I can be.” Gabrielle answered, her fingers clenched into the wood, and her face turned to one side
to keep the water from rushing into her mouth. Her body was pressed against the bridge piece, half
under water as the surge came over them every other second. “Now what?”

“Hang on.”

Gabrielle closed her eyes as a wave washed over her, remembering to keep her mouth closed so it
wouldn'’t fill with water. The cold was shocking, and she knew she’d be shivering already if Xena
wasn’t laying on top of her.

Once the water receded a little, she shook her head to clear the wet hair from her eyes and blinked,
trying to look ahead of them. All she could see were tall banks, and white, frothing river surface.
“How long?”

“No idea.” Xena responded. “Never seen it like this.”

The rain came down harder, but at least it was warmer than the river. “Xena?”
“Yeah?”

“Know any deserts?”

“Hang on.” Xena threw her body to one side, causing their makeshift raft to lean to one side and avoid
a half sunken rock. They came close to tipping, then settled back down and went forward again.
“Know a few.”

“Let’s go live in one.” Gabrielle felt her heart settle back down from it’s sudden racing, as she’d seen
the rock whir by her nose.

“You hate sand.” The warrior reminded her, gripping the wood more firmly.
“I hate drowning too.”

Xena shook the wet hair out of her own eyes, and grimly hung on, watching the banks grow taller and
narrower, and knowing the river would only get wilder. “Just hang on.”

“You too.”
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After the third time her head went under water, Gabrielle figured she had to do something. “Hon?”

“Yeah?” Xena lifted her head cautiously, relieved at a slightly easier stretch of water that seemed to
be in front of them. The walls were so high on either side by now though, that trying to get them out
of the river wasn’t even an option.

“Mind if I get up a little?” Gabrielle asked. “I'm getting splinters in bad places.”

The warrior eased up and lifted her body off her partner’s, rolling onto her side slowly. “Easy.” She
warned. “This thing’s not stable.”

“So I noticed.” Gabrielle gingerly pushed herself up and onto her back, trading the cold river water for
the relative warmth of the rain that now pelted the front of her torso. She blinked some droplets
from her eyes and looked over at Xena, her face tensing into a surprised grin as she observed her
partner’s dress, or, rather, lack thereof. “Um.”

“Yeah.” Xena glanced down at herself. “Barefoot and in my shift. There’s a joke in there somewhere.”
She gripped the side of the wood as it shifted under them, one hand reaching out for Gabrielle from
pure instinct. “Hang on.”



“I'm hanging.” The bard carefully eased closer, until they were both in the center of the small section
of bridge they’d landed on. It was barely big enough to fit them side by side, and felt very unsteady
under her weight. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Plan?”

“Ah. Something else that wasn’t covered under the warlord’s guide to greater Greece, huh?” Gabrielle
exhaled. “I guess we have to get out of here... there’s someplace we can do that soon, right?”

Xena reviewed the river, which was becoming gnarled with whitecaps again. She looked up at the
banks, now towering over them and realized she was in a cut of the river she’d never seen before.

Gabrielle realized the same thing at the same time. “Where in Hades are we?” She blurted, turning
and looking back. “Xena, I've been down the river from Amphipolis.. no way do we send barges this
route.. what happened?”

“Good question.” The warrior also looked behind her, staring at the overgrown walls. “Damn it. River
must have overflowed it’s banks at the big curve.. this is a dry bed.”

The bard looked down then up at her. “No it’s not.”
“Usually it is..it’s the gorge, Gabrielle.” Xena said. “The one we bridged.”

“The g.. you mean our gorge? The one near our cabin?” Now, the foliage and the thick, rich earthen
banks made sense. “Wow.” Gabrielle said, slowly. “So, where does it end up? Maybe we can grab hold
of the sides near the bridge and climb up? I know it’s pretty deep, but..”

“But I haven’t climbed a cliff barefoot since I was ten.” Xena stated frankly. “I don’t know what I was
thinking.”

“I've never climbed one, but that's never stopped us before.” Gabrielle found it was easier to keep her
balance lying on her stomach, and so she reversed herself again, bracing her weight on her elbows
and gripping the wood with both hands. “Besides, it's so darn romantic that you ran out in your
underwear to save me.”

“Oh, you think so, huh?”
Gabrielle kept her eyes fixed forward on the waves, but she smiled. “Yes, I do.”

“I hear that in a story, you're toast, bard.” Xena put one arm over Gabrielle’s shoulders and grabbed
onto the edge of the wood, letting her weight rest on her knees and outstretched arms. “Gonna be a
long walk home.”

“I'll carry you.” The bard answered blithely. “No problem.”

The makeshift raft tilted, and they both rolled with the motion, one of Xena’s long legs sliding off into
the water as she fought to keep them upright. The current seemed to be getting faster also, and the
warrior stared ahead at the rough water with worried eyes. “This isn’t gonna be easy.”

Gabrielle gripped the edge of the wood more firmly, hearing the warning tone in her partner’s voice.
She peered ahead, but all she could see was the walls on either side, and an endless stretch of white
ruffled water.

There was no place, really to even grab onto. She could see bushes on either side, half drowned in the
river and thick tree boles sticking up dangerously in the current, but no place they could easily land
and escape. To make things more ominous, it felt like they were starting to go faster. “Xe?”

“Yeah?”
“Where do you think this ends up?”

Xena had been wondering exactly that. She knew the slice went across the mountain, but she’d never
followed it, having no interest in an old dry river bed. “I'm... not exactly sure.” She answered slowly.
“But it goes towards..”



“The plateau.” Gabrielle whispered. “You don’t think..”

Over the river’s surge, Xena'’s sharp ears finally focused on a low roar that had been playing at the
peripheral of her senses. Now that she’d heard it, she knew without question what it was. “I think.”

Gabrielle’s mouth went dry, despite being surrounded by and covered in water. “What do we do?”

The warrior started looking around in earnest, now, searching the banks for some place she could
steer toward and grab on. The ride had almost seemed fun for a short while - it was anything but
now. “Find something to grab.”

“Other than you?” Gabrielle muttered, pushing herself up, and just as quickly lowering herself back
down as she nearly rolled off the raft. She felt the wood buck under her, shifting sideways and
starting to turn. “Uh..”

Xena wrapped her arms around the edge of the wood and the bard, holding on tight as the raft
whirled in a tight circle, caught in an eddy that almost threw them off the surface. Once out of it, they
tilted downward, the front edge dipping far under water and taking Gabrielle’s upper body with it.

The warrior hauled back, throwing her weight against the surge of the water and bringing the
spluttering bard to the surface. “Get up on your knees!”

Gabrielle coughed and blinked the water from her eyes, struggling to comply as she felt Xena’s arm
tighten around her to pull her upright. Her balance was chancy, but she managed to drag her knees
up and get on all fours, glad she did when the front edge went under again and she sunk down to her
elbows in the icy cold.

For a moment, she thought they were going to plunge headlong, then the raft twirled sideways again
and dropped between two rocks, barely a wide enough opening to let them through. She was thrown
against Xena, feeling the shifting power of the warrior’s body as she fought to control the raft.

Then something else caught her eye. “Xena!” She yelled, seeing the edge of the waterfall past the
curve in the crevasse. “Xena look!”

“I see it!” The warrior yelled back. “I'm steering for the bank there!”

Gabrielle looked to the left, where she could see a bit of the wall sticking out. It wasn’t much, but
there were some visible roots and it offered a handhold she knew Xena could take advantage of.
“What can I do?”

“Lean when I lean!”

Easier said than done. Gabrielle pressed her body against her partners, trying to anticipate which
way she was going to move. She could see aroil of water near where they were trying to go, and she
felt Xena start to pull the right end of the raft up to send them that way. “Whoa boy..."

The water gushed under them, suddenly cooperating and taking them right towards the wall. “Yow!”
Gabrielle let out a yell, as the dirt surface came at her far too fast.

“Duck!”

No question about listening. The bard dove for the surface of the raft, clearing the way for Xena to do
whatever it was she needed to do to save them. Her face went under the water but she didn’t care,
holding her breath as she felt the wrenching power of her partner’s legs clamp around her as Xena
lunged for the shore.

The shock of contact, and then they were whirling in a tight circle as the river tried to rip them past
Xena's hold. Gabrielle felt herself lifted clear of the surface, and she opened her eyes, to see a blur of
mud, and green, and frothy blue before something else grabbed them and she felt them tip sideways
again. “Yahhh!”

“Son of a..” Xena let out a frustrated bellow, as they spun completely around and the root she’d been
holding pulled loose from the soil. “Oh.. Gab!”



It was hard to tell what was happening, but she could hear the panic in Xena’s voice and that made
her blood run colder than anything else in her life ever could have. Instinctively, Gabrielle released
her hold on the raft and grabbed the shifting, muscular body next to her, holding on tight as they
continued tipping.

Continued tipping.
They were falling.

Gabrielle buried her face into her partner’s chest.
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The last thing she’d expected on swinging around that point was a break in the rocks, and a
secondary waterfall that simply ripped the raft out from under them and sent it plummeting down in
a wild spray of water.

They were falling themselves down the front of the small fall, the walls on either side giving her no
chance of a handhold, being blunt slate. Xena looked down, and saw a pool the water was exploding
into, but there was no way for her to tell how deep it was.

No way to tell once they hit it, if they wouldn’t be broken to bits on it’s rocky bottom.

No time, really to worry about it either. Xena wrapped her arms around Gabrielle a little tighter, and
just prepared her body, bending her knees and hoping for the best. She felt the bard exhale against
her skin and relax, a mix of resignation and acceptance in the motion that made her nape hairs
prickle.

The water of the fall wrapped around them suddenly, buffeting them and throwing them to the back
of the deluge with a force that nearly knocked the breath out of her. She felt her shoulders impact the
wall, and then they were sliding down it, a faint slope that slowed their descent just a trifle.

Luck? Xena gingerly leaned back and felt the sting as the irregularities of the rock thudded against
her skin, and then the ground was coming up impossibly fast and she just closed her eyes and held
her breath.

The shock of the water hitting her was painful, rivaling what it had felt like to slam against a
mountainside. She was unable to slow her descent and before it really registered, her feet were
hitting the bottom of the pond and driving into it, sending her to her knees with irresistible force.

The shock went through her almost knocking her unconscious. Xena managed to let go of Gabrielle
and pushed her surfaceward out of simple instinct, as she struggled to regain control of her body.

Her legs were stuck in the mud, she realized after trying to lunge after her partner. She blinked her
eyes open and saw nothing but a swirl of water. Her arms flailed, searching for something to pull
herself up with, but nothing was within her grasp.

Damn it. The warrior cursed and yanked at her trapped feet again, the mud sucking at her legs with
tenacious strength.

Then a hand reached down and clutched after her, searching frantically and she felt a jolt deep in her
guts that could only come from one source. Xena yanked at one leg and got it free, then she reached
up and grabbed Gabrielle’s hand, kicking against a firmer part of the bottom and pulling her other
foot free in a sudden motion that propelled both of them back up to the surface.

The waterfall thundered over their heads, almost driving them back down, but Xena spotted a break
in it and she pointed. “There!”

They swam out from under the falls into a pouring rain that was almost as bad. The shore of the lake,
which was spilling over to become a river at it’s end wasn'’t that far off though, and with a few
powerful strokes Xena had her hand on a rock outcropping that was firmly embedded.



Her other hand was clamped just as firmly around Gabrielle’s arm as the bard fought the current
attempting to separate them. She could see Gabrielle’s head popping clear of the water, and the look
of almost panic on her face that dissolved as she looked around and caught her partner’s eyes on her.

The rushing water tried to grab them again, but they both weren’t having any of that. Xena crawled
up onto the gravel bank pulling Gabrielle with her until they were clear of the water, well clear of it,
their hands and knees pinched by the sharp gravel.

“Xena, there?” Gabrielle pointed to a fallen tree half against a pile of rocks that promised some
meager shelter.

“Better than nothing.” The warrior agreed, and they managed to get over to it just as the rain
redoubled it’s efforts to wash them back into the lake. A wash of water splashed down the slope over
them, covering them with mud and slush and they both blinked stinging eyes from it.

Xena rolled under the tree and pulled Gabrielle with her, their arms and legs tangling together as
they squeezed as much shelter from the fallen trunk as they could.

The rain still bounced around them, but at least, at last, they were both still.

Not to mention together. Gabrielle felt her heartbeat begin to slow finally, the beats so rapid she
could hardly breathe from the force of them. So many things had happened in the last little while, she
couldn’t’ process them, or flush the fear from her guts quite so quickly.

Xena's heart was racing also, and she could feel the heave of the warrior’s breathing under her hands.
“You okay?” Gabrielle rasped, clearing her throat from all the water.

“Yeah.” Xena replied briefly. “Just catching my breath.” She studied the bark over her head, her lashes
fluttering as droplets of rain hit her face. “Damn, that was a ride.”

“Pah.” The bard spit a bit of plant out of her mouth. “Hated it.”
Xena lifted a no longer shaking hand and rubbed Gabrielle’s back with it. “You okay?”
Gabrielle had her eyes firmly closed. “Not really, no.” She admitted. “I really want to throw up.”

The warrior eyed her warily. “Mind moving your head a little? I don’t want to have to go out in that
damn rain again so fast.”

The unexpected humor helped. Gabrielle managed a chuckle out of it. “Oh, Xe, that sucked.” She
winced, removing a splinter from her hand with her teeth. “Let’s not do that again, okay?”

“Damn. [ was going to ask you if you wanted a repeat for our anniversary.” Xena sighed. “Guess I'll
have to find something else for us to do.”

Slowly, her world was settling. Gabrielle knew the meaningless chatter was helping them both to
come down from the terror, and she started reassessing herself with careful motions. Aside from the
splinters, her body seemed to have tolerated the insanity surprisingly well, and she flexed her arms
and legs with a sense of relief.

Xena was doing much the same thing, relieved they both seemed to be in relatively one piece for a
change. “Well, coulda been worse.” She turned her head and peered out from under the tree, seeing
not much else but rain and wet foliage.

“Much.” Gabrielle looked out from the other side, watching the water crash down into the lake and
rush off down the little slope they were on. “So.. where are we, exactly?”

The warrior turned her head and peeked past her partner’s shoulders. “Valley.”
llAh'll

“Pretty narrow one.” Xena edged her head out enough to peer upward. The walls rose on either side
to dizzying heights, the only lower spot the crack they’d come gushing out of. She could see the lower
end of the valley in the distance, it’s far wall equally craggy and remote. “Closed.”



“Hm.” Gabrielle put her head back down on Xena’s shoulder. “Well, after the rain stops we can
explore it and find a way out. Right now, I'm staying here.”

Xena patted the tree with wry affection. “Got my vote.” She wriggled her shoulders a little and
glanced down at herself. The shift she’d run out in was in very sad repair, the ride down the river
having ripped it in several places. She wasn’t really chilled yet, but she suspected the weather wasn’t
going to get any more comfortable any time soon.

Right now, they were keeping each other warm, and that was fine by her. After all, the rain had to
stop sometime, didn’t it? They could just stay right here, nice and cozy....

uXe?u
nHm?u
“Slug.”

Xena’s head whipped around swiftly, as she looked around for the animal. Spotting it near Gabrielle’s
head, she quickly grabbed it, grimacing at the slimy texture and whipped it out into the rain with
little regret for it's insect sensibilities. “Gr.”

“Hope that was the only one.”

Xena's fingertips drummed on the no longer friendly bark as the rain continued to fall.
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“Okay, short stuff.” Ephiny had run out of stories, run out of games, and run out of patience. “Let’s go
see where your mama and Boo are, okay?”

“O-tay.” Dori was more than ready. She got up and rambled over to the door, reaching up for the latch
that was just a little bit too high for her to reach. “C’'mere.” She hopped, grabbing at it.

“Whooa, whoa.. “ Ephiny scrambled after her. “Wait for your old auntie Ephiny, okay? Gimme a minut
ehere, let me get your coat on.” She managed to get Dori’s tiny cloak onto her before the child could
escape, and then get the door open. “Now, you hold onto me, little miss Amazon princess, so we don’t
both fall down the mountain. Okay?”

For once, Dori listened and took Ephiny’s hand as they started down the path. Her little boots
pattered over the wet leaves, her balance sure footed and unconcerned despite the rain. As she
walked, Ephiny noticed she looked around at everything, her eyes taking in all the colors and
intricacies of the forest and her ears twitching a little just like Xena'’s did as she listened.

Amazing. “What do you hear, Dori?” Ephiny asked her. “You hear birds?”
“Aminal.” Dori pointed confidently to her right, into the bushes. “Bitty aminal, mama no like.”

Small animal Gabrielle didn’t like. “Is it a rat?” Ephiny guessed, fascinated. “You can tell there’s a rat
in there?”

“Yes.” Dori hopped down several step like plateaus. “Go fast.” She urged. “Go get mama and Boo.”

Ephiny hurried to keep up with her. “We’re going, you don’t want to fall down and get hurt, do you?”
She scouted the path before them, her mind doubting a little now the place her friends had chosen to
call him It was a steep drop down the side of the damn hill here, and one wrong step could possibly

not be funny at all.

Maybe Cyrene did have a little point, after all. The regent pondered, as she tried to find the safest way
down she could. For Xena, sure, it was fine, and for Gabrielle now too, probably. But for the kid?

“Go go go.” Dori bounced down the hill like a rabbit. “Go Eff!”

Okay. Maybe for old, cranky Amazons, then. Ephiny picked up her pace an shook her head. “All right,
all right.. c’'mon, kiddo. Let’s go find mama.”

“Mama go trouble.” Dori said. “Get Boo.”



Now what do you suppose that meant? Ephiny felt a pang of anxiety. Xena had tore out of the cabin
like a house on fire, that was for sure, and in her wraps, on top of it. “I'm sure mama'’s okay.”

“Otay.” Dori agreed. “Tell story?”
“You want me to tell you a story? I told you all my stories.” Ephiny said. “ You tell me a story.”
“Yes.” Dori said. “Tell you Boo and the buppits. Good!”

Thunder rolled over head, and Ephiny glanced up at the sky, which was thick with gray clouds. “Good.
Yeah. I could use a good story.”

“Good!”

The regent only hoped all the stories today turned out to be good ones.
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Xena gave a last tug on a bit of vine she’d used to tie them down a canopy, and stood back to review
her work. It hadn’t been easy to chop the thick ropy substance, she’d had nothing but a bit of rock to
do it with, but after a couple of smashed thumbs and a lot of green bruising she had enough material.

Overlapping branches over a pair of small bushes formed a reasonable shelter, and was enough to
keep the ground dry underneath them. Gabrielle was already seated in the space she’d created,
picking the leaves off some berries she’d found nearby.

If nothing else, their travels had taught them to be self sufficient, Xnea decided, even though usually
she had a lot more tools at hand to be self sufficient with. “All right.” She joined Gabrielle in their little
hut, sitting down cross legged next to her and giving her head a shake to clear the wet hair from her
eyes. “That’ll have to do.”

“Here.” Gabrielle offered her a berry.. “No slugs in sight. Much better.” She selected a berry for herself
and bit into it cautiously. It was small, and round, and somewhat tart, but her partner had proclaimed
them edible, so.. “Interesting taste.”

“Hm.” Xena munched on hers. “Different.”
Gabrielle eyed her. “You've never had them before?” She asked.

The warrior shook her head no. “But the birds were eating them.” She said. “So I figured they were
all right.”

“Ah.” The bard gazed speculatively at her handful of tentative edibles. “So, if we both start chucking
up, who gets to say I told you so first?”

Xena chuckled. “Relax.”
“Uh huh.” The bard ate a few more anyway. “No chance of a fire, huh?”
Xena just looked at her.

“Hey, I can ask. You've pulled more surprises out of thin air than that on me.” Gabrielle sorted the
berries and handed Xena half. “So what's a little rain?”

“Wet wood, and no flint.” Xena said. “Not things I can fix in a heartbeat.” She rubbed her arms, as the
wind picked up a little and rattled through the bushes on either side. “Wish I could.” She added in a
heartfelt murmur.

“Want my shirt?” Gabrielle asked, in a quietly serious tone.
“I want you in your shirt.” The warrior replied. “No sense in both of us being miserable.”

Gabrielle studied her partner. She knew Xena was immune to the weather far more than most, but
she also knew her partner was used to being covered by more than tattered rags. The shift was giving
her little protection, and she could see the goosebumps rising on the warrior’s tanned skin.



She realized, suddenly, just how empty handed they really were. No tools, no weapons.. no armor no
nothing. She’d lost her staff on the river, and without even their basic camping kit, they really had..
well.. nothing.

Just themselves. Gabrielle looked at Xena. “We’re in a mess here, aren’t we?”

Solemly, the warrior nodded. She picked up a bit of stone and examined it, turning it over in her
hands. “Well, I'm sure there’s fish in that river, and I've still got these.” She opened one hand and
displayed it. “Gods know we’ve eaten raw before.”

Gabrielle closed her hand around Xena’s, tensing her fingers and chafing the warrior’s knuckles with
her thumb. “We’ll be fine.” She said. “We've got each other.”

Xena smiled, and juggled the rock in her other hand. “We’ll be fine.” She echoed. “It’s just one more
little challenge.”

One more. The bard rested her head against Xena’s shoulder. Just one little one more.
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“They what?” Ephiny asked for the third time, staring down the river in complete incomprehension.
The town was a wreck, overturned wagons and shattered crates were flung everywhere, but that was
nothing to the destruction she could see across the flood downslope. None of which mattered to her
at the moment. “They went down that?” She pointed.

“Mama go?” Dori was also looking at the river in real surprise. “She go wif Boo?”

“It happened too fast.” Granella said, wiping a bit of mud off her face. “Eph, I saw it. | was coming up
from the lower town and I'd just crossed the bridge when the flood came down.”

“Gods.” Ephiny felt deflated. “We’ll have to go after them.”

“Speed they were going, it'll take us days to catch up on foot.” Granella said. “Gabrielle was hauling
stock out of the river and the bridge let loose. I swear, I thought she was..”

“Mama?” Dori looked up at the two Amazons. “Mama good.”

“I'm sure your mama'’s good, Dori.” Ephiny answered, shading her eyes to view the flood’s
destruction. “I'm sure Xena’s taking very good care of her..”

Granella laid a hand on the regent’s shoulder. “I'm sure, too.” She said. “Because let me tell you, Eph..
that woman was moving so fast when she grabbed Gabrielle from in front of that bridge, eagles
couldn’t have caught her.”

Ephiny nodded silently. Then she let her hand drop, to rest on Dori’s tousled hair. “Don’t you worry,
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Dori. We'll go find your mama’s.
Dori blinked thoughtfully, regarding the river. “Bad.” She concluded.
“She doesn’t seem that upset.” Granella observed. “Does that mean they’re okay?”

Ephiny knelt and looked at Dori. “You want to go find your mama, sweetie?” She asked. “Want to go
find them?”

Dori blinked again. “Yes. Go find mama.” She nodded. “Go find mama, go find Boo. Have fun.” She
turned and started trotting towards the inn. “Gramma!”

“Bu.. bu.” Ephiny scrambled to her feet and bolted after her. “Hold on there, kiddo.. hey!”
“Gramma!” Dori yelled again.
“Dori!”

Granella shook her head and followed the two. “Why do I get the feeling Xena and Gabrielle are safer
than we are?”
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The rain finally tapered off near sunset. Gabrielle peered out from under their makeshift shelter and
blinked at the sky, glad to see the clouds at least grudgingly parting. “Bout time.”

Xena edged up next to her and looked out. The area around them was dour and sodden, and the wind
had come up again, chilling them with it’s briskness. “Well.” She rested a hand on her bare knee.
“First thing we gotta do is block that damn wind.”

Gabrielle leaned against her. “Yeah.”
“You want to find a better spot?”
Gabrielle peeked to the left, and then to the right. “You think there is a better spot?”

Xena considered, resting her elbows on her knees. “They way our luck’s running today? No.” She
replied honestly. “I think we should just get as much cover here as we can. I think we'll be getting
more rain later.”

“Right.” Gabrielle ducked out from under their shelter and stood up to her full height, stretching her
back out as she regarded their surroundings. Aside from the flooding water nearby, the area was
mostly covered in low scrub, with a few stands of tall trees scattered here and there.

As she looked through the brush, she could see boulders around, too, and tipping her head back, she
guessed they’d fallen down from the heights above them. “Hm.”

Xena emerged after her, putting her hands on her hips. Her eyes flicked over the trees nearby, noting
the tall, bare of branch boles. With a shake of her head, she circled the bushes and started hunting on
the ground nearby, looking for anything that might be useful.

“Should I go see if I can find more berries?” Gabrielle asked. “I'm not really in the mood yet for raw
fish. I know you just scarf it, but I've got to work myself up to that, Xe.”

“Sure.” The warrior glanced over her shoulder and gave her partner a rakish grin. “At least we'll start
with fish.”

“Anaananana.” Gabrielle made an atonal sound. “I'm not hearing anything you're saying that might
have anything to do with eating insects, Xena.” She started moving in a rough circle, searching out
anything they could nibble on that was familiar to her.

Mushrooms. Given the dampness, that wasn’t unexpected. Gabrielle knelt beside the thick trunk they

were growing on and examined them carefully, plucking them only when she was sure they were
edible.

At least, for her. She juggled a few in her hand, then she looked around for something to carry them
in. Finding nothing but pine needles, she sighed and kept on searching, finally stripping some thin
branches off a barely reachable limb and sitting down on a nearby rock to weave them into a basket.

Not having their stuff was sure a pain. Gabrielle carefully threaded the flexible twigs into an
interlocking pattern, gently pushing them close together with her fingertips.

The sounds of the forest were slowly coming alive around her, now that the storm had held off for a
while and the creatures who lived there were creeping out again. She could hear the soft chirping of
a bird off to her right, and the rattle of a cricket to her left.

The sounds reassured her with their essential normality. She’d learned from Xena that danger came
in many guises, but what was dangerous for her, was probably also dangerous to the animals around
her and they had far sharper senses than she did.

Listen to the world, was what the warrior said.

Gabrielle finished the bottom of her basket, and curved the sides up, lacing them into place with two
longer, flexible twigs into a holder large enough to carry both her mushrooms and the berries she



hoped to find. “There we go.” She murmured, dumping in the fungai and standing up. “Let’s see what
else I can find.”

A wan bit of fading sunlight splashed over her as she went deeper into the trees, welcome though
fleeting. A soft fragrance caught her attention and she stopped, tipping her head back and searching
among the branches of some shorter, scrubbier trees. “Ah!”

Pears. Things were looking up, now.
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Xena stepped carefully through the rocks, wincing a bit as they dug into her bare soles. They were all
on the sharp side, but they were small and she was looking for..

Ah. Near the water, several shattered bits of slate were laying. Xena went over and knelt down,
examining them with a knowledgeable eye, and selecting one that was a long and narrow, with a thin
edge on one side. She lifted it and peered at the edge, rubbing her thumb against it thoughtfully.

It was fragile, but it might be useful. The warrior stood up and moved on, pausing to pick up a thicker
piece of stone with a cut edge on one side. She went to one of the trees and felt the bark, then with a
sigh, she took a step back and slammed the edge of the rock into the tree, making a gash perhaps the
span of her four fingers long in it.

Xena examined the result, and for the nth time that day wished she had any one of her dozens of steel
blades with her. “Damn it.” She swung again, and again, each time taking a small chunk out of the
bark and releasing a rich scent of bruised wood to her nose.

She hoped Gabrielle was having better luck than she was. Usually, she hunted and the bard put her
gathering skills to work, and there had been times the gathering was far more successful than the
hunting.

Xena finished one long line vertically, and then she started in around the tree at her own shoulder
height. Of course, there had been times when the hunting had been more successful than the
gathering, too - it really was sometimes just a matter of luck.

She worked her way around the tree, the twilight beginning to turn the surface from variated brown
to shades of black and gray, eerily looking as though the area she was working on was dying. Casting
a glance over her shoulder, Xena let out a clear whistle, pausing and cocking her ears until she heard
an answer from far to her left.

Reassured, she started on the bottom cut, thunking her rock into the tree over and over again, taking
a step forward each time. The branches rustled over her head, and she looked up, spotting a squirrel
in the branches watching her. “Hey.”

The squirrel chattered, so far above her it considered itself safe.

Xena lightly juggled the sharp bit of stone in her other hand, her pale eyes glinting in fading sun. Then
she exhaled, and shook her head. “Gabrielle’d never, ever forgive me.” She solidered on, making the
last cut just as the light began to fade out among the branches.

She dropped the big rock and put her fingertips into the first long cut, prying the bark away from the
inside of the tree. It came loose with a soft, ripping sensation, vibrating lightly through her hands as
she carefully pulled it loose.

When she finished, she had a circle of bark almost as tall as she was. With a satisfied grunt, she
circled her arms around it and started back towards the shelter.
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Gabrielle knelt by the pool, listening to the thunder of the waterfall nearby. She had her little basket
resting to one side, and both her hands were on her upraised knee. Solemnly, she regarded the large
turtle sitting o n a rock to her left, looking back at her with equal seriousness.



Turtle shells were incredibly useful. Gabrielle had come across one at market, and purchased it, and
she’d used it for everything from holding soup to protecting her head on their travels. However, that
shell hadn’t had a turtle in it, and the problem was..

She really, really liked turtles. They held a special place in her heart and the thought of killing this
turtle to take it's shell from it to use was bothering her alot. With a troubled sigh, she got up and
walked over to the animal, her boots splashing into the shallow lip of the pool that separated her
from the rock the turtle was sitting on.

It merely watched her, it's jaws moving as it chewed a bit of algae, unintimidated by her presence.

She leaned over and gave it's head a scratch. “Hi there.” Gabrielle said, softly. “Someday, you might
know how lucky you were today that it was me catching you sitting here.”

The turtle kept chewing.

With a smile, Gabrielle moved on, exiting the other side of the shallows and heading back towards
where she’d left her partner. As she passed a thick bunch of bushes, a soft rustle made her pause and
listen. The rustle came again, and she went still, just like Xena had taught her to.

The wind was blowing towards her, and she knew whatever it was couldn’t get her scent, so she
waited with gentle patience, breathing evenly until the bush parted and a squat, strange looking bird
waddled out, pecking the ground with rapid, erratic head bobs.

Gabrielle had never seen a bird like it before, and she briefly wished she had her staff to knock it over
the head with. Birds didn’t have her sympathies like turtles did, and a bird that big would make a
great pot of soup.

If they had a pot.
Or something to make a fire with.
Or something to butcher the bird with.

With another sigh, Gabrielle started to walk off, jumping a little when the bird reacted to her
presence and let out a squawk, racing towards her with a odd gobbling noise.

“Hey!” The bard scrambled away from it, clutching her basket to her chest. “Get out of here, you
creepy thing!”

The bird pecked at her, spreading it's stubby wings and flapping them angrily.

“Hey!” Gabrielle yelled louder. “Cut it out!” She booted the bird gently, shoving it back away from her,
but that only made it more angry and it redoubled it’s efforts. “Xena!” The bard yelled in frustration,
falling back on her oldest standby. “Xena!”

“Yeah?” The warrior bolted from between two trees and skidded to a halt. “What the Hades is that?”
She stared at the bird.

“If you don’t know, d’you really think [ will?? Augh!” Gabrielle hopped backwards, kicking out to
keep the bird at bay. “Just get it off me!”

Obligingly, Xena swooped down and caught the bird by the neck, yanking it up and away from her
beleagured soulmate. She lifted it up, it's wings flapping furiously and it’s legs raking the air
searching for a target. “Damn.” She held it carefully away from her body. “Could be dinner.”

Gabrielle edged closer. “Not unless you've got a fire started.”

Xena glanced around. “I don’t, but if I let this thing go bet it'll come after us again.” She exchanged
looks with the bard. “And I don’t have boots on.”

It was ridiculous, really. The two of them, probably the best fighters for miles, being held hostage by
a bird. “Tell you what.. how about you toss it in the bushes, and we run?” Gabrielle suggested. “By the
time it gets it’s wits together, we’ll be outta here.”



Xena started laughing, apparently appreciating the humor of it all. “Okay.” She said. “Ready? One..
two..”

Gabrielle turned and bolted, clutching her basket of goodies. She heard a crash behind her, and then
the soft sounds of footfalls catching up to her and she turned her head as Xena caught up to her and
gave her a slap on the butt. “Punk.”

“Chicken.”
They raced back to the shelter, and Gabrielle pulled up in surprise. “Wow.”

Xena turned, shading her eyes to make sure they weren’t being pursued. “Found a few things to make
it a bit more comfortable.”

That she had. Gabrielle crawled inside the shelter and sat down on the bark floor, which was dry and
relatively soft. She set her basket down and admired the additional woven branches that now gave
the bushes a sturdier set of walls. The wind rustled the outer leaves, but inside it was warm, and after
Xena crawled inside with her it got even warmer. “Nice.”

“Eh.” Xena pulled her legs up under her and flicked a bit of mud off her ankle. “It’s dry. Not sure it’ll
stay that way, but it’s better than it was. Whatcha got?”

Gabrielle pulled her basket over. “Blackberries, walnuts, pears, and mushrooms.” She announced.
“Pears?”

“Must have budded early.” The bard handed her one. “I saw a turtle.”

“Urm.” Xena had bitten into the pear and was chewing it.

“You're not going to ask me why I didn’t catch it?”

“No.” The warrior swallowed. “You didn’t catch it because you love turtles, Gabrielle.”

“Are you calling me predictable?”

Xena blew in her ear, and watched her partner’s face crease into a grin. “Know what?”

Gabrielle fingered a blackberry for a moment, then she turned and looked at Xena. “What?”

The warrior leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips. “I love you.” She said, pulling back a little
to look Gabrielle in the eye. “And that was the damned wildest way of getting you alone I've ever
come up with.”

Gabrielle felt a pleasant surge of excitement and confusion. “You can say that again.” She answered,
hesitantly. “Did you want to?”

“Get you alone?” Xena took a berry from the basket and bit into it. “Yeah.”

The bard felt a blush warm her skin. “Good grief, Xe. You’d think we were newlyweds.” She ran her
fingers through her hair self consciously. “Instead of two muddy refugees under a bush.”

Xena leaned back against the rock she’d dragged over and shoved under the bush edge. She extended
her long legs, her toes almost emerging into the gathering night. “C’'mere.” She draped an arm over
Gabrielle as the bard scooted over next to her, setting the basket on her thigh. “Look, we're stuck here
tonight, right?”

“Right.”
“Might as well make the best of it, right?”

Gabrielle let her head lean against Xena'’s collarbone, as the light slowly faded, leaving them in dusk.
“Xe?” She smiled gently. “You are the best of it.”

“Ahh.”



“So tomorrow we’ll hike on out of here, but I'm going to appreciate this night here, just to two of us,
just because.”

“Attagirl.” Xena gave her a kiss on the top of her head.
“Even with the ugly attack chickens out there.”

Xena chuckled. “I'll protect you.” She assured the bard.
“I know.” Gabrielle offered her a berry. “Xe?”

The warrior gently took hold of her chin and tipped it up, giving her another kiss on the lips this
time. She ran the edge of her thumb over Gabrielle’s cheek, smoothing the soft down that covered it
as a glint of silvery light reflected off her eyes. “Mm?”

And, suddenly, Gabrielle did appreciate the night, feeling the sensual wash of emotion trickle over her
as she watched Xena’s eyes go half lidded, and her lips ease into faint smile. She hadn’t asked to be
washed down the river, but here they were.

She wanted to live every second of this. “I love you too.” She set the basket down for later and half
turned, reaching up to caress Xena’s face, feeling the skin tense as the smile under her fingertips grew
wider. “C'mere.”

Willingly, the warrior shifted, one hand dropping lightly to Gabrielle’s hip, her fingers curling around
the top of her belt and sliding towards the clasp of it.

The bard chuckled softly, as she brushed aside the tattered shift. “Too easy.”
They kissed.

Thunder rumbled softly in the distance.
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It rained most of the night. Gabrielle woke the next morning to the sound of more thunder outside,
and the gentle counterpoint of Xena’s heartbeat to match it. She lay where she was for a few minutes,
remembering the day before and wondering what was going on back in Amphipolis.

Dori, of course, would be upset that they’d disappeared. Gabrielle knew that, but she knew too that
Xena had left the toddler with Ephiny, and she knew the regent would take good care of her. The
only thing was, she realized they had to get home before their friends started out looking for them,
because if that happened, chances were havoc would happen.

It never failed. Their friends and family always meant nothing but the best, but every time they tried
to help, it just all went crazy and ended up such a mess. So she hoped they’d just chill out and stay
where they were.

On the other hand, though... it had been nice to spend the night alone together, even if it had been
under a bush in the rain. Sometimes getting the time to immerse themselves in each other without
any distractions was tough and you had to take any opportunity you could, right?

Gabrielle shifted a little, nuzzling her partner’s neck and giving her ribs a little tickle to wake her up.
“Xeeeeeena.”

Half opened blue eyes peeked down at her. “Yeeeesss?”
“We need to get hiking.” The bard said.
“Uh huh.” Xena tilted her head to look outside. “Not like we’ve gotta break camp.”

No, that was true enough. Gabrielle agreed silently. No fire to bank, no packing of their gear... all they
had to do was get up and start walking. “Okay, how about we go get washed up in that wonderful
pond we fell into, grab some more pears, and go the heck home.”



For an answer, Xena stretched, arching her back and gently pushing Gabrielle upright. She bumped
the bard out from under the shelter, then followed her as they emerged into the gray morning light.
It was not long past dawn, but the sky was so clogged with clouds it was hard to tell that.

Xena took a moment to shake herself into wakefulness, breathing in a deep lungful of the damp, cool
air. Despite the cramped shelter, she’d had a good night sleep. “Ahh.” Crouching slightly, she leaped
up and caught a branch, allowing her back to stretch out and pop into place.

Gabrielle looked over her shoulder, pausing to watch her with an indulgent smile. ‘What are we going
to do for boots for you?”

Xena released the branch and landed, flexing her bare toes. “Good question.” She strolled towards
Gabrielle and they walked through the trees heading for the pond. Once they got there, they realized
at once that the pool had gotten deeper and larger, the overflow from the falls now pushing through
the valley.

For now, it was being channeled in what appeared to be an old stream bed, and Xena wondered if the
intermittent fall hadn’t occurred sometime in the past.

She knelt at the edge of it and plunged her hands into it, bringing them up to her lips as she tasted the
liquid with her customary caution. It had an earthy flavor, but given the stirred up ground it had
traveled over that wasn’t unexpected. “Not bad.”

Gabrielle dropped to her knees and leaned over, drinking from Xena’s hands as she went cheek to
cheek with her partner. “Mm.” She licked her lips. “It always tastes better when you hold it. Why is
that?”

Xena patted her cheek with a wet hand. “It’s your imagination.” She scooped up another double
handful and scrubbed her face with it, the chill water tingling on her skin. She watched through
dripping bangs as Gabrielle did the same, making bubbling noises under her breath.

“Buuuh.” The bard ran her wet hands through her hair, arranging the thick, pale locks somewhat.
They were longer and shaggier than they had been in a while and that leant a touch of wildness to her
appearance.

Xena liked it. “Hey.” She bumped shoulders with her. “Let’s follow the water and see where it goes.
Maybe we’ll find an easy way out of here.”

Gabrielle looked at the pond. “You think it goes somewhere?”

The warrior stood up and walked along the edge of the burbling runoff. “See?” She pointed at the
rocks. “It’s come this way before.”

The bard got up and followed her, looking curiously around her shoulder. “Oh. Really?”

“Really.” Xena continued on, picking her path cautiously to spare her feet. The ground was very
damp, and somewhat muddy, so the going wasn’t that uncomfortable but she knew if they hit a rocky
spot she wasn’t going to be enjoying it much.

Gabrielle tapped her arm, and Xena looked around, finding a handful of walnuts being offered to her.
She took them with a grateful smile. “Thanks.” She turned back around, then stopped. “Hey, look!”

“What?’ Gabrielle peered past her. “Oh, that’s my turtle!”

Xena cracked a nut in one hand, and popped a nutmeat into her mouth. “Lucky the turtle.” She eased
past a boulder and let her eyes sweep the ground as the trees slowly gathered from clumps into a
forest. The branches and leaves closed in above them, blotting out the clouds and bringing their own
feeling of peace.

The warrior’s ears were cocked, listening to everything around her. She could hear the soft scuff of
Gabrielle’s boots as the bard followed, and the sound of her chewing walnuts as well as the rattle and
clink of the shells she had in her hand.



In the beginning, she’d been so frustrated with how noisy she thought Gabrielle was. When the girl
first joined up with her, Xena had felt like she was surrounded by an infernal racket night and day
and no matter what she said to Gabrielle, it just never penetrated.

Then she got to a place in her life that those sounds became something she not only accepted, but she
needed. Campfires without it became the loneliest place she’d ever been in.

“Hey, Xena?”
Xena smiled, her eyes catching the tail end of a snake slithering off. “Yeees?”
“How come we never knew this valley was here?”

An elderberry bush presented itself, and the warrior paused to raid it, sharing her booty with an
instantly attentive bard. “Damn good question.” She answered, as they started off again. “I guess.. at
least for me, [ never really got..” She stopped speaking, gazing ahead of her thoughtfully.

Gabrielle put a hand on her back.

“I stopped exploring around here when other things interfered.” Xena finally completed her thought.
“I knew that ravine was there, but never thought there was much to see down at the bottom.”

“Yeah, good point.” Gabrielle agreed. “Hey, we can’t know everything, right?”

A soft patter of hooves caught Xena’s ear. She crouched and peered through the trees, spotting a
small deer darting away. “Lot of animals down here.” She murmured.

Gabrielle watched a squirrel run up a tree nearby. “Sure are.”

They walked on a bit further. The wind, which had been at their backs, now swung around and
gusted into their faces, as a rumble of thunder again was heard.

Xena’s nose twitched, as the moist air brought scents both familiar and not to her. “Huh.”
“What?”

“Blood.”

The bard took a deep breath, but could only smell the rain coming. “You're amazing.”

Xena shrugged modestly. “Something must have made a kill.” She said, sniffing again. Along with the
copper tang of blood, she also caught a soft hint of musk, a strange animal scent she wasn’t familiar
with. Cat maybe?

It wasn’t wolves. She was intimately familiar with that smell by now. They didn’t have any really
large predators near Amphipolis.. no bears or wild dogs, but she knew there were hunting cats up in
the hills - there was a panther skin up at the inn that attested to that.

But this didn’t smell like a panther. Xena cracked open another nut and nibbled the contents, her
senses now fully alert.

“Hang on, hon.” Gabrielle veered off and sloshed into the water, her powerful legs driving against the
current easily. “Spotted something I think I can use.” She pulled a clump of leaves aside, and tugged
on something, yanking backwards until the long stick she’d caught sight of came loose. “Ah.” She held
up the stick, and sloshed back over to where Xena was standing.

“Hm.” Xena examined the find. It was soaking wet, but it was a decent height, and as she flexed it
between her hands, a decent hardness. “Good job.” She tossed it back to her partner, who caught it
easily. “Find me a sword next.”

Gabrielle chuckled. “You want to keep this?” She asked.

“Nah.” The warrior turned and started walking again. “You're the expert with it.”



Gabrielle found a good handhold on her new staff, and followed, accepting that for the honest truth it
was now. When they sparred together, on any given day she could win the bouts, and what made her
proudest of all about that was how matter of factly Xena accepted it.

“Wonder what Dori’s up to?” She said, as they came to a slightly more open area, where the ground
sloped up from the water a little.

“Driving Ephiny crazy, I'm sure.” Xena replied absently, still trying to sort out the strange scent that
the wind was bringing to her. A gust brought her another, stronger smell and she reacted quickly,
grabbing Gabrielle and pulling her behind the nearest tree.

“Hey.. wh..”

A deer thundered past them, eyes wild, hooves scattering leaves and pinecones right and left as it
skirted the water and then plunged into it, snorting with fear.

Xena curled her hand around the piece of rock she’d picked up the night before and waited, straining
her ears. “Something was chasing it.”

Gabrielle nodded.

They stayed still, but after a few minutes the deer’s footsteps faded off into the forest on the far side
of the water, and peace descended on them again. Xena listened hard, and cocked her head, closing
her eyes to allow her other senses to sharpen.

Birds started singing again, and the warrior straightened up, giving a half shake of her head.
“Nothing’s around close.”

Gabrielle peered around the tree. “Maybe something just spooked it?” She suggested. “The smell of
blood?”

“Could be.” Xena lead her around the tree and they started off again. “But one thing I've noticed is
that the animals around here are scared of us.”

“Of us?” Gabrielle paced alongside her. “You and me? Why? We haven’t done anything to any of them
yet.”

“Exactly.” Xena mused. “That means something like us is hunting them.” She nibbled some
elderberries off the branch she’d stripped from the bush. “Must be people here.”

Reasonable, Gabrielle nodded in agreement. “Good. Let’s find them. Maybe they know a shortcut out.”
She caught up and bit an elderberry off the warrior’s bunch, enjoying the sweet tart taste. “I wonder
how long they’ve been down here.. maybe they’ve got some interesting stories about it. You know I
hear the coolest things from the places that tend to be remote, right?”

“Yeah.” Xena’s nose wrinkled. The strange scent was getting a little stronger. “Maybe they haven’t
learned to tan skins or something.”

“What?”

Xena started looking another jagged rock, a worried crease dimpling her forehead.
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One Wild Ride

Part 4

“Get me more bags.” Ephiny wiped some of the mud off her face. “C’'mon, you all. Pitch in here.” She
stepped back and watched as a troop of Amazons dragged sacks full of sand and dropped them just
short of the gates of the town, where the overflowing river was lapping.

If she looked below, not much was left of the lower town that was visible. The river spread out across
the floodplain, and neither the rain or the rising waters seemed ready to diminish.



“Good gods.” Cyrene had her hand on one post. “Will it ever stop?”

Ephiny leaned back against the gates. “Has to. Sometime.” She looked down the river, then she turned
to look at Cyrene. “I'm worried about them.”

“As am 1.” The innkeeper said, quietly.

The regent stared at the river in frustration. The flood kept any thought of following Xena and
Gabrielle at bay, even though she’d tried to scout a route that bypassed the overflowing banks.

Pony had tried as well, climbing up the slopes past Xena’s cabin, but finding no way down off the bluff
that held her infamous tree. She reported the river was overflowing across the lower plain as well,
but there was no sight of their friends.

Frustrating. They could be hurt. They could be lost.

Then she sighed. “Maybe it’s for the best. Every time we try to give them a hand we end up screwing
up everything.” Ephiny admitted. “And they have to save our butts.”

Cyrene looked at her. “That’s not true.”

“C’'mon, Cyrene.” The regent wiped some of the mud off her hands. “You know it is. You know as well
as I do us showing up in Athens just made everything worse.”

The innkeeper looked away.

“And you should hear the stories I heard about when we went to ‘help’ them rescue Toris and Jessan.”
Ephiny snorted softly. “Maybe they’re better off getting back on their own.” She helped two villagers
unload more sacks, tossing them down with a shake of her head. “Wish it would stop damn raining.”

Cyrene edged to one side and stared down at the lower town. The destruction made her blink, and
she exhaled softly as she shook her head a few times. “No warning.”

“Was warning.” Ephiny grunted. “We just didn’t read it. Xena was saying something about high water
last night and she was going to check something out today but..”

“But.” The innkeeper frowned. “Maybe if she’d been down here..”

Ephiny turned and looked at her. “Them maybe dying saving those bloody sheep not enough for
you?”

Cyrene turned, giving her an outraged look.

“If they’d have stayed up there together, they’d be here.” Ephiny said, bluntly. “But no, Gab had to
come down to make peace, like she always does, and almost ended up in pieces for her trouble.
Leave it, Cyrene.”

“You don’t understand.” The innkeeper said quietly.

“I understand it was pissing them off.” Ephiny got out of the way as a wagon creaked up, with more
sandbags in it. “I understand those jackasses down there dissing my Queen.” She pointed at the
wrecked town. “So if you're looking for sympathy from me, forget it.” She turned and walked away,
shaking the mud off her hands. “Pony!”

Johan got down from the wagon and watched the Amazon leave. He looked at Cyrene in question,
easing past the men now busy unloading the bags. “Heard they didn’t find a way down the river.”

Cyrene looked very troubled. “No. It’s too high.” She leaned on the gate. “Not getting any lower
either... but she seems to think it's not worth going after them.”

Johan stared at her. “Huh?”
“She thinks they’d be better off getting themselves back.” The innkeeper snorted angrily.

“Hm.” Johan leaned next to her. “May have a point there.”



“You too?”

Her husband exhaled. “Cy, I been there couple times now.. we never did do nothing but give those
girls heartache.”

“You really believe that?” Cyrene said, glancing over her shoulder at the working villagers.

“It’s true.” Johan said. “Those kids can get out of whatever they’re into, Cy. Have been for years
without no help from us.”

Cyrene turned and stared out across the flood again. “I had a dream.”
Johan glanced at her. “Eh?”

“I had a dream. Before they came back.” The innkeeper said quietly. “They were alone somewhere..
all alone, with nothing.”

“Just a dream, Cy.” Johan patted her back. “Kid’sll be fine, you’ll see. Probably be showing back up
here anytime, telling all kinds of a tall tale.. and y’know..” He looked down at the flooded space before
them. “Figure Xena’ll like the smell some better here now.”

Cyrene didn’t answer. She remained staring out over the water, her hands tight around the gate
support.

“Cy?’

Cyrene pulled her hood down a little tighter and turned, starting back for the inn in silence.
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Xena walked differently barefoot. Gabrielle stepped along a bodylength behind her, admiring the
sinuous grace in her partner’s motion. There was just the slightest hesitation as she put her feet
down, and it added a little more gentle swagger to her walk.

Sexy. Gabrielle put the edge of her new staff down and hopped over a log. The animals had quieted
down, and Xena seemed a little perplexed over the fading clues her nose was now barely detecting.
The rain had slowed to a merely annoying drizzle, also, and the thick forest canopy over their heads
blocked a good deal of that for them.

“Hmph.” Xena cocked her head. “Damn it, I thought for sure we were going in the right direction.”
“Aren’t we?” Gabrielle stepped up next to her. “There’s the water. We're following it, right?”

Xena ducked under a branch. “Yeah.” She grunted. “I thought it was heading towards the signs |
caught of those people.. but they’re gone.” She paused, walking over to kneel down at the side of the
water and dip a hand in, scooping some up to her lips and drinking it.

Gabrielle went to one knee next to her, putting a hand on her partner’s shoulder to steady her
balance. She could feel the warmth of Xena'’s skin through the fabric of her shirt, and before she
drank some herself, she ducked her head and gave the warrior’s arm a kiss.

Xena turned her head, droplets of water trailing from her lips. A half smile later, she traded the river’s
coolness for heat as she returned the kiss. “Not that I'm complaining they’re gone.” She admitted.
“C’'mon. | want to get to the end of this thing today.. see what we have to go to get out of here.”

“Oh, I dunno.” Gabrielle took a drink, then gently shook the water off her hands. She got up and
followed Xena as the water started sloping a little more downhill, flooding a lot of the forest as it
overran the old bed they were following. “Wandering around the unknown with you isn’t so bad.”

Xena glanced over her shoulder, and smirked a bit. “Haven’t gotten bored of that yet?”

“As if.” Gabrielle caught up and they sloshed through the overflow. She let her hand rest on Xena’s
back, her fingertips lightly scratching the strong muscles there. “What do you think happened back
home? If the river’s still overflowing here..”



“Probably still overflowing there.” Xena acknowledged. “Wouldn’t be surprised if it took out some of
the lower town.”

Gabrielle walked along for a few moments in silence. “You don’t sound upset about that.”
Xena shrugged.

“They’re people too, Xena. They have homes and businesses there.” The bard said. “It’s not their fault
the way the town’s growing.”

“It's not my fault either.” The warrior said. “You want me to lie and say I'd be devastated?”
Gabrielle exhaled, her hand still keeping up it’s light massage. “No... oh, Xe.. is that a piece of flint?”

Xena had already spotted it, and she plunged into the deeper water, the surge tugging at her shift.
“Yep.” She captured the piece of rock lodged on a fallen tree and examined it. “Good catch, mama.”
She climbed back out of the creek and rejoined her partner. “That might come in handy.”

“Uh huh.” Gabrielle agreed, her eyes searching the ground out of habit for anything else useful. She
spotted some thin vines and captured them, separating the strands and braiding them as she walked.
They’d been traveling for a few candlemarks already, and she reasoned the sun was probably past
overhead by now.

She was hungry. A handful of nuts and berries wasn’t really going to hit the spot, either. Gabrielle
wasn’t sure she was ready to go for raw fish, but she was beginning to feel a little shaky. “Hey, Xe?”

“Hm?” The warrior turned her head. “Whatcha got there?”

The bard finished her braiding. She reached out and circled Xena’s waist with the vines, tying them in
front of her and pulling the ratty shift close around her body. “A belt for you.”

“Ahhh.” Xena regarded the gift somberly. “I like it.” Though the shift was wet, the wind had been
blowing it away from her body and exposing her skin to the chill and rain. The belt held it close, and
already she felt more comfortable. “How about braiding me some sandals?”

Gabrielle bumped her lightly with one shoulder. “How about catching me a fish?” She sighed. “Maybe
[ can work out something while we have lunch.”

Xena's eyes flicked over her, studying her face before she merely nodded and headed back into the
water, raising a hand to put her dark hair behind one finely shaped ear.

Gabrielle scouted the area for a place they could sit down in, finding a downed tree not far away. She
patted it, then went into the surrounding brush to see what she could find.

There were no berries, the bushes were mostly barren. She found a few flowers, which she picked
and put in her basket, then she spotted a thick stalk emerging from the ground and she pounced on it
gleefully. “Ah hah!”

*k

Xena stopped when she was up to her mid thighs in water. She leaned forward and rested her hands
on her knees, her head tilted to listen. Gabrielle very rarely asked her to do this in such a point blank
way, and she knew the bard must be feeling a little off.

When they traveled, they often didn’t eat for long stretches, and though she knew they hadn’t had
much dinner, or much breakfast, Gabrielle usually could soldier on a lot longer before she started
asking to stop.

So.

Xena wiggled her fingers, feeling a ripple near her left leg. She went still for a long instant, then in a
flickering motion, plunged her hand into the water and grabbed for whatever it was that was tickling
her. She felt a hard, scaled body under her touch and she clamped down with her fingers, pulling her
arm out of the water with a feeling of definite triumph.



In her grasp was a large fish, of a type she’d never seen before. It had a big jaw, with spikes on the top
of it’s curved head, and two fins poking out on either side of it’s body.

Xena lifted it up with a puzzled look, blinking as she spotted a completely unexpected set of tiny legs
on the bottom of the creature. “What in Hades?”

The fish honked like a duck, almost making Xena drop it. She finally shook her head and sloshed out
of the water, gauging the fish was big enough to feed them both, and hoping she could get Gabrielle to
eat the animal uncooked, as nothing she could see anywhere was going to burn right now.

The bard hated raw fish. Xena wasn'’t too fond of it either, but she’d learned over the years to
consume just about anything to keep herself going and fortunately or unfortunately, Gabrielle hadn’t
really ever had to do that. No matter how bad the foraging had been, she’d somehow managed to
keep them from anything worse than a few grubs and an experiment with a snake once.

However.

Her ears located Gabrielle and she walked through the trees to a small clearing, where she found the
bard sitting on a log, having gathered some herbs as well as what looked like a sweet tuber. “Hey.”

“Got one, huh?” Gabrielle peered at the fish. “What is it?”

“Dunno.” Xena smacked the fish’s head against the fallen tree, killing it. “You got that.. ah. Yeah.” Xena
took the jagged stone she’d found the night before and started using it to cut the fish up.

It was not a fast or easy process, and she felt like she was trying to butcher a pig with a wooden
spatula. “Damn I'd give anything for a knife.”

Gabrielle leaned on the log at her side and regarded the messy process. “Uck.”

Xena managed to get the fish open, discarding the entrails of it and separating out the bones. “Those
might be useful..” She touched one, bending it a little and finding it much firmer to the touch than she
was used to. “Yeah.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle indicated her little basket. “Found some roots. They’re gonna need cooking, though.”

The warrior separated a sliver of the raw fish from the side she’d opened and offered it to the bard.
“You did say you were hungry.”

“Wobbly.” Gabrielle sighed, taking the almost translucent piece of fish and putting it into her mouth,
swallowing it down quickly without really chewing it.

“Really?” Xena handed her another piece, looking at her with a bit more concern.

The bard settled herself onto the log, straddling it. “You know me.” She gave her partner a wry look. “I
don’t know if I ever told you this but I used to daydream about honeycakes all day when we were on
the road.”

Xena leaned against the tree, slicing the fish up as best she could and sharing it. “You never told me
that.”

“When [ wasn’t daydreaming about you, that is.” Gabrielle’s mist green eyes twinkled. “You know, this
isn’t so bad.” She swallowed another piece, the grumbling in her guts finally quieting down a little.
The misty rain was washing the fish off for Xena, and she set the skeleton aside to rinse.

“I used to daydream about you.” The warrior said, unexpectedly.
“Did you?”

Xena nodded, lifting a bit of the fish to her lips and swallowing it. “I used to wonder what you would
do if I just walked across the campfire one night and kissed you.”

Gabrielle consumed a few more pieces of fish while she considered that. “When was this?”

The warrior shrugged.



“I think I probably... would have passed out.” The bard decided.
“Think s0?”

“If you had to cross over the campfire to get to me, if it was that long ago.. yeah.” Gabrielle said. “I was
still in the phase where your armor creaking gave me goosebumps.”

Xena gave her a droll look.

“Honey, you asked.” Gabrielle offered her partner some of the remaining berries in her basket. “So,
what's the plan? Are we still going to follow the water?”

Xena tipped her head back and regarded the sky. “Might as well. We’re not moving very fast.”
“Sorry.” Gabrielle glanced apologetically at the fish.

“Nah, it's me.” Xena pointed at her bootless feet. “Let’s get as far as we can, and see what we find.
Maybe the water’ll lead out of here.. we can get some branches and make a raft.”

“Ugh. I didn’t much like the last raft trip we took.” Gabrielle gathered her things up. “Let’s go wash off
first.”

“Right behind you.” Xena took the skeleton, carefully breaking off the rib bones and stacking them in
a bundle as she walked. “Wanna play what is it?”

Gabrielle smiled. “Sure.” Despite the discomfort, and the struggle they were having without their
gear, she found herself enjoying the time they were getting to spend alone together. Usually, they
were having to entertain or distract Dori, which was a joy - but there was something just so much
more intimate when all they had to interact with was each other. “You first.”

“Ahhh.” Xena shook her wet hair out of her eyes, and grinned. “You asked for it.” She cast a look
around them out of habit, listening to the forest as she thought about the game. The acrid stink had
vanished, and her senses weren'’t detecting anything to be alarmed over.

Maybe it had just been a dead animal. Xena reasoned. Could have drowned, being swept over the falls
like they were, right?

Sure.
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“C’'mere, Dori.” Ephiny picked up the child and hefted her. “Let’s you and me have a talk.” She walked
over to one of the benches they’d shoved against the back wall of the inn and sat down with Dori on
her lap.

“Go get mama now?” Dori asked.
“No, honey, not yet.” Ephiny said. “We can’t go yet. There’s too much water.”
Dori blinked at her. “Too much wasser? Boo go fishes.” She said. “Go gets.”

Obviously, Dori felt that if Xena and Gabrielle could go down the river, everyone else could too. “We
will.” Ephiny promised her. “What we’re gonna do is, we’re gonna wait for the river to stop
overflowing, and then, if mama and Boo aren’t back, we’ll go get them.”

The child studied her seriously. “Mama come back?”

“Sure.” The regent said. “You know they’ll come back as soon as they can, and you know they’re so
fast, they probably will come back before we can go get them, right?” She bounced Dori on her knee a
little. “We don’t have to go get them, they’ll come get us.”

Dori appeared to be considering the request. She stuck a finger into her mouth and sucked it,
drumming her heels against Ephiny’s leg.

“If we go try to find them, we might get lost.” Ephiny added.



« B Ck.”

“Hm. You haven’t made that noise in a while.” The regent smiled at her charge. “Honey, I promise.
Your mama and your Boo are going to be just fine.”

“Otay.” Dori finally said. “Wait for Boo.”

Miracle of miracles. Ephiny exhaled in relief, as she gazed down into the alert green eyes watching
her. Their color matched Gabrielle’s exactly, but the unwavering sharpness the projected was all
Xena, and the regent found herself wondering what kind of woman this kid was going to grow up
into.

Xena and Gabrielle were two of the most willful, stubborn people she knew. They only people either
of them listened to was the other, and so, Ephiny had not really been overly shocked when Dori had
turned out to be a right little hellion on wagon wheels.

Would Dori turn out to be arrogant? The regent studied that open little face. “Hey, Dori?”

“Yes?” Dori looked up at her, the tiny snub nose crinkling into her mother’s trademark grin. “Eff good.
We go find fishes now? Get rocks to give mama.” She said. “Make pitty picture for Boo.”

Ephiny smiled back at her. The one thing she felt would counter the fierce independence the young
child showed was her open and giving nature. She was forever finding and presenting everyone with
‘presents.’. Sometimes they were delightfully welcome, pretty pebbles for instance, and sometimes
they were ghastly but intrinsically well meaning.

Dried sheep poop, for example. Pony had accepted hers, noting that they were damn good for starting
fires when you needed one.

Ephiny had noticed that most of the time, Boo and mama got the good stuff, though. If Dori found an
interesting leaf, or a bright piece of stone or a colorful feather she’d invariable trot off to find one of
her parents and give it to them.

Ah. And to see Xena melt at those little hands.

Ephiny ruffled Dori’s hair affectionately. “You'll be okay, bitty boo.” She told her. “You've got the two
biggest hearts in the world raising you. Can’t go wrong there.” She set Dori on the ground. “Would
you like to come up and visit with your Aunt Poopoo, Dori? I think your mama would like it if we took
you up to where we live, and played with you until she gets back. Whadda you think?”

Dori poked her lower lip out.

“Okay.” Ephiny recognized the expression. “How about me and your aunt Poo poo coming to stay in
your house? Would you like that?”

“Good.” Dori nodded amiably. “You come play, we can go find fishes.”

What the Hades was it with the damn fishes? “Sure.” Ephiny looked up as Toris entered, drenched
and covered in muck. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Toris sloshed over and sat down on the bench. “Hi, Dori.”
Dori pointed at him. “Buckhead.”
Ephiny glanced at Xena’s brother. “Uh...”

“Sookay.” Toris sighed, laying his hands on his knees. “I feel like a buckhead. Whatever that is.” His
shoulders slumped. “Gods, what a mess.”

“Yeah.” Ephiny agreed quietly. “I was just convincing Dori here we need to wait for the water to go
down before we start hunting for her parents.”

Toris glanced at the child. “Did she agree?” He asked seriously.

“So far.”



The tall, dark haired man regarded his niece. “She’s being good.” He observed, as Dori pattered over
to a chest in the inn, and came back with a handful of nuts. She sat down on the bench and started
arranging them in a pattern.

“Yes, she is.” Ephiny agreed. “She’s been a lot better since they came home, I noticed. She’s still really
energetic, but she listens a lot more.”

"

Dori looked up at her. “You want?” She offered up a nut. “Is good
“Thanks, cute stuff.” Ephiny accepted the nut. “You got one for your uncle?”

“None for me.” Toris stood, with a sigh. “There’s so much to do yet.” He looked around the inn. All the
furniture had been pushed back against the walls, and the floor was covered in muck, with bales and
boxes, half sodden, lay stacked where people frantically threw them to save them from the water.
“Better get to it.”

Ephiny chewed her nutmeat slowly. “You worried about Xena and Gab?”

Toris turned his head towards her. “Honestly? No.” He said. “Sometimes I look at you guys when you
all fret about them and I wonder if you forget who they are.” With a shake of his head, he walked off
towards the kitchen, dusting off his hands as he went.

“Do we?” Ephiny exhaled. “Yeah, maybe we do.” She held her hands out to Dori. “Or maybe some of us
know they’re not invinciable.”

Dori hopped off the bench and came over. “You come play wit me and Guff now?”

The regent glanced at the window, where the light was dimming to an even more dismal shade of
gray. “Yeah. Let me grab us some dinner first. You won'’t like my cooking.” She stood and headed for
the kitchen, holding Dori’s hand as the little girl trotted at her side. “Maybe we can even find some
buppits. Whaddaya say?”

“Buppits!” Dori hopped up and down. “Go Go GO!”
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“It’s getting chilly.” Gabrielle paused to lean on her staff. “You doing okay?”

Xena, caught in the act of rubbing her upper arms, could only issue a wry grin. “It’s getting chilly.”
She acknowledged. “Think we better find a place to stop for the night.” She looked around, seeing not
much else but forest and more forest.

The water they’d been following had settled down from a flooded wash to a fast running creek, barely
contained within rocky banks that only seldomly dipped to a crossing they could wade into. The
trees around them towered high over their heads, with branches out of reach and nothing really
suitable for making a shelter with.

Not good. Xena sighed. They had to have shelter, since the wet wind was still blowing, and it was
getting colder every minute. She was already shivering a little, and it was only going to get worse.
“Let’s cross here, and see what we can find on the other side.” She pointed across the creek. “There’s
a ford there.”

Gabrielle joined her at the edge of the water, poking ahead with her staff cautiously. “How deep is it?”

“One way to find out.” Xena sloshed in on the upstream side of her partner, quickly sinking down
until the water was up to her mid thigh. “Careful.”

“Eh.” Gabrielle followed her, wincing as the cold water soaked into her clothing. “You know, if we
manage not to catch the cold from Hades, it'll be a miracle.” She reached out and latched on to Xena'’s
arm as the water flow threatened to push her over. “Yow.”

Xena put a hand on her back as she moved slowly across. The water got deeper, and at one point she
realized she’d have to swim for it. “Um.. Gab?”

“Yeah. I know.” Gabrielle sighed. “What [ wouldn’t give for a little freaking sunlight.”



The warrior started swimming, the chills paradoxally subsiding as her muscles surged into action
and she pulled powerfully across the creek with Gabrielle stroking gamely at her side as she still tried
to hang on to her staff.

The current carried them downstream. Xena watched for a decent landing place as she kept moving
on a diagonal, finally spotting a tiny beach just to the lee side of a fallen tree. “There... make for that
bank, Gab.”

“Easy for you to say.” Gabrielle grunted, doing her best to keep up. “Remember what I said about a
desert?”

“Yeah.” Xena grabbed hold of her with one arm, and snagged a fallen limb on the tree with other,
swinging them both into the landing neatly and with surprisingly little effort. “Up you go.”

The bard threw her staff up onto the shore and climbed out of the water, her drenched clothing
outlining her lithe body. “Pah.” She shook herself, turning to offer Xena a hand up. “Gods, I'm over
being wet.”

Xena got to her feet, starting to move away from the bank until something caught her eye. She paused
and glance down at a depression in the sand, an almost footprint that faded into the wash of the river
even as she watched.

Hm.
“Something wrong?” Gabrielle peered at her.

Xena dismissed the depression with a shrug. “Nah.” She headed off away from the water, towards an
upslope she was hoping would lead towards some place they could find shelter. “Keep your eyes
open for anything.”

“You know..” The bard wiped the wet hair from her eyes. “I know you don’t like caves, Xe, but..”

“Right now, I love caves.” The warrior replied. “Caves can forget anything bad [ ever said about them
if they’d just appear. Right now.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle sighed. “Nice cave, nice dry floor, maybe a lovely little hot spring in the back.. with
lots of dry firewood someone considerately left there...”

“You don’t want much, do ya.”

“You've found them before.” Gabrielle leaned forward as the slope got a little steeper, rocky upthrusts
beginning to poke their heads from the ground. “I used to think you just had been over every square
inch of land we’d ever traveled over, so you of course remembered all the good spots and took us
there.”

Xena snorted. “Yeah, so when we ended up sleeping in that swamp that was because...?”
“Hey, no one’s perfect.” Gabrielle chuckled. “Besides, that swamp had it’s good points.”

“Good points?” Xena was glad of the distraction from the chill. “Gabrielle, we only had one bodylength
of dry ground between us.”

“Heh. Exactly.” Green eyes twinkled gently. “Oh, gee, Xena.. [ guess we’ll have to only use the one fur,
huh?” Her voice rose a notch in mimcry of her younger self. “Shucks.”

Muffling a grin, Xena hopped nimbly onto one of the boulders, and shaded her eyes with one hand,
peering through the mist. Through the trees, she spotted a darkness that was more than clouds, and
her shoulders relaxed. “Think we’ve got a rock wall over there.”

Gabrielle watched as her partner rejoined her, noting the goosebumps covering her skin. They had no
provisions left, but even though she was hungry and she was sure Xena was too, getting warm was
really the top priority for right now. “Okay, let’s get over there.”

A soft sound to their left alerted Xena, and she paused, drawing back behind a boulder as she reached
out to grab Gabrielle’s arm. “Something’s coming.”



“What?”

Xena started to look around the rock, when the sounds rapidly escalated, and out of the mist and
gloom a huge, brown blur burst from the forest and came straight for them.

She got a glimpse of staring eyes, and white teeth, as she instinctively grabbed Gabrielle’s staff, and
leaped to meet it.

Whatever it was.
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Gabrielle got a brief look at the beast before it was on them, and smelled an overpowering stink of
musk and manure as she dodged out of the way.

“Yeahhh!” Xena let out a wild yell, making the animal start violently, rearing up and striking out at
her with hooves the size of wagon wheels. The warrior swung the staff and whacked it in the head,
feeling the sting against her palms as the wood rebounded out of them and clattered to the ground.
“Damn it!”

“Ooonnngg!” The animal hooted, swinging it's massively horned head around and charging her again.
“Oooonnng!”

“Artemis’ left tit.” Gabrielle took the smart route and dove for the ground, rolling behind a boulder
and out of the way. She peered out from behind it, watching as her partner fended off the animal.
“Xena! Watch out!” She yelled, seeing the horns sweeping towards the warrior’s head. “Xena!”

“I see it!” The warrior jumped up onto the boulder she was behind and leaped onto the animal’s back,
grabbing hold of it’s horns and sliding across it’s body to roll off onto the other side. Her weight
pulled the head around, and the animal honked in fear and protest before it was hauled down off it’s
feet and landed with a crack on the ground, twitching violently a few times before it went very still.

Slowly, Xena stood up, wiping her hands on her shift, her body shivering in pure reaction. She
glanced over as Gabrielle got to her feet and walked towards her, the bard’s eyes on the huge
creature. “You all right?”

“Me?” The bard came to her side. “I'm not the one jousting with a .. a.. Xena, what the Hades is that?”

The warrior circled the dead animal, it’s eyes bugging out and glassy, and it’s tongue hanging out of a
half open jaw. She’d broken it’s neck and the fall had done the rest. Now quiet was returning to the
misty forest around them. “It’s a... um..” She put her hands on her hips.

“Deer?” Gabrielle suggested hesitantly. “Crossed with a minotaur?”

It was vaguely deer shaped, and a rusty brown color. But it had a huge crown of interlaced horns on
it’s head, and it’s back had topped Xena'’s height by nearly an armspan. It’'s hooves were split into
three, and it had thin white strips across it’s belly. “Huh.”

“Xena, that’s the third time you've had to say ‘huh’ when it comes to animals around here. I've never
heard you say it once before. What's up with that?” The bard circled the beast, her hands on her hips.
“We’re not that far from home.” Her eyes lifted to Xena’s. “Are we?”

Xena scratched her ear, then half shrugged. “Question is, what do we do with it?” She sat down on the
boulder and pulled out her bit of rock and looked at it. “Oh, that’s not gonna be a treat using this.”

Gabrielle touched one of the horns. “Well, there’s a lot of useful material here.” She replied, in a
practical tone. Her brow creased, and she sat down on another boulder, beginning to tug at the laces
on her boot. “Musta gotten a stick in here or something.. hang on.”

The warrior looked around. “Well.. maybe we should find shelter first... even if I can hack this thing
up somehow we'’ve really got..”

“Uh. Xe?”



Xena looked at the bard, who had an indescribable expression on her face. “What?” She waited, but
Gabrielle merely looked at her. “What??”

The bard’s nose wrinkled into a wry expression. “You're either going to kiss me or spank me.”
Xena cocked her dark head to one side. “Huh?”

Very slowly, the bard raised her hand from her half unlaced boot. In her fingers was a carved bone
handle, with a softly glinting blade inserted in it. “Forgot I had it?” Gabrielle offered, hopefully.
“Sorry.”

The warrior got up and walked to her. “Gaaaaabbbrieelllle.” She crouched down with her forearms on
her knees and eyed her partner. “What were my choices again?” She asked, taking the small utility
knife from the bard.

Green eyes blinked penitently at her. “I honestly forgot I stuck it in there..  don’t usually carry it
when we're home, but we were out so long that I guess I just got..”

Xena leaned over and kissed her on the lips.
“In the habit of it.” The bard concluded, with a sheepish smile as they parted. “Gods, I feel like a dork.”

“You won't, once we get a decent meal out of this.” Xena said. “See if you can scout around over there
and find us someplace to rest up for the night.” She examined the knife with a sense of pleasure,
realizing she now also had a striker to start a fire with. “Keep an eye out for tinder.”

“You're not mad at me?” Gabrielle asked.

“Nu uh.” Xena got up and walked over to the beast, already trying to figure out where to start with it.
The rain had started to come down again, and she was losing light fast.

“Really?”

Xena turned and looked at her partner, who was still sitting on the rock. “Gabrielle, get over it. You
probably just saved our butts. G’'wan.” She indicated the slope. “Nest.”

Gabrielle finished lacing her boot back up, then she stood up. “Consider me nesting.” She agreed,
giving Xena a pat on the side before she walked on past her and started up the slope. Feeling the
handle of the knife near her ankle had unexpectedly thrown her back to an earlier time, when she’d
agonized over the least little mistake and cringed before Xena'’s all knowing eyes.

“You're not that little dork anymore, Gabrielle.” She told herself, as she walked through a thick stand
of trees, peering under branches and looking around boles. “You actually have some skills now, and
she trusts you.”

A noise caught her attention and she looked quickly past a thick pine tree, her eyes searching for the
source of it. After a moment, she spotted a squirrel dashing up a nearby trunk and relaxed, watching
the animal scamper out across a branch over her head. “Well, at least you look normal.” She told the
squirrel. “Unless you start talking or something.”

The squirrel remained prudently mute, and Gabrielle moved on. She spotted another fallen tree and
trotted over to it, but the overhang it provided wasn’t nearly enough even for her, and forget about
her tall soulmate. The bard patted the trunk and climbed over it, continuing further up the slope.

Ahead, she could see through the trees a blank, slate grayness blocking out the light, and she hoped it
was the crevice wall. As she edged out from the last row of trunks, though, she realized it wasn’t - but
it still had some promise.

The wall was actually an upthrust, a jag of rock rising up from the floor of the valley that towered
over her. She walked towards it and as she came up next to the stone, it blocked the wind.

That felt wonderful. Gabrielle explored the cracks in it carefully, circling the edge of the upthrust and
stopping in her tracks as she spotted an overhang with a concave space beneath it, away from the



wind and big enough for both of them. “Ah hah!” She turned and faced the forest, which spread out
beneath her in a thick grey green wave.

Placing two fingers between her teeth, she let out a whistle, then two shorter ones, and paused,
cocking her head. After a brief moment’s silence, a long whistle answered her back, and she grunted
in satisfaction. “This is great.” She ducked under the overhang and explored the shelter, stopping in
her tracks as she found her eyes drawn to some color on the back wall.

Curious, she went to the very back of the cleft and dropped to her knees, peering at the splotches. She
lifted her hand and put it next to one, which matched it in relief, as though someone had painted over
their fingers and left the outline on the rock.

It was ochre red, and reminded her of fresh blood. “Wow.” She looked at the stick figure of an animal
next to it. “What is this all about?”

The rock wasn’t forthcoming, so she turned and looked around carefully, searching for signs of
habitation. Aside from the paint, however, there wasn’t any. She saw no indication of a firepit, or old
bones, or tools, which she’d expected to see if anyone used this as a shelter. The floor of the
overhang was nothing but dusty rock, and she saw no chisel marks of anyone trying to make it any
more comfortable. “Hm.”

It was a little strange. Gabrielle circled the space again, but nothing jumped out at her and she finally
shrugged and went back outside, heading back to where she’d seen the downed tree to see if some of
the brush under it was dry enough to burn.
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“Gabrielle, Gabrielle, Gabrielle.” Xena knelt beside the downed whateveritwas and continued her
butchering. She was elbow deep in gore, and for once was glad of the misty rain that was keeping her
relatively clean as she worked. “How do I love you? Let me count the damn ways.”

The animal was going to provide her with a lot of stuff they needed. Xena carefully skinned the
carcass, peeling back the side and exposing it to the rain. Food, of course, but also the hide, and the
bone from the horns.

A rustle in the underbrush brought her from her knees to her feet in an instant, but the sound stilled,
and wasn’t repeated. Xena felt her senses coming alive as she listened intently, understanding the
lure of the dead beast to anything in the surrounding area that was hungry.

She had no intention of facing off against a big cat, or whatever was out there with a hand long utility
knife, either. Resuming her kneel, she worked faster, removing meat from the bone and tossing it
onto the flayed hide, then neatly detatching the huge, heavy head with it’s crown of horn and adding
that as well.

The light was almost gone now, and Xena could almost sense the eyes in the forest behind her. She
cut several lenths of internal sinew and stood, reluctantly leaving the carcass. She knew there was a
lot more to salvage, but in the dark - with a bit of a knife and her guts only - she was at a dangerous
disadvantage.

She walked over to the hide and tied it around the meat and head, making a messy bundle that she
heaved up onto her shoulders. Blood dripped down immediately and ran down her body, soaking
into her tattered shift and bringing a wry grimace to her face. “Hope Gabrielle found some place
that’s got some water.”

An owl hooted reassuringly. Xena started up the slope towards where her partner’s whistle had come
from, leaning forward a little to balance her heavy load.

She was halfway up the slope before she heard the growls behind her. Turning, she peered down, but
the shadows already obscured the carcass and all she could see were small moving bodies around it.
“Hm.” She continued upward, reassured by the fact that the scavengers had waited for her to leave.



The rain started to slow down again, and by the time she reached the rock escarpment, it had finally,
finally stopped. Xena could feel the strain in her back and shoulders as she fought for footing on the
stone, pebbles and chips biting into her bare feet with spiteful insistence. “Gabrielle!”

“Here.” The bard’s voice came suddenly out of the gloom. “What do.. oh. Ah.”

Xena could only imagine what she looked like to get that kind of reaction. “Yeah. Where are we going?
I'm about to drop this thing.”

“This way.” Gabrielle closed in and got her shoulder under part of the bundle, guiding Xena with a
hand on her arm. “Careful.”

“Ow.” Xena almost fell, as the rock poked her foot. “Remind me I'm barefoot the next time I tell you to
find a cave, yeah?”

“Sorry, hon.” Gabrielle glanced behind her, hearing a soft clatter. She saw a bunch of rocks skittering
down slope, apparently dislodged by her partner. “Just a little more.. it’s around that jag, there.” She
pointed, trying to ignore the stench of blood that now surrounded the both of them.

Xena spotted the overhang and grunted in approval, moving over and kneeling to dump the meat and
skin off her back. It hit the ground with a sodden crunch, and she stood back up, working the painful
kinks out of her back with a grimace. “That was fun.”

“Yeah.” Gabrielle observed, looking at her with a wry expression. “I think there’s a little stream over
there.” She indicated a dip in the rock. “You look like.. um.. “ It wasn’t as though she’d never seen
Xena drenched in blood before. After all, they both had that experience more frequently than either
of them wanted.

The bard had grown to hate that copper smell, as a matter of fact.
But this was different.
Xena plucked at her partner’s shirt. “Look who's talking.”

Gabrielle looked at her blood drenched shoulder. “Yeah.” She said. “You want to see what I managed
to scrape up in there.. and wait till you see the pictures on the wall. Weird.”

“Pictures?” Xena rubbed some dried blood off her skin.

“Yeah, animals and hands and stars and stuff.” Gabrielle said. “I think I even got some dried, dead
pine needles that might, if we're really lucky, burn.”

“Great.” Xena walked over the crack in the rock, which did indeed hold a small puddle of water. She
put her hand in and felt around the bottom, feeling a slight flow against her fingers. The crack carried
the water away down the side of the escarpment, where it disappeared into the foliage at the bottom.
It wasn’t much, but it was wet, and enough for them to drink, and right now, she couldn’t be happier
about it.

“Ugh.” Gabrielle was working on the hide. “What a mess.”

“We can smoke the extra.” Xena stripped off the shift and wadded it up, sticking it into the water and
squeezing it with both hands. She could feel the wind getting colder, but at least it wasn’t raining and
so she hoped the shivers now racking her body would be temporary. “Cause I don’t want to have to
do that again before we get outta here.”

“I'm right there with ya.” Gabrielle looked around, a twinkle entering her eyes as she studied her
partner’s naked form. “You think we’ll find a way out tomorrow?”

“Eh.” Xena had taken her shift out and wrung it. “Yeah.” She looked past the escarpment. “Far wall’s in
the distance.. I can just see it. We can follow that.” She undid her underwraps and rinsed those off
next, leaving her completely unclothed.

“Instead of the water?” Gabrielle picked up the animal’s head and lugged it over to flat rock nearby.
She set the skull on it, then went back to the pile of meat.



“Yeah.” Xena scrubbed her skin with the cold water. “Thanks for finding us some shelter.” With a
sigh, she shook out the wet shift and turned, laying it over her shoulder. The cold was starting to
make her muscles cramp, and she wanted nothing more than to crawl inside the shelter and get out
of the wind.

However. She wasn’t about to leave Gabrielle doing all the work. “Okay, why don’t we..”

“Why don’t you take your cute little bare butt into that cave and get it warm before I spank it?”
Gabrielle cut her off neatly. “And while you're at it, see if you can start a fire?”

Xena paused in mid step, one hand extended, her eyes blinking.
“Shoo.” Gabrielle motioned her away. “G'wan.”

Wrapping her wet shift along with her dignity around her, Xena retreated to the space under the
overhang, finding an adequate area already filled with as much dead plant matter as Gabrielle could
find. The piece of flint was already sitting next to the pile of tinder, and Xena sat down next to it after
she spread her wet shift out across the rocks to dry.

Gabrielle took a piece of bark she’d found near the fallen tree and went to the tiny spring, scrubbing it
with a couple of handfuls of water. Then she went back over to the pile of meat and selected the
steaks Xena had cut out, laying them onto the bark neatly.

The clouds had parted, and the moon was reluctantly peeking out, giving her a little light to work by
and she hummed softly under her breath as she arranged the raw meat, one ear cocked for the sound
of the fire starting.

She could hear the distinctive snicks as Xena struck sparks, in a particular rhythm the bard
recognized immediately. Two strikes, a pause, two strikes. Longer pause, three strikes. Then the
strikes faded and she heard Xena rustling around, and the sound of her blowing softly against the
tinder.

How many times had she listened to that? How many times had she counted those strikes, knowing
she had just until the fire caught before she had to get up from resting after their long day and hold
up her end of the their partnership?

Just like she was now. Gabrielle got the last of the meat onto the bark and stood, grunting a little
under the weight of it as she carried it into the shelter and set it down on a bit of shelf rock to one
side. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Xena was intent on the fire her hands were creating. A crackling was coming from the tinder,
and a wisp of smoke, bringing the scent of smokey pine to the space. “Think this is working.” She’d
unraveled her underwraps and laid them out as a seat instead, leaving her body bare.

“Thank the gods.” The bard exhaled. “Y’know, I thought I was used to camping, but boy, it’s tough
doing it from scratch.”

“Uh huh.” Xena fed the baby fire some more tinder, pleased when it responded with a small flame.
The gentle illumination was enough for her to see Gabrielle by, and she gave the bard a smile. “Guess
we can cut that up into chunks and put it on sticks.”

“Is that wood going to be dry enough to really catch?” The bard asked. “I tried to find the driest I
could, but everything was just so soaked.”

Xena examined the branches set to one side. “We’ll see.” She started building a stack of larger pieces
around the tinder, laying them in a pattern with practiced hands. The warmth was beginning to
creep outward, warming her legs.

It felt amazing. She’d forgotten what it felt like to be denied fire’s comfort, since they always made
one when they camped or traveled. Even in the heat of summer, a mug of tea or soup was welcome at
the end of a dusty day and there was something about the flames that was soothing aside from the
practical.



Gabrielle moved over and sat down next to her, their bare knees touching. She picked up the knife
and began stripping the bark off a stick she’d taken from the tinder pile. “So.”

“Sp.”

“You never did answer me about these strange animals.” Gabrielle sprinkled the bark strippings into
the growing fire.

“I don’t have an answer.” Xena said.

“That one scared the Hades out of me. Who ever heard of a deer.. or whatever it was, attacking
people?”

Xena thoughtfully placed more sticks as the fire started to spread warmth inside the enclosure. “I
don’t think it was attacking us.” She said. “I think it was running from something.”

“Again? Like that other thing?”
The warrior nodded.
“That’s creepy. Why didn’t it come after us, too?”

Xena had been wondering the same thing. The chill was starting to work it’s way out of her body, and
the warmth was making her feel just a little sleepy. She’d been shivering most of the day, and the
relief from it was more profound than she’d realized. “I don’t know.”

Gabrielle got up and went to the bark, crouching next to it so she could cut the first of the steaks up
into the chunks Xena had suggested. Her skirt and top were now merely just damp instead of
dripping, but she almost envied her partner in her nakedness.

Damp cloth just wasn’t fun. Neither were wet boots. Neither was being hungry, but at least she was
doing something to correct that last problem. She brought the sticks back over and gave them to her
partner. “I'm going to get that skin laid out for you.”

Xena held the impromptu kabobs over the fire. “Put it hair down, and throw a few rocks on the
corners. With any luck it'll rain all over it tonight.”

Gabrielle ducked outside, her figure barely visible in the moonlight. “Yeah, clouds are coming in
again.” She called out.

The warrior nodded, turning the sticks a little as they dripped and hissed above the fire. The scent of
the roasting meat was making her mouth water, and she swallowed a few times as she watched the
chunks cook.

The bard reentered their little nook, sitting down again and unlacing her wet boots. “I put that head
thing over in the corner out there. [ was afraid I'd catch a look at it in the middle of the night and it
would scare the lambswool off me.”

Xena chuckled. “I'll keep a couple hunks of it and make you a new knife when we get home.” She
promised. “As a keepsake.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle pulled off her boot, and the sock under it. “My feet feel like dried grapes.”
“Raisins.” Xena blithely supplied.

“Punk.” The bard wiggled her toes in the fire’s warmth. “Boy that feels good.” She leaned back on her
hands and looked at her partner. “I ever tell you how gorgeous you are?”

One dark eyebrow arched up sharply.

“Well, you are.” Gabrielle said, her eyes taking in the warm glow of the fire on the warrior’s naked
skin.

Xena held out a kabob. “Here.” She gave the bard a wry look. “You gonna take that wet stuff off?”



Gabrielle looked down at herself, then up at her partner. “Hang on to that for a minute.” She unlaced
her top and pulled it off over her head, laying the half shirt onto a nearby jut of rock. Then she undid
the ties on her belt and removed it, unwrapping her skirt and putting it neatly next to the top.
“There.” She scooted a little closer to Xena, and took her kabob. “Better?”

“Almost.” The warrior poked her wraps.

Gabrielle handed the kabob back, unfastening her top wrap and removing it as her eyes dropped a
little. She folded the undergarment and got up on her knees, setting it down as Xena had hers before
she removed her lower one.

The warmth felt wonderful on her skin, and she was glad to get rid of the clammy fabric. “That feels a
lot better.” She reseated herself.

“Uh huh.” Xena handed her the stick back, then reached up and traced the line of blushing skin across
her neck. “Something wrong?”

“Um.. no.” Gabrielle cleared her throat, unsure really of why she was blushing - being naked in front
of her soulmate was hardly an uncommon thing for her to be. “It’s just the fire.”

“Uh huh.”

“No, really.” Gabrielle moved closer, so their shoulders were touching. “It feels so good to be dry. And
warm.” She bit into her dinner, chewing the gamey meat and wishing for some of her own spices.
“Tastes like deer.”

“It does.” Xena agreed. “Big, male deer.”
“Like mutton, instead of lamb.”
“Exactly.”

Gabrielle took another bite and chewed. “I don’t care. I'm starving.” She admitted. “I'm just glad it’s
cooked. I don’t’ think I could have taken this raw.”

Xena licked her lips. “Eh.” She grunted. “Make a decent stew.”
“If we had a pot.”
“Eh.” The warrior grunted again.

Gabrielle ate in silence for a while, finishing up her kabob. She licked her lips. “Want more?” She
asked.

“Still hungry?” Blue eyes winked at her in the firelight.
A rakish grin appeared on Gabrielle’s face. “Yeah.”
Xena grinned back. “Then bring it on, shepherd. Bring it on.”
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“So what do you think?” Gabrielle asked. She was seated cross-legged in front of the pictures, with a
curious Xena crouching behind her. “Ever see anything like that?”

The warrior extended a long-fingered hand and traced the outline of one of the animals. “Horse?”She
wondered. “Or is this one of those deer things I killed?”

“Look at the hand.” Gabrielle held hers up to it, fitting her fingers to the outline.

“Mm.” Xena touched the drawing, where the thumb came up shorter on the hand than the bard’s.
“Interesting.”

Gabrielle took her hand back down. “You think it was.. hunter signs or something? Maybe a mark to
show what animals were around?”

“Maybe.”



“Or maybe it tells a story.” The bard mused. “But who put them here?”

Xena put a hand on her shoulder, and stood, stretching her body out and walking to the edge of the
overhang. Though it had rained through the night, the clouds had now grudgingly cleared and a bit of
sunlight was peeking through the trees, edging over the cliffs to splash over the escarpment.

She was a bit stiff from sleeping on the hard rock floor, and so she lifted both arms over her head and
twisted her body in one direction, then the other to loosen up a mildly protesting back. “Ah.” She felt
her spine pop into place. “Let’s see how the skin’s doing.”

The animal skin, scraped patiently by her the night before and rubbed with ashes, seemed to be doing
reasonably well. Xena examined the tough hide which had stiffened up some, but not enough to
prevent her working it. She flipped over an edge and ran her finger along the inside of the skin,
nodding a little as she did.

Gabrielle came out and joined her. ‘What’s the plan?” She asked.

“Plan is, I use some of this to make some half-assed boots.” Xena replied. “I've got a bruise the size of
a hen’s egg on my instep.”

“Ow. Can you do that?” The bard asked, curiously. “I mean, do you have all the stuff you need?”

Xena set a handful of white objects on the rock. “Needles.” She said, indicating the fish bones. “Gut.”
She twisted a bit of the sinew, dried and gnarly looking as it lay on the stone. “And hide.” She pointed
at the skin.

“Hm.” Gabrielle appeared impressed. “Well, we can make a bag to carry some stuff with us, too.” She
said. “Especially that meat smoking in there.” She watched her partner nod. “I'm going to see if I can
find some herbs, and some more berries, if you're going to work on that, okay?”

“Good.” Xena nodded. “Be careful.”

“Yes, grandma.” Gabrielle gave her a quick hug before she started down towards the forest, her staff
in one hand. She was dressed in her now dry clothing, and she was glad the fire had even dried out
her leather boots and her pair of very soggy socks.

Things were definitely looking up. If Xena finished her boots, they could get on their way by mid-day
at the latest. They had provisions, they’d had a decent night’s sleep, and it had stopped raining.
Gabrielle took a deep breath of pine scented air, and exhaled in satisfaction.

Her mind returned to the pictures on the rock as she entered the forest rim, her eyes searching the
underbrush with automatic expertise. It had taken her a long time to be comfortable in the wild - her
first few months alone with Xena had been a non-stop horror show of scary plant after scary animal
after scary natural danger like quicksand.

Now she walked through the trees with confidence, shying aside from poison oak and ducking past
spiderwebs with impunity. “Ah.” She spotted some mint, and pounced on it, carefully selecting the
tenderest leaves and putting them in her little basket. As she knelt next to the herbs, she heard a soft
crackling behind her, and she turned, putting the basket down and picking up her staff in one smooth
action.

There was nothing there, but she could hear a soft breathing in the bushes just beyond the tree next
to her. Fixing her eyes on the bushes, she brought her staff up to a defensive position, curling the
fingers of her right hand around the upper part of it, and shifting her thumb on the lower, ready to
pop the bottom of the weapon out if something rushed her. “Someone there?” She asked, her voice
loud in the suddenly quiet forest. “I won’t hurt you.”

The soft breathing continued.

“If you don’t hurt me, that is.” Gabrielle amended. She took a step towards the bushes, straining her
senses to detect any sign of attack. She saw the bushes move, and her grip tightened as she squinted
through the dappled light. “Hello?”



There was motion, sudden and quicksilver. Gabrielle got the impression of something dark and wiry,
as the leaves rattled violently and then went still as whatever it was retreated. “Hey.. wait... wh..” She
went over to where the creature had been hiding, alarmed by it’s speed.

Beneath the bushes, the ground was stirred, but she couldn’t make out any real track. She shaded her
eyes and looked in the direction it had gone, but everything was still, and the rich, green underbrush
seemed unbroken. “Huh.”

Peace returned to the forest. Gabrielle retreated back to her basket, picking it up as she continued to
look around her carefully. “Well.” She exhaled. “That was weirder than naked sheep in winter.”

She decided to move away from where the creature had come from, but she picked up a bit of rock
and scraped a mark in the tree to mark the spot for later. Xena would, she was sure, want to see the
spot the animal had been in, because what seemed to Gabrielle a muddled stir of leaves probably
would give her partner far more clues.

It hadn’t seemed dangerous, for which she was grateful. So far the things they’d run into hadn’t been
- strange and weird, yes, but unthreatening.

Most of the time, the wild was like that. She’d been in places where they’d faced big predators - cats
and bears and the occasional wolf - but those times were few and far between and certainly she and
Xena had been in danger far more often from their own kind than from any other.

And, too, there was just something about Xena that most potentially dangerous creatures seemed to
recognize and avoid. Was it the weapons? Gabrielle found a blackberry bush and raided it with a
piratical chuckle. Was it the leather?

She wasn'’t sure. But she remembered very clearly the time they’d walked into a clearing with two big
bears in it, huge animals that towered over both of them, and all Xena had to do was let out a yell, and
they both ran like deer from her.

Weird. Useful, but weird. Gabrielle found some lemon grass, and collected it with a sense of pleasure,
adding several sprays of sage she found hiding nearby. “Boy, if | only had a darn pot.” Her lips edged

into a wry expression. “Bet Xena doesn’t rag me about taking half our cabin with us the next time we
travel.”

The thought made her chuckle, and she ducked under some hanging vines, pausing as she looked up
them to see if she could spot some gourds. The trees went straight up here, angling just a bit towards
the slope and another rocky escarpment rising almost up over her.

Her eyes met another pair looking down at her from the rocks, framed in a round face, with a big
nose and flat ears. Gabrielle drew in a breath to call out, then she blinked, as the face disaapeared
over the edge of the escarpment.

Pebbles rattled down, to tumble at her feet.

“XEna!” Gabrielle found herself yelling in utter reflex. “Xena!!!”
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There was something about the whole idea of being so self sufficient that was pleasing to her. Xena
stitched together two layers of hide with her fishbone needle and gut as she enjoyed the sunshine
outside the shelter.

Was it easier to have everything they needed? Sure. But having to scrape up everything was a
challenge, and it was engaging her often restless mind in quite a satisfying way. She put the needle
down and picked up the utility knife, punching a few more holes around the edge of her boots to be.

It would probably take them a few days to get out of the ravine, she figured. Now that it had stopped
raining, the possibilities of spending a few days alone with Gabrielle, free of any responsibilities save
each other were beginning to occur to her - and while she wasn’t glad of the flood and knew there
would be a huge mess for them to clean up back home, she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the ass
either.



There. She finished the second sole, and set it down on the ground so she could fit her foot onto it. A
square of hide extended on all four sides, and she gathered it up around her calf, studying the effect
and function.

She could just tie it all up with strips of gut, of course, but..

“Xena!”

Gabrielle’s holler made her jerk in response, her head whipping around to locate the sound.
“Xenal!l”

Her partner’s voice sounded alarmed, but not scared, and Xena quickly decided it was worth a
moment to tie the hide around her leg and spare herself more bruises. “Gabrielle!” She yelled back,
projecting her voice as her hands worked quickly.

“Over here!!”

Yeah, [ hear ya. Xena stood up and tested her new footware, not really pleased with the fit, but
resolving to fix it later. She turned and ran towards the sound of her partner’s voice, racing up the
edge of the escarpment to pause the edge and stare past it.

She could see another, smaller escarpment very close by, and her ears told her Gabrielle was past it.
“Gabrielle!”

“Here!”

Yep. Xena headed downward, rambling across the rocks until she was near the bottom, and then
leaping off the escarpment to fly through the air, somersaulting lazily before she landed at the base of
two tall trees. She headed around the side of the smaller escarpment, spotting Gabrielle immediately
as a flash of color between the trees.

As she ran, she craned her head and looked around, trying to spot whatever had alarmed her partner.
“What’s up?” She asked, as she came even with the bard, who was standing at the base of the smaller
rock formation and staring up. “Gab?”

“Up there.” The bard pointed. “Something was up there, watching me.”
Xena stared upward. “What was it?” She put a hand on the bard’s back.

“I don’t know.” Gabrielle admitted, glancing down. “Oh, those are cute.” She observed. “It was some
kind of.. I think it was a person.”

“A person.” The warrior repeated. “Okay... so why did you yell out like that?”

Gabrielle exhaled. “It was strange.” She said. “It had a ... it had a face, with eyes, and a nose and all
that, but it was.. Xena, it was just weird.”

The warrior pursed her lips. “All right.” She said. “Let’s go see if whatever it was left any tracks.” She
started up the escarpment, with Gabrielle at her heels. “Careful, that's loose.”

Gabrielle minded her steps, using her staff to keep her balance and carrying her basket in her other
hand. “Sorry I yelled like a banshee.” She apologized. “I was just so startled.”

Xena smiled, unseen. “S’allright.” She said. “You've always done that.”
“I have?”

“Yeah.” The warrior climbed up over a half fallen tree, it's roots tenaciously clinging to the rock. “Two
things I always loved about you were the way your reaction to damn near anything was to shout out
my name and the fact you never screamed.”

Gabrielle pondered that revelation. “I never screamed?” She asked. “Xena, that’s not true.”

“You yell.”



“What?”

“You yell.” The warrior extended a hand back. “Grab on.. steep up here.” She waited for Gabrielle to
juggle her things and latch on, and she pulled her up next to her before stepping over a craggy
outcropping. “You never scream.”

Gabrielle resumed her staff and they got to the top of the escarpment, where she’d seen the figure. “I
yell.” She mused, looking around the ground for some sign of disturbance. “That’s where he was,
Xena.” She tapped the edge of the rock with her staff.

“He?"
“Whatever.” But she’d gotten the distinct feeling it was male. “I really never scream?”

Xena knelt on the ground and touched the rock, opening her nostrils to suck in any hint of a clue as to
what her partner had seen. “Nope.” She got up and went to the opposite slope, where she could now
see a rough path leading downward. “Ah.”

“What?” Gabrielle joined her.

Xena indicated the path, which had been worn by many feet. She also touched the rock, which was
smooth from contact, and smudged with dirt. She bent close, and sniffed it, detecting mud, and the
coppery scent of blood along with an acrid, musky scent that rang a familiar bell.

“Should we follow it?” Gabrielle peered downward. “Doesn’t look like anything or anyone is here

”

now.

Xena drummed her fingers on the rock. “Let’s get our gear.” She said. “Before someone or something
else does.” She started back the way they’d come. “And keep your eyes peeled for round, river rocks.’

“River rocks?” Gabrielle scrambled after her partner. “For what?”

“We might need them to throw.” Xena said, picking up her pace.

Gabrielle merely grunted in response, her eyes on the forest closing over them.
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One Wild Ride
Part 5

Eponin closed the cabin door behind her and stood against it, only her eyes moving as she scanned
the interior. “Hi.”

Ephiny was seated near the fire, watching Dori play. “Hi.” She responded. “C’'mon in.”

Cautiously, the weapon’s master crossed the floor and settled on the chair at her side. “You were
joking, right?”

“Me?” Ephiny glanced past her. “About what, coming in the place?”
“Staying here.”

The regent surveyed the interior of the cabin. “I'm serious. Something wrong with it?” She queried.
“Damn sure it's more comfortable than our place is right now.”

Pony moved her head, her eyes rolling around the interior. “Eph, this is like.. their space.” She said. “I
feel like I'm in a temple or something.”

“Oh, please.” Ephiny chuckled. “Build a bridge and get over it, will ya? They're friends of ours.”

Pony examined her boots, then glanced up from under ginger colored brows. “You telling me we’re
gonna sleep in their bed?” She asked. “That bed?” She pointed.



Ephiny looked at it. The bed was large, and appeared extremely comfortable, instead of the spike
ridden rack her partner’s tone suggested. “Yes.” She answered, slowly. “Is there something wrong
with that?”

Pony looked at the bed, then at her, then at the bed. She propped her elbow on her knee and rested
her chin on her hand. “We could get pregnant.”

“What?”

“You know, I was thinking.. they could have just said it happened in a tree. Maybe it didn’t.” Pony
studied Dori. “Maybe she didn’t, | mean. What if it just happened here?”

Ephiny felt like she’d unexpectedly stepped into a mushroom induced hallucination. “Are you sick?”
“Me?”

“Dori, is she sick?” Ephiny asked the toddler, who looked up from her dolls in question. “Is your
auntie Poo Poo goofy?”

“Hey!”
Dori thumped her dragon on the floor. “Poo poo funny.” She agreed. “You make story?”

Pony edged back in the chair. “Oh no.. no no.” She held up a hand. “That’s your mama’s gig. [ don’t do
stories.”

“Mama.” Dori kicked out one little bootied foot. “Mama go play with Boo.” She explained seriously.
“Mama make fun, make Boo fun. Like that.”

Ephiny worked that one out in her head. “So.. you're saying it's okay for them to go off and be
together?”

Dori looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Go Boo.”
“I'm not getting it.” The regent said.

“Me, either.” Pony stood up and wandered around the cabin, stopping to peer curiously at this thing
and that. The personality of the owners was very much imprinted, she realized, as she found the
corner where Xena obviously did her own little stuff in.

There were a few small projects lying out, but everything was aligned neatly, and the set of worn
armorer’s tools were lined up in a precise row with everything in it’s place. A bit of the warrior’s
armor was sitting ready, apparently her next task.

Pony picked up the bit, rubbing her thumb over the brass and leather, the inside shaped and bent to
exactly fit. She’d always admired Xena's gear, and even more so when she’d learned the warrior
made most of it herself.

Herself. Not that Amazons didn’t make their own leathers sometimes, because they did. But that was
one thing, and crafting metal armor was something else. But she supposed if you trusted your life to
something, you probably slept better at night knowing it was done the right way.

“Pon?”
Eponin turned around. “Yeah?”
“What are you doing?”

“Checking out the master’s technique.” Pony put the armor bit down and resumed her wandering,
ending up back at the fireplace. She put her hand on the mantel, and let herself absorb the sense of
presence she was convinced was real even though the cabin’s owners were presently not. “I just feel
weird in here.”

Ephiny relaxed on the bear rug, extending her legs and crossing them at the ankles. “I don’t.” She
admitted frankly. “I like this place.” She patted the soft surface. “So siddown and get used to it.”



Reluctantly, Pony did so. “What’s in there?” She pointed at the pot hanging in the hearth.

“Dinner.” Ephiny benignly watched Dori set up some wooden horses, and then knock them all down
with a swing of her small fist.

“Uh.”
“Relax. It’s from the inn.” The regent gave her a wry look.

“Ah.” Pony reclined onto her back, putting her hands behind her head. “It sure is a lot quieter around
here.” She admitted, eyeing Dori apprehensively. “Even with the munchkin around.”

“Mm.” Ephiny nodded. “Actually, it's damn nice to be away from the village for a few days.”
Pony looked at her.
Ephiny shrugged.

Pony looked back at the roof and pondered the situation, considering the possibilities with growing
enthusiasm until she was whapped on the head with a purple dragon.

“Poo poo!”

“Village. Dori. Village Dori. Village..” Pony rubbed her nose. “Hhum.....
“Buppits!” Dori cocked her head and got up, racing for the door. “Buppits come!”

“Eph?”

“Chill out.” Ephiny was chasing across the cabin after their charge. “It'll be good practice.”
“What?”
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Xena led the way through the trees, her senses fully alert. Her hand clenched lightly and she rubbed
her fingers, glancing around to where Gabrielle was quietly following her. “Know what I wish?”

“Wish you had your sword.” Gabrielle supplied amiably. “And your chakram, and your armor. Did I
leave anything out?”

“Hmph.”

“Sometimes having your weapon come from the nearest tree is pretty handy.” Gabrielle hefted her
staff. “You hear anything following us?”

“No.”

They walked up a small ridge and paused the top, surveying their path. To the right, a little in the
distance, was the crevice wall. To the left, they could just barely see the glint of light on the water,
which was narrowing down from a creek to a brook as the water thinned out in the sun.

Ahead of them, Gabrielle could see a series of ridges, with scrubby trees and bushes crawling over
them. It was quiet and wild, and she hadn’t seen many animals at all during their walk.

No sign of the strange creatures either. She ran a hand through her hair, and exhaled.
“Want to stop for a drink?” Xena was watching her from the corner of her eye. “I could use one.”

“Sure.” Gabrielle readily followed her partner over towards the brook, stepping over a couple of
rocks and a fallen log half disintegrated into the earth before they reached it. She selected another
rock on the edge of the water and sat down, resting her elbows on her knees. “Sheesh.”

Xena drank a handful of water, then scooped up a double and offered it to her. “Here.”

“Thanks.” Gabrielle leaned forward and sipped the cold liquid gratefully. “I don’t think I really slept
well last night. I'm a little ragged today.” She wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “I kept
thinking I was hearing things.”



“You were.” Xena casually circled her with one arm. “There was something hunting outside where we
were.. a little down slope.”

Gabrielle looked at her. “Did it catch anything?”
“Yes.”

“Ah.” The bard leaned against her partner’s tall body, resting her head against Xena'’s shoulder. “So |
wasn’t dreaming [ heard something screaming, was 1?”

“No.”
Gabrielle nodded a few times. “Good.” She said. “I hate nightmares.”
One of Xena’s brows lifted. “So you’d rather them be real?”

A far off look entered the bard’s eyes as she studied the thick brush. “Yes,  would.” She finally
answered. “My dreams were always more horrible than my waking life was.”

Xena wasn’t quite sure what to say to that, because she wasn’t’ really sure where it was coming from.
“Uh.” She cleared her throat. “Maybe because you keep your scared parts inside and the only time
they can come out is when you're sleeping.”

Gabrielle extended her legs, crossing her boots as she watched a bird flit from branch to branch
across from them. “That’s amazingly profound of you, sweetie.”
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“I never wanted to be afraid in front of you, because I knew you never were.”
“Bull.” Xena snorted. “You know better.”

“Now, sure.” The bard agreed, with a gentle smile. “But you know, you’ve really got a point there. |
never thought about it like that.”

Xena gave her a squeeze. “C’'mon. Let’s get moving.” She said. “I want to get past that open stretch
over there.” She got up and extended her hand, which Gabrielle took as she pulled her partner
upright. She handed Gabrielle back her staff and they moved on, skirting the edge of the water as they
headed for the low hills.

Gabrielle stifled a yawn, and dug in her roughly made fur pouch for a nut to chew on. She followed
Xena an automatic pace behind and to the left, guiltily enjoying the fact that she could let her
attention wander and trust in the warrior’s reflexes to keep them both out of trouble.

Matter of fact, it was walking on the road when most of her stories had gotten thought of, those long
sometimes dusty hours where they’d traveled side by side in companionable silence. “Xena?”

“Hm?”

“Was that thing we saw.. was it a person?”

Xena leaned forward a little, as they started up the slope of the first hill. “Not like any I've seen.”
“Me either.” Gabrielle said. “Maybe if we find the people who made those paintings, they can tell us.”

“Maybe.” Xena reached the top of the hill and the breeze caught her hair, pushing it back from her
face and streaming it out behind her. She lifted her head, catching a scent on the wind and stopped,
her body stiffening.

“What?” Gabrielle took hold of her staff with both hands, watching her like a hawk.
She could smell them, but not see them. “Keep alert.” Xena warned her partner. “Stay close.”

“Absolutely.” Gabrielle assured her, as they started down the hill. “Since I'm the one with the big stick.
Someone has to protect your butt.”



Xena chuckled softly, shaking her head. The slope on this side was quite steep, and she started
sliding a little, her rough foot covering not really hard enough to give her full purchase. Small rocks,
dislodged from the half crumbling soil skittered down the hill before them, and as they reached the
bottom and entered a thick stand of trees, every hair on her body stood up. “Gabrielle!”

The bard saw them, and her staff swept up as she stepped past Xena in a guard position. Her eyes
flicked from side to side as shadowy figures circled out to meet them. “Hey!”

Xena stepped to one side, clearing the edge of the staff, and put her back against a nearby tree. The
figures facing them were short, about Gabrielle’s height, but stocky, and there were at least six of
them. They were the round faced, wild creatures from the trees, but...

“Xena?” Gabrielle’s eyes were wide. “They’ve got clothes on.”

“I see that.” The warrior watched the hairy figures get closer. They were dodging and grunting, the
biggest one pointing at them as they got more and more excited. She could see them better now, they
appeared grotesque even to her eyes long used to the vagaries of humanity. “Gabrielle, stay back.”

“Okay, well, then they’re people.” Gabrielle decided. “Hey, um...” She addressed the one closest to her.
“What’s your name?” She released one hand off her staff and extended it.

“Gabrielle.” Xena warned.

The grunts increased in volume. The closest one jumped forward, then leaped back, then jumped
forward again, shaking a thick stick in one hand.

“Gabrielle.”

“Shh.” The bard took another step forward, fearlessly. “C’'mon, Xena.. they’ve got clothes on, and
they’re standing up and everything.” She said. “Hi there.. can you talk?”

She never does learn, does she. Xena tensed, watching the hooting and coughing increase in
agitation. “Gab..”

The creature jumped forward and reached out to Gabrielle at that very moment, it’s stubby fingers
grasping at her arm.

“See?” Gabrielle grinned, taking another step.

The creature grabbed her outstretched hand and yanked hard, pulling the bard forward and almost
into his arm. It screamed in triumph as the bard let out a yell.

Son of a bacchae. Xena leaped as the rest of the creatures all jumped on the two of them, yelling and
hooting and screaming until her ears nearly stood on end. “Gabrielle!”

“Yahhh!” Gabrielle felt hands all over her, grasping and hard, and an overpowering stench nearly
made her gag. She twisted and rolled, trying to get away as wiry bodies landed on top of her. Oh
poop. She jabbed an elbow into a nearby set of ribs. Xena’s gonna kill me.

“Aurouhgh!” A roar went off nearly in her ear, and Gabrielle felt a smothering hold grab her and a
body thrust against hers in a frantic rhythm that knocked the breath out of her as her brain suddenly
realized what the creature was trying to do.

Fear, anger and a creeping horror all took hold of her at once, and she convulsed on the ground,
twisting and writhing with all her strength. “Xena!” She let out a desperate yell.

The sound of a splitting melon alerted her, and she turned her face and as much of her body as she
could to avoid the sudden drenching of hot copper as the growling and screeching was overwhelmed
by Xena'’s strident battle call.

Xena whipped the staff back and let it fly again, shoving one of the creatures back with her foot. “Get
off there you.. “ She stopped speaking, feeling a jolt of open terror from Gabrielle that made her drop
the staff and just leap at the pile with her bare hands extended, grabbing hold of the first hairy body
she reached and yanking it back away from the bard. “Get off of her!”



The creature yowled at her, making barking and grunting noises that were almost language. Xena
shoved him away and grabbed for the next one, who was humping up and down on her partner with
great sexual energy. “Son of a bacc.. get off!” She grabbed it by it’s hair and pulled it’s head around, as
one of the others jumped on her back and tried the same thing.

It's strength was amazing. It had a lock around her neck and only the fact that her total focus was on
Gabrielle let her stay upright.

Xena lashed out with her elbow and broke something, hearing the crunch as she connected. She
didn’t even hesitate, continuing the motion around and grabbing her attacker, throwing him over her
shoulder and onto the rocks.

Gabrielle had gotten enough leverage to upend her last adversary, and she was wrestling with him on
the ground, his greater strength and size evenly matched against the bard’s fury. Her entire body
was tensing with the effort, the muscles in her shoulders and back standing out in rigid relief under
her skin.

“Gabrielle!” Xena grabbed hold one of the creatures about to jump on both of them and whirled
around, slamming the hairy body against a tree and releasing him just as the bard threw off her
attacker. She bounded forward and a kicked the creature in the head as it tried to come back for
more, sending it sprawling some yards away. “Here!” She reached down for Gabrielle, who grabbed
her as she stood and wrapped her arms around the warrior. “Bastards!”

Gabrielle was breathing so hard it hurt to hear it. “Oh my gods, Xena he was trying to.. “ She stopped
speaking. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You got that right.” Xena booted up the staff to her hand and smacked one of the reviving creatures
with it, feeling a sting in her hands as it bounced off the thick skull. She decided not to stop and
repeat the action, and with a hand on Gabrielle’s back, she broke into a run guiding the bard in front
of her. “Go!”

“I am!” Gabrielle didn’t need any encouragement. Her heart was hammering in her chest so hard it
was making her shake, and she felt like she couldn’t run fast enough to outreach the stench that clung
to her from the creatures.

She wanted to throw up. Resolutely, she merely swallowed hard and put her energy into running

instead, as they climbed up the next slope at top speed. The months running with Xena now came

home to her, and she tucked her hands into fists as her body responded to the need with a sudden
surge.

They reached the small ridge and slowed as they reached the bole of a large tree, swinging around it
to look back the way they’d come.

Gabrielle laid her hand on the bark, her breathing ragged as her eyes strained to catch any hint of
movement. “See em?”

“No.” Xena exhaled, and sucked in another lungful of air, expelling it in an epithet that almost caused
the tree’s leaves to drop around her. “But I don’t want to take chances. Let’s move.” She started off at
a slower pace down the other side of the ridge, keeping her hand lightly laying on Gabrielle’s back.
“You okay?”

Gabrielle shuddered. “Yeah.” She muttered. “Except for my stupidity flashback.”

Xena glanced at the bard’s profile, which was strained, her jaw muscles clenching and releasing
visibly under the skin. “Let’s find a place to hole up for a candlemark. See if they’re following us.”

Gabrielle nodded mutely.

They entered the trees at the bottom of the ridge with due caution, for once welcoming the newly
gathering clouds and the threat of more rain.
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They found shelter just as the rain started, two trees that had grown together in such a way as to
make a triangular pocket a little ways off the ground. Xena was relieved to be off the ground, even
though they didn’t have much space and the bark was more than a little pokey against her bare skin.

She had her back against the bole, and her arms wrapped around Gabrielle, as they both watched the
rain and the single approach through the trees to their hiding place.

The bard was being very quiet as she sat curled up between Xena’s legs with her head resting against
the warrior’s collarbone. She hadn’t said much since they’d found shelter, and Xena was starting to
worry about her a little.

The reassuring thing was that she wanted to cuddle. Xena had learned during their estrangement
that Gabrielle would instinctively put distance between them when she was upset or angry with her,
and on the other side of the coin, would seek her out and initiate physical contact when she was
upset about anything else.

Becoming a safe place again had been an unspeakably, silently wonderful moment for her.

“Damn it, 'm not going to put up with this!” Gabrielle rounded on Ephiny, sparks flying from
unexpectedly angry green eyes. “If they have a problem with her..” She pointed at Xena. “You tell
them to come talk to me!” She pointed at herself. “Or shut the Hades up!”

“Look, Gabrielle..” Ephiny held a hand up. “I know you’re pissed off, but you really need to understand
where this is coming from. Those people care about you!”

“Then tell them to back off!” The bard yelled.

Xena just stood off to one side, completely at a loss as to what to do. She understood the problem the
Amazons had with her, and she felt, actually, sympathy for Ephiny who was trying to be a referee in a
game she had decided bias in. “Maybe I should just leave.” She finally suggested.

Gabrielle looked at her. “I'm not going to back off.” She said. “Ephiny, get all of those jerks into the
common hall in a half candlemark and I'll talk to them.”

“Gabrielle...”
“Am [ your queen, or am I not?” Gabrielle cut her off. “Make up your mind.”

Ephiny lifted a hand, then let it fall against her thigh. “As you wish.” She turned and left the queen’s
quarters, the beads at the door rattling reproachfully after her.

Gabrielle turned and put her back to the room, resting her hands on her desk. “Gods be damned.” She
whispered. “I don’t’ need this.”

Xena stayed where she was, feeling sick to her stomach as the bard’s anger rolled against her. What
could she say? If she hadn’t been there, there’d be no problem.

With a sigh, Gabrielle straightened up and turned, letting her hands drop to her sides as frustration
showed in every line of her body. She looked across at Xena, and they both seemed to become aware
of the gulf of space between them.

The gulf Xena wondered that would ever disappear completely. Or at all.

Gabrielle’s brow tensed a little, and she hesitated, her hands clenching slightly. Then she twitched
into motion, walking over to Xena and pausing again before she came into her personal space and
brushed against her, circling the warrior with her arms and putting her head down on her shoulder.
“Make me feel better.”

Something she hadn’t done in a very long time.

Without thinking, Xena returned the hug, pulling her close and cradling the back of her head in one
hand, almost numb with the pure joy of the moment. “Gabrielle.” She said, simply. “I love you.”

She felt the shudder go through the bard’s body and the hold on her tightened into a fierce squeeze.
“That’ll do it every time.” Gabrielle choked out. “Thanks.”



Which one of them felt the better for it, was a mystery she had no interest in solving.

A soft sniffle drew her attention, and Xena glanced down at the figure huddled against her. “Hey.”
“Hey.” Gabrielle answered softly.

“You all right?”

The bard sighed. “My stomach hurts a little.” She admitted. “I just can’t get those.. get that.. ugh.” Her
fingers tightened on Xena’s arm. “That was really rotten.”

“I know.” Xena tightened her hold a trifle.
“And I feel like an idiot.”
The warrior gave her partner a kiss on the head. “Nah.”

“Don’t ‘nah’ me, Xena.” Gabrielle said. “Where the Hades did my brain go there? What was I thinking?
[ know better than that.” She cleared her throat and swallowed, grimacing. “Ugh.”

“Shh.” The warrior stroked her arm soothingly. “Let it go.”
The bard sighed again.

Xena reached down and clasped Gabrielle’s wrist, probing the inside of it with a delicate touch. “Can’t
offer you herbs, but let’s see if this helps.” She pressed the point just where the two bones in her
partner’s wrist came together, feeling a certain tension relax as the bard put her head back down.

That old magic. Sweeter than honey on her tongue and just as welcome. Xena rested her cheek
against the softness of the bard’s hair and rocked them both a little.

Gabrielle looked out at the rain, the gray light reflecting her own thoughts precisely. The one thing
anchoring her was Xena'’s very solid presence and the unstated support she could sense in her
partner’s every move. “I didn’t expect them to try and rape me.” She finally said in an almost whisper.
“That... I think that’s haunting me a little.”

Xena didn’t answer, but she released Gabrielle’s wrist and wrapped her arms around her firmly,
understanding the unspoken emotion more clearly than the spoken one.

There were a thousand words in the silence between them and a thousand points of pain in two
hearts that had gone through Hades together wrapped in a love that made it all bearable.

A magic of it's own kind.

They listened to the rain for a while, each lost in different reflections. Finally, Gabrielle pressed her
cheek against Xena’s chest, and let her thumb rub idly over the skin on her arm. “Have I really
learned so little in all these years, Xe?”

Xena didn’t answer for a while, her eyes searching the wet trees and roaming across the grass before
she let them drop back down to Gabrielle’s face. “You're just you.” She finally said, and then fell silent
again.

Gabrielle thought about what that meant to her, and to Xena. Was it true? Was she just destined to go
through life having things happen to her just because she was who she was?

Did that suck? The bard thought about that darkest time in her life, echoes of which had pounded
against her under the grasping hands of the creatures. She could remember that hopeless, horrible
sensation of being unable to stop what was happening, and of screaming Xena’s name and for the
first time knowing the warrior couldn’t help her.

The memory made her eyes sting, and she blinked as a few tears trickled out. But this time, she
acknowledged, had been different. So maybe it wasn’t so bad that she’d been able to come back
around to where she thought the best of people instead of the worst.

After all, Xena went through life having things happen to her pretty much just because she was who
she was, didn’t she?



“Gabrielle?” Xena's voice broke into her reverie.

“Yeah, Boo?” Gabrielle injected a note of wry humor from somewhere into her tone. “I'm sorry I'm
being whiney. I think it was just the shock of seeing those... um.. what were they, anyway?”

Xena gently removed the traces of tears from the bard’s face. “I'm getting real tired of saying it, but I
don’t know what they are.” She said. “But I tell you what.. if one of them comes near you again I'm
gonna skin him and leave his man’s parts hanging on the nearest tree.”

“It was...” Gabrielle felt the tight sensation leaving her throat, and her stomach started to settle a
little. “It was so strange, because they were wearing those furs and all, but they were so much like
animals.”

Xena ran her fingers through Gabrielle’s hair, ruffling it affectionately. “You okay?” She asked. “Tell
me the truth.”

“Or?” Gabrielle managed a wry grin.
“Or I'll kiss you senseless.”

“000... I'm lying. I'm lying..” The bard felt a chuckle bubble up, and she let it, then ended it with a long
exhale. “Yeah, I'm okay.” She said. “I was just freaked out a little.”

“How’s your stomach?”

Gabrielle considered that seriously. “Empty.” She said. “Want to reach me some of that smoked stuff
?” She watched the rain come down harder. “Because I don’t’ think we’re going anywhere for a
while.”

Reassured by the return of her partner’s appetite, Xena opened the furry flap on her makeshift bag,
removing some of the meat she’d smoked the previous day. It had dried decently, but she definitely
missed the bard’s spices on the somewhat bland hunks. “Here.” She selected a piece and handed it
over. “When this stops, I think we better get something more dangerous than your filleting knife
ready.”

“Hm?” Gabrielle chewed on the jerky. “You don’t think they’ll leave us alone?”
“No.”
“Really?”

“No.” Xena watched the rain fall past Gabrielle’s shoulders. “They were tracking us since we got here.
We've got something they want.”

Gabrielle looked at herself, and then at her partner, and then at the rain. “What?”
Xena pursed her lips in annoyance. “I don’t know.” She snipped the words off precisely.

“I think I've heard you say that more times in the last couple of days than I have the entire time I've
known you.” The bard observed.

“GI‘I‘."

Gabrielle had to smile at the frustration in her partner’s voice. Xena was such a walking encyclopedia
of everything that having so many things be outside her experience must be driving the poor thing
nuts. “Hang in there, honey.” She returned the comforting. “I'm sure you’ll have it figured out soon
enough.”

Xena frowned a little. “I'm not sure I want to figure it out.” She admitted frankly. “I want to get the
Hades out of here in one piece. If there’s a lot of those guys, we could be in trouble, Gabrielle.”

A prickle of surprise went down the bard’s back. “Because of.. okay, they seemed pretty strong, but..”

“We have no weapons.”



“I have.” Gabrielle said. “And if you cut yourself one, they’re in deep trouble because between the two
of us there isn’t much about quarterstaff we’ve got left to learn.”

Xena inclined her head in acknowledgement. “True, but if they jump us in big numbers, I'm not sure
it's gonna help.” She said. “So we’ve got to get creative.”

“Creative.” Gabrielle mused. “What do you have in mind?”

Xena gazed out at the rain, and grinned briefly. “Let’s wait and see.”
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Ephiny sat down in the carved wooden chair, resting her arm on the desk next to it. Dori was
crawling around all over the floor playing with her twin cousins, and their mother had gone off with
Pony to check out the village.

She’d been left to babysit. But that was okay. “You kids be careful.” Ephiny warned them benignly.
“Don’t’ get any splinters.” She leaned back in the chair and relaxed, her fingertips straying over the
fine surface.

A few inches away, Gabrielle’s diary rested, it's thick hide cover creased and marred with all the scars
of her many travels. Ephiny studied it, reaching over to touch the warm leather and feeling the
gouges under her fingertips.

There were stories enough for three lifetimes of a normal person in there. Ephiny shook her head.
She’d seen her Queen sit quietly at night, even when she visited them, writing a page, maybe two, into
this diary almost as though it was critical to her to mark each and every day.

Ephiny had considered starting a diary of her own, since the thing seemed to bring a lot of comfort to
her friend. But when she’d tried it, she found that the words really didn’t come to her like they did to
Gabrielle - her entries tended to be somewhat short, and pretty damn boring. She’d given it up after a
few days.

But Gabrielle never had. Ephiny restrained her curiosity and restricted her snooping to simply lifting
the cover, and glancing at the inside. On the first page, tattered and worn, was simply Gabrielle’s
name - so carefully written she knew it must have been done when the bard was much younger.

On the inside of the leather cover, though, there was something written in a very different hand.
Ephiny pulled the book a little closer to examine it, her eyes tracing the powerful, slanted letters. It
was Xena’s handwriting, she recognized it from the notes the warrior had sent her partner way back
when.

It was in a language she didn’t understand, though. Figures. Trust Xena to put something into her
lover’s diary no one understood. Except Gabrielle, probably. Ephiny smiled, and closed the book up.
She wondered where the two of them were now.

Had they gotten free of the river? Probably. The regent put her hands behind her head and leaned
back. It had taken them months to come back from Athens -she wouldn’t put it past them to dawdle a
few days coming back this time.

She didn’t grudge it to them, despite the fact that there was a boatload of clean up that had to be done
around the town, and in the Amazon village. She’d seen both of them do enough for everyone over
the last few years that skipping mucking out the stables seemed a cheap trade off.

They deserved a few days out alone together, Ephiny decided. They were both good moms, though
her lips quirked just thinking it, and good friends. She knew Gabrielle would come back and have
that half embarrassed grin on her face, and probably be in a much better frame of mind to take over
the Amazons for a while.

“Eff!” Dori came over and tugged on her legging.

“What is it, bitty boo?” Ephiny picked the child up and set her on her lap. “Hm? You want some lunch?
You hungry, or you want to play some more?”



Dori looked at her with an inquisitive expression. “You go wif me to get wrocks?”

Rocks. Ah yes. Dori’s favorite plaything. Ephiny glanced at the mantel, which held a representative
sampling of the toddler’s collection. “Sure, honey. What kind of rocks do you want this time, round
ones, or flat ones?”

“Big.” Dori held her hands up. “Big ones from the fishies.”

Ah, round river rocks. Ephiny secretly liked those herself. She’d found two of them broken in half
before they’d left the old village and she’d snuck them into her pack to bring along. The inside was
full of crystal, and it was just surprisingly pretty to look like. “All right.. how about we take a walk to
the spring, and see if we can find some, okay?”

Dori grinned, her green eyes lighting up. “Otay!”

“Good.” Ephiny ruffled her dark hair. “You know what, Dori? You're not so bad.” She confided. “You
used to scare the chickens out of me when you were littler, you know that?” She set the child on the
ground and stood up. “C’'mon, kiddo. Let’s take your cousins and go find us some rocks.”

Dori galloped across the cabin floor squealing. Ephiny followed her, herding the twins as she opened
the door to a strong, spring breeze and a hint of more rain in the air. “Let’s hurry up. You don’t need
to catch cold, you little rascals.”

The fresh air felt good, though, and she enjoyed the feel of it against her bare arms as her little posse
rambled through the thick grass, bouncing over everything in it's path. Ephiny found herself laughing
the antics, especially when Dori took charge as they got to the spring, instructing her cousins with an
infantile yet definite air of authority.

“You.. go dere.” Dori pointed. “Look! Gets brown rocks.”

Ephiny seated herself on a nearby boulder to watch. “You tell em. Dor.” She said. “That’s a proper
little Amazon princess.. kick some ass.”

She tried to imagine Dori as an adolescent, and it was surprisingly hard to do. Hard to say, really,
which one of her parents the kid would take after as she got older. Maybe a mixture of both? “Hey,
Dori?”

Dori turned her head to look. “Yes!” She pointed at Ephiny. “Eff! Go get fishes!”

Hm. She couldn’t really recall either Xena or Gabrielle ordering her around quite like that. “Go get
fishes, huh? How'd you like to swim with fishes, kiddo?”

Dori grinned. “Go fishes!” She agreed, turning and running for the spring.

“Oh crap.” Ephiny got up and bolted after her. “Forgot about that.” She caught up to Dori just as she
reached the spring’s edge, and managed to get hold of the back of her jumper. “Hold on little frog.”
She hauled her back. “That’s too cold for you.”

“Eff!” Dori complained, feet scrabbling on the ground. “You said go to fishes!”

“Yeah, yeah, | know.. but I was just joking.” Ephiny hoisted her up. “Good grief, you're getting huge.”
She could feel the solid weight of the child and feel the strength as she put her arms around Ephiny’s
neck. “You're gonna be a bruiser like Xena, aren’t you?”

"

“Boo!” Dori predictably yodeled.

Yeah. Ephiny carried her back over to her cousins and put her down. She was already a lot taller than
the two twins, and in the child’s small frame the regent could already see lines that reminded her of
Xena. Something about the set of the shoulders, and the way she walked. “Okay, where are those
rocks? I thought we’re supposed to be collecting them!”

“Get wroks.” Dori rambled off, searching in the grass. “Lolo, c’'mere.”

Little Solon amiably complied, trotting over and squatting down next to her. “Gots?”



“Dook.” Dori held up a mud covered rock.
Solon took it and looked at it. “Guk.” He tossed it down, wiping his hands on his tunic.

Dori retrieved the rock and came back to Ephiny, holding it up. “Eff, good wrok!” She held it up. “See?
Pretty!”

Ephiny accepted the bit of stone and studied it. “Well, I don’t know, Dori..”
The toddler grabbed the rock impatiently. “Dook!” She held it up to the light. “See?”

The pallid sunlight caught a glint in the stone, and Ephiny pulled it closer again, peering at it. She
rubbed the mud off one flat side and blinked at the warm, coppery thread running all through it. “Oh.”
Ephiny murmured. “Yeah, [ see.”

“Pretty!” Dori said.

“Very pretty, munchkin.” Ephiny ran a finger over the metallic surface. “Are there any more over
there like this?”
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“More pretty rocks?” Ephiny got up. “C’mon.. let’s go find some.” She followed Dori over to where
she’d dug up the rock, halfway torn between wanting to find more and hoping she didn’t. Copper ore
was more than valuable - if there was enough here, it would make them all comfortable for the rest
of their lives.

Dori hunkered down and pawed at the dirt, yanking up a root, and then another hunk of rock. She
examined it, then tossed it aside, and continued digging. “Boo Boo Boo...” The child hummed as she
worked. “Go Boo get good rocks.”

Ephiny sat down and picked up the rock she’d discarded, turning it over in her fingers. It appeared
dull and uninteresting on the outside, but it appeared to be the same kind of rock as the one with the
copper in it, so.. The regent half turned and smacked the rock against the boulder she was perched
on, cracking it in half.

Dori turned to look at her in surprise. “Eff? What you do?”

Ephny stared at the two halves of the rock in her hand, the inside surface brilliant with orange. “Look,
Dori. I made a pretty rock too.” She murmured. “Wait till Boo and mama see it.”

Dori came over and looked. “Pretty!” She agreed. “Go show mama?”

The regent looked around, at the quiet, wild place. “We’ll show mama as soon as she gets home,
munchkin. [ promise.”

“Mama mad.”

Ephiny looked at the child. Dori was standing next to her with one hand on her knee, and a frown on
her small face. “What?”

“Mama mad.” Dori looked up. “NO good.” She pouted. “Go get Boo, make mama good.”

Ephiny hesitated, wondering if the child was just rambling. “Your mama’s mad, Dori?” She asked.
“When?”

“Mama mad.” Dori answered sadly.
“Right now?”
“Yes.”

Did Dori really know what Gabrielle was feeling, so far away? Ephiny found it hard to believe, even
though she’d seen that weird connection thing between her two friends work on more than one
occasion. “Well, honey, let’s go back home, and maybe when we show her the rocks, she won’t be mad
anymore.”



“Mama.” Dori went back to sorting around in the grass. “Mama like.” She came back and held up
another rock, this one with a visible sparkle. “Give mama, no mad.”

Ephiny took it, and stared. The stone was a chunk of raw emerald. “I bet mama wouldn’t be mad.” She
murmured. “Dori, do you find rocks like this all the time here?”

Dori cocked her head. “Wroks?”
“Like this? You have rocks like this at home?”
“Lots.” The toddler nodded. “Pretty. Mama like. Boo make pictures.” She explained. “All good.”

Surely, Xena and Gabrielle knew what this stuff was. Ephiny studied the gem in her hand. Neither of
them were stupid, and Gabrielle, at the very least, had a definite eye for adornment.

Was that why they moved up here?

The regent pondered that. If they let Dori keep them to play with, did that mean they just weren’t
going to tell anyone about it?

Ephiny juggled the rocks. “You guys got enough now? Let’s go back home and have some cookies.
How about that?”

“Cookies!” Dori was willingly distracted. “Yes!” She started off immediately in the direction of the
cabin. “Go, go go.”
Ephiny strolled after her, gently herding the two twins along behind.
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Gabrielle could sense they were being followed. Given that her senses were far less perceptive than
Xena’s were, that meant at least the followers weren’t really that skilled, but it didn’t comfort her a
lot to know that.

She walked quietly behind Xena, as they climbed up another hilly ridge between thick trees. The rain
had stopped again, and other than the soft rustle of their footsteps against the sodden leaves the
surrounding woods remained empty and silent.

Xena had taken her advice and cut herself a staff. It was strange for the bard to see her partner
walking with one, though a master at it’s use, she generally never had one of her own. “Xena?”

The warrior paused, and waited for her to catch up. “We’ve got another couple candlemarks light left.
[ want to get someplace I can defend if we have to before dark.”

Gabrielle nodded. “They’re coming after us.”

Xena glanced back the way they had come, and sniffed the wind, her nostrils flaring out a little.
“Yeah.” She replied briefly. “So that's why.”

“You don’t think we can get out of here before tonight?” The bard asked. “We’re coming near that
wall.”

The warrior shook her head. “We need to find a way out. By the time we reach the wall, it'll be close
to dark. Can’t chance it.”

“Okay.” Gabrielle shifted her grip on her staff. “Let’s go, then.”

Xena turned and started leading the way up again. The creek hadn’t disgorged any decent rocks for
them, and nothing she’d seen so far really lent itself to weaponry. Her eyes searched the branches.
Once they stopped for the night, she could collect some good upper limbs and maybe make a bow and
some arrows, but she had a feeling if it came to a conflict, it would be close in and that wouldn’t do
her much good.

“Know what [ was thinking?” Gabrielle’s voice drifted up from behind her.

“No, what?” Xena answered, sliding past two closely growing trunks.



“What’s going on back home?”

Xena exhaled, more worried about what was going on right around her. “River’s probably still up.
Takes a while to drop.” She said. “People cleaning up, I guess.” She paused to examine a small pile of
sharp edged rocks, selecting one and fitting her hand around it.

“Think Dori’s making trouble?”

The warrior pursed her lips. “I left her with Eph.” She continued on, tucking the rock away in the
rough sack she’d made from the hide. “Hope she forgives me.”

Gabrielle chuckled softly. “She’s been good lately.” She said. “Do you think Eph’s acting a little
strange?”

Xena reached the top of the hill and paused, shading her eyes and gazing out over the terrain. She
could see across a small, boulder strewn valley to another ridge, and beyond that, the slope went
upwards towards the far wall of the crevasse. “Stranger than what?” She muttered.

“Just, weird.”

“She’s an Amazon. It's natural.” Xena frowned, searching for a way around the valley, and finding
none. Crossing the rocky area would be tough, but they had no options at the moment.

“Hey!”
Xena jumped, as her butt was slapped. “Gabrielle!”

The bard bumped her with her hip. “Am I weird? She asked. “Cause I'm an Amazon, and come to think
of it, so are you.” Her finger poked her partner’s semi exposed ribs. “So stop dissing them.”

“Hmph.” The warrior sniffed.

They walked along the ridge for a few minutes, until Xena found a good route down, and then they
started carefully along the steep slope. “Careful.”

Gabrielle picked her steps with caution, feeling the loose rocks slide under her boots. Halfway down
the slope, something made her turn and look behind her, and she grabbed for Xena’s back as her eyes
nearly came out of her head. “Xena!”

The warrior turned, crouching and ready to pounce, as her head whipped around. She spotted what
Gabrielle had seen and in a single bound, launched herself past Gabrielle back up the slope. Near the
trees they’d just left, a line of dark figures were standing, but as she reacted, they disappeared back
beyond the line of the ridge.

Gabrielle dug her boots in and raised her staff. “You know something?”
“What?” Xena scanned the horizon, her body still coiled in waiting.

“You're right. I do yell your name for damn near everything.” Gabrielle edged up a step or two,
anxiously watching the treeline. “Are they coming?”

Xena straightened. “I don’t think so.” She glanced behind them. “Let’s get through this valley fast as
we can. [ don’t like not having any cover.”

“Right behind you, sweetheart.” Gabrielle felt her heart starting to speed up, and her hands clenched
a little, her body reacting to the prospect of fighting she knew was imminent. Her breathing
deepened and she arched her back a little, tightening and releasing her trunk muscles to warm them
up a little.

Xena broke into a ramble, almost dancing down the side of the valley as she moved from rock to rock.
She held the staff out clenched in both hands for balance.

Gabrielle followed, putting her months of morning runs to good use as she chased after the warrior.
They both picked up speed as they reached the bottom of the valley, and as they did, she heard a
hooting behind them.



“Run.” Xena instructed, slowing to let the bard pass her. “I'll be right behind you.”

The bard didn’t stop to argue. She bounded down into the flat of the valley, working hard to keep her
footing on the rocky ground. Behind her, she could hear Xena’s footsteps, and the sharp rattle as
rocks skittered out from under her partner’s feet.

She hoped they both kept from falling on their heads. “Which way!”
“Your right.” Xena yelled back.

Gabrielle could see a narrow path leading up the next slope and she headed for it. Her ears picked up
the sound of pattering feet following them, and the rattling of rocks turned into a veritable avalanche.
“Xe?” She called back. “We in trouble?”

“Gabrielle?”
“Yeah?”
“RUN!”

Oh boy. The bard broke into a flat out run, disregarding the rocks as her heart thundered in her ears.
I guess that would be yes.
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Xena judged the distance between them and their pursuers, who had spread out in a semi circle as
they ran to chase them down. She and the bard had a head start, but the creatures seemed to know
the land well, and were making better time across the rocks than they were.

She had a few moments to decide, now, if they were going to try and scramble up the path, or turn
and make a stand together at the slope. Strategically, it would be better to get up the path to the top,
because then the creatures would have to come at them one at a time and really presented very little
threat.

Unless they started throwing rocks, of course.

But if they stopped at the bottom, they’d have to face a line of them and though Xena had no doubts
whatsoever about either of their skills with a quarterstaff there were a lot of hairy bodies coming
after them.

She glanced behind her, relying on her reflexes to keep her from sprawling headlong. The closest
creature was only a few body lengths behind her, and he was charging full speed, his eyes intent on
them. There was a ferociousness in the expression that made Xena’s skin crawl, and she decided
taking a stand wasn’t a very good idea.

Putting the creatures behind her, she sped up, getting as close to Gabrielle as she could without
disturbing her partner’s stride. The bard was charging along competently, her short stride sending
bits of slate flying off in a all directions. “Keep moving.” Xena warned. “C’'mon, get, get, get.”

“I'm getting!” Gabrielle rounded a boulder and almost pulled up, when she spotted a dark figure
blocking the path. Then she picked up her momentum again and bolted right for him, bringing her
staff up to shoulder level and cocking her arms. “Yeaaaahhhh!!!!”

The creature didn’t seem to realize what the staff was. He reached out for her, hooting in excitement
and didn’t try to avoid the rapid strike as Gabrielle whipped her staff around and smacked him in the
side of the head.

The staff hit the creature’s ear and blood exploded from it as he stumbled to one side and fell against
a tree. Howling in pain, he scrambled back to his feet only to meet the bard’s staff again as she went
past him, this time hitting him between the eyes with it’s end.

He dropped, senseless.

“Nice!” Xena complimented her, as they reached the slope.



“What?” Gabrielle yelled back, her voice taut with anxiety. “Now.. up?”

“Go!” Xena glanced behind her, then she grabbed her partner around her waist and fairly threw her
up the path. She could almost feel the hot breath at her back as she fought her instincts and
scrambled after Gabrielle.

Everything in her wanted to turn and fight. She hated running from it.

A hand grabbed her ankle and she kicked backwards without looking, wrenching her leg free and
feeling her heel connect with something hard. She kept climbing up ward, the staff clenched in one
hand and her other pulling herself up with any hold she could find. “Go!”

Another grab at her, this time a two handed catch around her calf. Xena lunged up ward, uncoiling
her other leg and turning as she did, bringing the staff around and smacking her adversary right in
the face with it.

She broke something, saw the blood flying, but he didn’t let go until she repeated the hit, slamming
the butt of the staff right into his eye socket. He reeled back, but his fingers were still locked around
her leg and she felt her footing start to slip.

Damn it.

The soft hide just wasn’t boots. Xena dug the end of the staff in and pushed off it, swinging her free
leg around in a roundhouse kick that finally dislodged her persistent attacker. He slid down, taking
out several of the frantically climbing others, and she turned and bolted, knowing she only had a
moment’s grace to do so.

She came very close to crashing headlong into Gabrielle, who was skidding back down the path
towards her. “Hey!”

“Okay, okay.. I'm going.” Gabrielle reversed her course hastily. “Sorry!”

Xena reached up and gave her a smack on the butt, returning an earlier favor. “Didn’t I tell you to
run!?” She asked, as they climbed rapidly.

“Didn’t I tell you where you go I go?” Gabrielle retorted. “They’re still coming after us, Xe.”

“I know.” A glance behind her had revealed the creatures determinedly following, now single file as
they struggled up the path. Her and Gabrielle’s greater agility and lighter weight were now giving
them an advantage, and she calculated they’d make it to the top before the others caught up.

But then what? Xena hoped for open ground. If they could outrun them until she found some cover,
they’d be all right. The slope beneath them became a little shallower, and she got up next to Gabrielle
again, putting a hand on her back. “See that tree up there? Head for that.”

Gabrielle nodded, glancing behind her. “They’re gaining.”

“I know.” The warrior said. “But they’re coming up one at a time.. even if they catch us, we can handle
them.” She urged the bard forward. “C’'mon.”

Gabrielle took a better grip on her staff and leaned forward, feeling the strain against her thighs. She
was catching her second wind, though, and she sped up, her eyes fixed on the tree Xena was aiming
for.

Several bodylengths from it, she heard the creatures let out a yell behind her, and she slowed, looking
around and bringing her staff up again. Xena bolted past her and charged the ridge, letting out a yell
of her own as she reached the top and leaped over the edge of the path to confront what they both
were sure was another group of the creatures.

Gabrielle hauled herself up and scrabbled the last few steps, topping the rise only to find her partner
standing there alone, facing a mild slope of soft, yellow grasses.

They looked at each other. “You thought it was an ambush.” Gabrielle panted.
“Yeah.”



“So what was it?”

Xena looked down at the path. “It was an ambush.” She stepped behind the tree, and peered at the
valley. “It just wasn’t ours.”

Gabrielle came up next to her and stared, watching as the creatures ran back away from the path,
towards the center of the valley. Two of them were on the ground, being savaged by a huge cat, who
lifted it's head and snarled as the rest approached, hooting and waving their hands. “Huh.”

“Huh.” Xena clapped her on the shoulder. “Let’s go. No sense in wasting that bit of luck.” She pushed
away from the tree and started through the grass. “That won’t distract em for long.”

Gabrielle watched the creatures try to chase the cat off their fallen cohorts, and wondered. They all
circled the cat, regardless of the danger, and were trying to scare it. One of the creatures stooped and
picked up a rock, throwing it at the cat with impressive strength.

The others picked up on it, and started pelting the animal, who snarled, and lunged at the closest of
them.

“Gabrielle.” Xena took hold of her arm firmly. “Let’s get outta here.”
“Okay.” The bard allowed herself to be tugged away. “Xena, they’re trying to save those guys.”
Guys. Xena just kept walking. “Yeah, I saw.” She said.

“So.. they're not just like.. animals.” Gabrielle hefted her staff and carried it at her side, rather than
using it to walk with. “Are they?”

“Unfortunately, no.” The warrior broke into a jog. “Smarter they are, worse it'll be for us.”

Gabrielle started running to keep up with her. She knew Xena was right about the creatures.. men..
whatever, but she couldn’t help but wonder if they were smart enough, couldn’t they communicate
with them? At least find out what they wanted?

Or, well, she knew what they wanted, but find out why they were so desperate to.. um. Her eyes fell
on Xena, as the sun finally found a crack in the clouds and burst through. It lit the warrior up in
golden warmth, with her tatty shift belted around her, and her makeshift boots and put a hint of fire
along her tanned skin.

Okay. Well, Gabrielle put the thought aside for later, when they were safe. Her heartbeat had settled
down again, and she welcomed the heat of the sun after their wet day. They ran through the knee
high grass, and every minute or so she’d turn to check behind them.

Quiet so far. She only hoped it stayed that way.
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They reached the far wall with the sun already beginning to slant down past the crevasse edge. Days
were, Gabrielle suddenly realized, much shorter here and nights longer, because the sun only shone
down into the valley when it was at it’s highest. “Wow.” She followed Xena through the trees. “I
thought I was just..”

“What?” Xena examined the rock wall, frowning at it’s solid, unhelpful appearance.

“Nothing.” Gabrielle walked along next to her. “You know, I think I liked being out in the open better.
You can see further.” She peeked over her shoulder, at the thick forest around them.

“Mm.” The warrior pushed through a bunch of bushes. “Well, you better hope we find someplace to
hide in or you'll be sleeping in a tree again.”

“You sound like that should scare me.” Gabrielle detoured a few steps when she spotted an
elderberry bush. The tiny berries weren’t her favorite, and truth be told, she enjoyed them as jam
more, but she wasn’t going to turn down any option at this point.



She expertly picked several branches free, and stuffed them in the rough sack she’d made from a
piece of the hide of the big deer thing. Another handful got stuffed into her mouth, and she chewed
the berries as she followed Xena along the edge of the trees.

The day had a poignant familiarity to it, of a sudden. Gabrielle felt the years slip away from her as she
foraged, remembering moons and moons of being on the road alone with Xena when every day had
ended more or less, just like this.

Her finding part of their dinner, Xena looking for a place to camp.

Danger around them. Gabrielle understood that she could keep as relaxed about that as she was
because she’d spent so much time with threats of all kinds hanging over her. Ruffians, or thieves, or
bounty hunters after Xena, wild animals, sometimes angry gods.. you couldn’t be nervous all the time
or you'd just fall down, she’d discovered.

So - she saved her nerves for when she needed them, for the moment when the steel was coming at
her, or fireballs were singing her hair, when the danger became real and immediate instead of that
ever present potential.

You slept better that way, too. “Hey, Xena?” Gabrielle spotted a tiny creek. “Look.” She pointed at the
flow of the water. “That’s coming from the wall.. should we follow it?”

The warrior examined the creek. She knelt next to it and scooped up a mouthful, swirling it around
before she swallowed it. “Hm.” It had a strong mineral taste, rather than the rich, earthen one from
running over ground for a long time. “Yeah.” She stood up and started along it. “Good catch.”

Another flash from the past, and it made Gabrielle smile. “You know what [ miss?”
“Dori?”
“Well, yeah, of course. But.. | was thinking about my diary.” Gabrielle said.

“Mm.” Xena spotted a turtle, a nice big one with a shell the size of her head. Incredibly useful. She
glanced back at Gabrielle, and then she sighed, and walked past the animal. “Look. A friend of yours.”

“00!” The bard trotted over and knelt by the turtle. “Hi there!.. oh, Xena look! He’s got two heads!”

The warrior backtracked and crouched at her side, looking at the animal, who placidly stood there
chewing algae with both sets of jaws. “Hmph.” She made a small, surprised sound. “Never saw that
before.” She reached out and touched the shell, rubbing her thumb over it’s damp ridges. “There’s so
many strange things here, Gabrielle. I don’t really understand it.”

“Like this?”

“Like everything.” Xena exhaled, and indicated their surroundings. “Nothing’s right. Everything’s
different than it should be.. the plants, the animals.. it’s like we got on a ship and went to a far away
place. Like Chin.”

Gabrielle looked away, past her partner’s shoulder. She was briefly silent, then nodded. “They did
have different animals there.” She acknowledged quietly. “But Xena, we’re only a day’s river journey
from home. We were both born near here.”

“I know.” Xena seemed honestly perplexed. “But look at this turtle.. even without having two heads,
it’s totally different looking than the ones near Amphipolis.” She pointed at the shell. “Round, not
oval. Bumps here, and look at the color.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle pushed a bit of hair back behind her ear. “That is different.” She admitted. “And what
about that fish, Xena? It had feet.”

“Yes.” The warrior gave the turtle a pat, and then she stood up. “Like it was neither one thing or the
other.” She offered Gabrielle a hand up. “Let’s go find our cave, so we can talk about it.” Her eyes
flicked behind them, searching the trees intently.

“They here?” Gabrielle caught the stiffening of her partner’s frame.



“Something is.” Xena picked up her pace.

They walked quickly along the water, it's depth and width getting wider as they neared the wall.
Gabrielle could hear a rushing sound she knew was a waterfall.

Then she heard footsteps behind them. “Xena..”
“I hear it.” Xena sighed. “Let’s go.” She broke into a jog.

They traced the water, and as they broke out of the trees into a boulder strewn field, they heard a by
now familiar hooting behind them. Xena glanced behind her, then she grabbed Gabrielle’s arm and
pointed. “Into the water. There.”

“The w..” Gabrielle turned around, and saw the line of figures moving toward them. “Okay.” She
splashed into the fast flowing stream, feeling the icy cold ripples against her knees, then her thighs.
“Wouldn’t we be able to move faster if we were on land?”

“Yes.” Xena watched as the line of figures reached the water.

It stopped, and the creatures started jumping up and down, yelling and waving thin sticks they were
now holding in their hands.

“Where are we going?” Gabrielle asked, as she caught the sight of the figures running downstream.
“They’ll just cross where it’s shallow in there and catch us on the other side!”

Xena waded in deeper, now up to her waist as she headed directly upstream. “We’re not going
across.” She reached out to grab hold of Gabrielle’s arm again, pulling her against the current. “Over
there.”

“Under the falls?” Gabrielle asked. “What if..”

“It’s just rocks? Then we're getting a free water massage.” The warrior told her grimly. “But it’s our
best shot right now.”

“Yippee.” Gabrielle used both hands on her staff, shoving it down into the river bottom and pulling
herself forward. She could hear the creatures approaching on the other bank, and as she turned her
head, she caught sight of one flinging something at them .”X.f” She managed to swallow the instinctive
bellow, and yanked her partner’s arm instead.

The rock fell short, but others took it’s place and in a minute they were ducking a veritable hailstorm
of them. “Yow!” Gabrielle yelped, as one stung her in the arm. “You darn pig butts!”

”

Xena hit the center of the channel and surged upstream with powerful strokes. “Hang on to my belt.
She told the bard, waiting for Gabrielle to get a hold before she started swimming in earnest, leaving
the staff she’d picked up behind to use both arms.

Gabrielle was torn between wanting to aid the effort, and knowing if she let loose she’d never catch
up to the warrior. So she kept hold of her staff, and tried to use the end of it to fend off any rocks
headed their way.

The creatures raced alongside the banks, the nearest ones daring to go up to their ankles at the edge
of the stream, but jumping out again almost immediately. She could see their faces now clearly,
round, with pushed forward faces a little like Jessan’s people, and broad noses. They had uniformly
dark hair curling around their heads, and thick hair on their arms and legs as well.

Some were naked. A few had skins wrapped around them.

They grunted and screamed, showing their teeth, hopping up and down and throwing whatever was
within their reach at them.

Gabrielle felt the ripples of water tearing at her, and she marveled again at Xena’s strength as the
warrior pulled both of them through the powerful current. As they neared the waterfall, the
creatures became almost frantic with excitement, hooting so loudly it was giving her a headache.



Missiles started dropping in the water near them and all of a sudden, two of the biggest of the
creatures jumped in, and started slapping at the surface, trying to get to them.

Xena stroked past them, throwing herself with every ounce of energy at the water and skimming
them past the outstretched hands with hand lengths to spare. The two tried to follow, but water
current pushed them back and they made a last lunge just as Xena made a huge effort of her own,
pulling them both under the waterfall and out of sight.

Gabrielle felt the water thunder down over her, and she could feel an almost equal power surge
coming from under the water as the cleared the sheeting wall. She blinked her eyes and shook her
head to clear her hair from them, looking quickly around as Xena caught hold of an outcropping and
held them in place.

If she looked behind them, through the falls, she could see quicksilver glimpses of the creatures, but it
didn’t look like they were coming any closer. Satisfied, she turned around and looked at the space
they were in, her jaw dropping slightly and a startled sound coming from her throat. “Brp.”

“Mm.” Xena was holding them steady against the flow. The cliff behind the falls jutted out to form an
overhang, and below that was the gushing heart of the spring that fed the river. It flowed from a
cavern mouth she could just see past and into, down a center channel carved out over many years.
“Better than I hoped for.”

They pulled themselves over to the cavern edge and out of the water, moving along the narrow strip
of rock into the interior of the cavern. “Never thought I'd be this glad to be in one these things.” Xena
commented wryly.

“Me either.” Gabrielle exhaled, looking around her. The cavern was small and mostly bare- the center
channel delved down into the rocks about mid way across it, leaving an open platform above with a
ceiling high enough for Xena to stand upright without ducking her head. There wasn’t much there but
some sand and pebbles, but it was dry and quiet, and thankfully free of creatures.

Xena walked around the edges, then sighed, and dropped the sodden pack from her back onto the
ground. “No other entrances.” She remarked. “Looks like we’ll have to go out the way we came in.”

“Ugh.”

The warrior sat down on the ledge over the spring and stared at the back of the waterfall. She was
fairly confident the creatures weren’t going to follow them in here.. she knew they weren’t swimmers
and the water before the falls was deep.

The question was - would they stay out there and wait for them to come out? And if they did, how
were they going to get past them?

Gabrielle was searching along the edge of the water, ducking out the entrance and then coming back
with some soggy driftwood in her arms. “Not much, but it’s here.”

Xena nodded. “Wont’ be much good until it dries.”

Gabrielle set the wood down and came over to sit next to her. “That’s okay.” She leaned against her
partner. “I'm just happy to be sitting down.”
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“We’ll work the rest out.” The bard said. “Somehow.”

Xena kicked her hide covered feet against the rocks and exhaled, wondering just how the somehow
would end up to be.
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One Wild Ride
Part 6



The day outside was beginning to wane. The rain had cleared, and the fading light reflected in a
purple wash off the waterfall thundering outside their hiding spot.

Xena stood just inside it, her arms crossed and her eyes searching through the moving water,
watching the outside for any signed of their pursuers.

She didn’t think they’d approach the cave - the falls obscured them, and the rushing creek would take
a damn good swimmer to make headway against. But she could see at the edge of the water, near the
last bend, a few hairy figures hunkered down waiting.

Fair enough. Xena conceded. But how long would they stay for?

The warrior sighed. After investigating their little nook fully, she wasn’t really that happy about it
and she was already pondering if they should sneak out after dark and find a better.

Gabrielle lay flat on her back, her head pillowed on her makeshift sack and the remainder of the hide
under her. The light was fading outside, and she was using what was left to study the craggy ceiling
as she listened to Xena rattling around near the front of the little cave.

She knew the warrior wasn’t happy. Xena never paced and muttered when she was, but there was
little the bard could do about it at the moment, so she merely stretched her body out a little,
mourning the hard stone under her, and tried to relax as much as she could.

They had the wood drying in one corner, and their clothing drying in another. It was a little chilly in
the cave - the cold water emerging from the rocks and the faint mist from the waterfall was putting a
few goosebumps on her bare skin but it was bearable, and certainly better than sitting around in wet
stuff.

For a long time, she’d never understood Xena’s need to be in the moment. The warrior put the past
aside, and didn’t concern herself with the future, instead, she lived very much in the present and had,
since the bard had known her.

Right now, though, she understood it. Yesterday was unrecoverable, tomorrow was uncertain, but
right now was right now and it was good to lay quietly and rest, making idle patterns from the
crystals winking down from the cavern roof.

Xena came over and sat down on the hide next to her, laying a warm hand on her belly and giving her
a friendly scratch. “Miss our cabin?”

“Hah!” Gabrielle chuckled. “You need to ask?” She blinked a little as her body reacted to the gentle
touch against her skin. “I'd even settle for your tree at this point.”

“Me, too.” The warrior laid down so they were side by side. “Know something?”
“What?” The bard turned her head so she could watch her partner’s face.

“Being out in the wet, with no clothes and no tools isn’t my thing.” Xena pronounced. “Don’t like it.
Not into it. Want out of it.”

Gabrielle let her eyes wander down her companion’s naked body, then one of her eyebrows quirked
upwards a trifle. “Oh, I dunno.” She drawled. “It has it's moments.”

Xena grinned wryly at her. “Let’s just say it'd be a lot sexier on the bearskin rug in front of our fire.”
She folded her hands over her stomach. “I'm not sure how good an idea this was.”

Gabrielle mimicked her posture. “Well.” She wriggled her nose, then reached up to scratch it. “I didn’t
think we had many options. They were about to catch us, Xe.”

“Yeah, I know. But there isn’t much in here, and we can’t stick around.” The warrior complained. “A
couple rocks, yeah, but aside from clean water, we don’t have much else.”

“Except each other.” Gabrielle reached out and tangled her fingers with her partner.

Xena’s eyes searched the cavern roof, a faint smile playing at her lips.



“You think they’ll stay out there?” Gabrielle went on. “They have to go eat and sleep sometime, right?”
She asked, reasonably. “I'm sure we can find something to use to get away with, Xena. We're both
pretty bright people.”

The warrior chuckled softly. “Yeah, we are.”
“So, what's the problem?” The bard asked.

Xena sighed. What was the problem? She wished she knew. She wished she understood more of what
was going on around them, where the strange animals came from, and the even stranger creatures.
Finally she shrugged. “I'm in a bad mood.”

“Ah” Gabrielle reached over and gave her a comforting pat on the arm. “Damn, I left my honeyballs at
home.”

Xena snorted softly. “You left everything at home.”

“Almost everything.” The bard agreed. “Brought the only thing I couldn’t live without.” She watched
the warrior’s profile from the corner of her eye, seeing the tensing of the skin across her cheek as she
smiled. “And I don’t know.. there’s something to be said for traveling light.”

Reluctantly engaged, Xena made a show of eyeing her companion up and down. “Speak for yourself,
shorty.” She advised, but she reached over to run her fingers through Gabrielle’s hair. “I think I'm just
being cranky.”

“You just hate not having sharp things, don’t you?” Gabrielle asked, in a mild voice. “Xena, you can
make a weapon out of anything. Not only do I believe that, I've seen it. Pans, pots, trees, water, cups of
mead, beads, bangles... pfy.”

Xena gently covered the bard’s mouth, stifling her. “There’s no percentage in tricking and killing
animals, Gabrielle.”

The bard’s brows converged across her forehead.

Purple shadows chased across the warrior's features. "I've been in tough spots before. You know
that." Xena said. "I've never shied from going in against the odds."

The brows creased further.
Xena sighed. "I'm not making any sense, am [?"
The bard shook her head.

Xena removed her hand. "Yeah, I think I need a nap."” She admitted. "I don't know what the Hades I
mean either." One hand lifted and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "We can hole up in here for a little
while.. long as that meat lasts. No fish from the spring."

"Mmhmr."

"Sorry." Xena removed her hand.

"So'kay." Gabrielle reached out and stroked Xena's arm. "Long day."

"Mm." Xena's tone was pensive.

"But we're here at the end of it." The bard continued, with a gentle smile. "So how bad could it be?"

How bad could it be? Xena felt her bad mood slipping away, surrendering before Gabrielle’s barrage
of romantic pronouncements. She knew they’d think of something, figure out some way to get out of
the mess they were in - she just wished she could think of it *now™* instead of later. That’s all.

Patience had never, really, been her forte. Xena turned her head so she could study the naked woman
at her side. Gabrielle had her ankles crossed, and the smooth lines of her muscular frame and the fine
arch of her ribs became a lot more interesting to contemplate than the creeps outside. “Think that
stuff’ll dry out enough for me to make a fire?”



"Let's just take it one thing at a time." The bard said. "Let's see what we can put together for fighting
those guys, then we can maybe figure out how we can distract them so we can slip out of here."

Hmm. Xena rolled over, and draped herself over Gabrielle's body, making the bard's green eyes
almost come out of her head with the sudden, warm assault. "I think I got something that'd distract
em." She purred into Gabrielle's ear. "Whadda you think?'

"Erf?" Gabrielle felt a hot tingle ignite inside her, banishing the chills.
”Erf’?"

"I'm distracted.” The bard ran her hands along her partner's ribs. "And you know what? We don't
need any fire." She let the rush of the spring and the thunder of the waterfall rush through her,
staying in the moment and forgetting what waited for them outside.

“We don’t?” Xena nibbled her way down Gabrielle’s neck, her fingertips exploring further.

“Nope.” Gabrielle found even the discomfort of the rocks fading. “We do.. ooh.” Her words faded into
incoherence, ending with a soft, guttural sound.

“Good.”
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Gabrielle was drowsing, her body wrapped up in the skin as night fell outside. She felt relaxed and
sated, her head pillowed on her arm as she listened to Xena tending the tiny fire they’d actually
managed to get started

The sound of the waterfall obscured almost everything, but she could catch hints from outside, the
scream of a cat, a howl.. it made her glad she was inside the cave, plain as it was. “Whatcha doing?”
She asked Xena, hearing a soft clonking sound from whatever the warrior was up to.

“Seeing if I can boil water.”

Gabrielle’s mist green eyes opened immediately and she squirmed around to see her partner. In the
very dim firelight, she caught sight of what Xena was doing, and the oddness made her sit up and
peer closer. “Wh... oh.”

Xena sat back, observing her work with some satisfaction. The one thing they had in plenty in the
cave were rocks, and she’d build up a pile of them with room in the bottom for her fire. On the top of
the pile, she’d left an opening about the size of her two cupped hands, and in that was sitting a half
round object.

“What is that?” Gabrielle pointed at it. “Xena, you didn’t go back and get that turtle, did you?”

Xena looked at her. “Listen.” She rested an elbow on her knee. “I love you, and I respect you, my bard,
but if it comes down to us starving or me Kkilling a turtle, the turtle’s a goner, got me?”

“Aww.” Gabrielle ran a hand through her hair. “We’re not starving!”
“Speak for yourself.” The warrior said. “But it’s not the damn turtle so don’t worry about it.”

At that, Gabrielle got up and walked over to the little makeshift oven, peering more closely at the
bowl. “Oh.” She wrinkled her nose a little. “Deerwhatever skull.”

“Mm.” Xena tended the fire carefully, feeding it with the few sticks that had managed to dry out. “I
needed to let it harden for a while.. I think it'll work.” She eyed the unevenly cracked bone. “Did the
best I could with it.”

Gabrielle walked over and picked up her clothing, feeling it and finding it mostly dry. She pulled her
top on and tightened the laces, and then wrapped her skirt around her. “Know what I have?”

“Cute kneecaps.” Xena poked her fingertip into the water inside the skull, grunting a little as she
detected some warmth near the bottom. “Getting there.”



“Mint leaves.” Gabrielle carried her makeshift sack over and sat down cross legged next to her
partner. “Or were you just planning on drinking hot water from that animal head?” She dumped out
the contents of her bag and sorted through them, putting the mint aside along with the elderberry
leaves and berries.

Xena picked up a leaf and examined it, biting into the green bit and chewing it experimentally. “Mm.”
She licked her lips. “It’s mint.”

Gabrielle gave her a look. “Listen, partner, I've been collecting your tea leaves long enough to know
which ones they are, okay?” She put a pile of the mint leaves on her knee. “I wasn’t about to repeat
the time I mistook mint for oregano.”

The warrior chuckled briefly. “I remember that.”

“You spit hot tea over Argo’s head. I'm sure you do.” Gabrielle put her own finger in the water,
pleased that it did, in fact, seem to be heating up. “One of my more embarrassing moments in my
early life with you, matter of fact. Right up there with not knowing what a codpiece was and tripping
and falling to Argo’s road droppings.”

Xena remembered those too. “You were so cute.” She agreed.
“That was not cute.”

“Sure it was.” The warrior disagreed. “Just the way you’d look up at me with that helpless look.. got
me every time.” She picked up an elderberry branch and nibbled a berry cautiously. After a
moment’s silence, she looked up, to find the bard looking at her. “Hey, it did.”

Gabrielle looked down at the leaf in her hands. “Do you know how many nights I cried myself to
sleep, thinking you thought [ was a useless nitwit?”

Xena took the leaf from her. “About as many nights as I sat up wondering when you’d figure out I
wasn’t worth your time of day and leave.”

Gabrielle’s lips tensed, then after a moment, twitched into a wry grin that belied the glint of tears in
her eyes. “Love sure is an amazing thing, huh?”

The warrior nodded silently.

The bard scooped up a handful of the mint leaves and picked up a bit of stone, pounding them gently
to bruise the surface and let the oils out, relaxing in the soundless understanding between them as
she went through the familiar motions.

She remembered Xena teaching her this very step, something she’d never seen her mother do or
anyone in her village but which the warrior knew because of her being a healer.

She remembered the many, many cups they’d shared together over the years and remembered the
time she’d finally realized the wooden cup Xena’d been using for months was the one she’d given her,
all others having been discarded.

She remembered the first night after Xena had come back from the dead, and they’d drank from the
same cup tea that was half leaf and half her tears.

She remembered the first time she made them both tea again, after the bad times and forgot to think
twice about it.

“Gabrielle?”
The bard looked up. “Hm?”
“I think that’s enough.” Xena indicated the small pile of pulp in front of her. “You can dump it in now.”

“Sorry.” Gabrielle gathered the leaf fragments up and put them in the half skull, watching them drift
into the water. “I was just thinking about us.”



“Mmhm.” Xena nibbled off some more berries. “Guess we’ve got that, some meat and these.” She
indicated the berries. “We’ve had worse.”

“Oh yeah.”

Gabrielle fished out the dried meat and started cutting it into manageable pieces, her eyes darting
occasionally over to watch Xena as she dragged a small pile of round river rocks in front of her.
“Where did those come from?”

“Spring.” The warrior picked among them and selected one about the size of her fist. “I'm gonna try
something.. saw it done once, a long time ago.” She picked up a much larger rock, a piece of granite
from the cave, positioning it above the selected stone and slamming it down unexpectedly, with a
resounding crack.

“Yow!” Gabrielle shielded the meat with one hand to keep rock fragments from littering it. ‘What the
heck was that for?”

Xena lifted the granite and set it aside, examining the results. The river stone had been cracked in
half, but the crack had happened on the diagonal. She lifted one half of the rock, and showed Gabrielle
the interior. It was a glassy iridescent surface, with sharp angles. “See?”

Gabrielle peered at it. “Yes, but [ have no idea what I'm looking at except a half of a rock.”

Xena picked up her hand and brought it close, running her fingertip over the edge.

”

“Yow.” Gabrielle jerked in surprise. “That’s sharp

“Exactly.” Xena turned the rock over in her hands and regarded it. “Now let’s see what I can do with
it.” She set the rock down on it’s end, and picked up a second, tapping it experimentally.

Gabrielle watched, trading off taking a piece of meat and feeding Xena one as the warrior worked
with both hands on her task. She never would have thought of using rocks to cut with, especially
round river rocks, but that was part of Xena’s unending series of talents.

“Ow.” The warrior hit her finger with the rock she was using as a hammer. “Bacchae.”

Well, even unending talent took practice, after all.
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Eponin climbed the last little bit of the path to the cabin, glad of the peaceful night sounds that had
finally descended around her. On her back was a sack that contained some rough rations, scrounged
from the back of the inn where everyone and their grandparents were taking shelter.

What a freaking mess. Eponin actually found herself looking forward to being in the solitude of Xena
and Gabrielle’s place, Dori or no Dori. At least here weren’t hissy elders, muddy merchants, or cycling
Amazons inside.

She mounted the steps to the porch and paused to shake the biggest raindrops off her cloak, before
she pushed the door open and stepped inside. “Hey.” She stopped to remove the cloak, and hang it on
the wall peg.

Ephiny was lounging on the bearskin, idly watching Dori do something or other. “Hey.” She looked up
when the weapons master entered, and lifted a hand for a wave. “How’s it going down there?”

“First rank crap.” Eponin dropped her pack onto the floor and sat down in one of the chairs. “What a
bunch of townheads.” She waggled her fingers at Dori, who turned around to look at her. “Hi, ya little
wild weasel.”

“Poopoo.” Dori greeted her solemnly. “Wet.”

“Uh huh.” Eponin agreed. “Everything’s wet. Town’s wet, our village is wet, the whole damn mountain
is wet.”

“Mm.” Ephiny nodded.



The weapons master looked around the cabin. “Only thing practically for leagues that ain’t wet is this
place.” She looked at Ephiny. “Rocking pick, boss.”

Ephiny’s hazel eyes twinkled. She lifted a hand and made a somewhat autocratic gesture. “That’s why
they give me the big feathers.” She said. “I wanted some time out.. can’t think of a better excuse to get
it than babysitting our little princess here.”

“Pincess.” Dori pounded the wood floor with her stuffed dragon. “No gots pincess, gots Famby.” She
explained. “Mama take Famby, go to fishes.”

Ephiny reached over and picked up the stuffed animal. “Did mama send Flameball to the fishes
because he gets dirty? Do the fishes wash him?”

“Go fishes, make good smell.” Dori agreed.
“She’s really into water, huh?” Pony mused. “You see her swim?”

“Mm.” Ephiny pounced the dragon over to where Dori was sitting, legs spraddled. “Like a little fishie,
huh Dor?”

“Fishie!” Dori squealed. “Like that!”

Pony chuckled, shaking her head as she started unpacking her bag, laying the provisions she’d
scarfed up on the table. A loaf of bread, a hunk of cheese, a sausage she’d stolen right from under
Cyrene’s nose and a big bunch of grapes. “Ain’t much.”

“Looks good to me.” Ephiny said. “I've got some of that soup from yesterday left... we’ll be fine.” She
tickled Dori’s foot, chuckling as the child scowled at her. “How’d the river look?”

“Still rising.” Pony said. “They managed to get the plateau drained down at our place, though. Things
are working out there.”

“Good.” Ephiny hoisted herself to her feet and came over to the table. She sat down and laid her
hands on the top of it, smoothing the neatly fitted wood. She had a table in her quarters in the village,
but it was far more roughly made, and the legs wobbled at bit. This one sat square, and the top had a
pretty inlay of darker and lighter woods in a pattern. “This is pretty.”

“Yeah.” Pony agreed. “Musta cost em.” She added. “But they got the dinars for it.. I guess.”
“Xena made it.” The regent disagreed.

“Yeah?” Pony seemed honestly surprised. “No poop?” She examined the table with more interest.
“She really made this, by herself?”

Ephiny nodded. “Yeah.. I asked Gab about it over in the other place.. figured someone in the town had
done it up for them. I wanted maybe to get one like it.. she thought it was pretty funny.”

“Uh.”

“Suggested I commission Xena to do it.” The regent grinned wryly. “She made that desk of Gab’s, back
in the old cabin, too. They’re gonna move it up here.. just waited for the roof to be done.”

“Wow.” Pony murmured. “Anything she can’t do?”

“Cook, apparently.” Ephiny got up and walked over to the hearth, swinging the pot back into place
over the fire. “But I found out something today, and I'm not sure what to do about it.” She continued
on, picking something up off the mantle. She walked back to the table and put it down in front of
Eponin. “This.”

Pony picked it up and looked at it. “Nice.” She glanced around. “You find it in here? I'm sure all the
places they been, they’ve found gods only knows what.”

Ephiny shook her head. “No.” She sat down. “I found it in the little creek up above the ridge.”
“Huh.”



“Dori’s got a whole collection of pretty rocks like this.” The regent said, meeting Eponin’s eyes
meaningfully.

Pony turned the rock in her fingers. “Eph, this is worth more than our whole damn village.”

“I know.” Ephiny rested her chin on her fist. “And, they have to know, Pon. Xena and Gab, I mean.
They gotta know what this stuff is.”

Dori came over and climbed up onto the smaller chair at the end of the table. “Go play with pitty
rocks?” She asked, seeing the piece of stone in Pony’s hands. “Boo makes pictures.”

The two Amazons looked at each other in silence. Finally, Pony exhaled. “Well.” She put the rock
down and nudged it back towards Ephiny. “I guess we have to wait for them to come back to ask em.”
She shrugged. “Probably.. you know, Eph, probably they kept quiet cause they know what that'd do to
this place.”

Ephiny nodded. “That’s what I was thinking too.” She agreed. “Cause frankly.. anything else would
just suck.”
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“Really suck.”
“Yeah.”
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Gabrielle had tidied up what she could, and packed away what she could, and now found herself with
nothing more to do than relax and watch Xena work. The tea had turned out pleasant, though
drinking from the edge of the bone cup had not been, and she’d missed their usual dose of honey in it.

She suspected Xena missed it even more than she did though the warrior hadn’t commented on it
either way.

Xena had knocked off the other side of her rock, but then the entire thing had split on her, and she’d
discarded it, moving on to the next rock, a stubborn look on her face. She’d gotten that one, slightly
bigger and more round, broken to her satisfaction and now she was working with a smaller piece of
granite in shaping a rough sort of blade with it.

Gabrielle really wanted to curl up with her head on Xena’s thigh, but her beloved partner was
scattering bits of sharp rock everywhere and she really didn’t want it hitting her in the face. She
contented herself with finding a comfortable a spot on the hard floor as she could instead. A piece of
stone ended up near her anyway, and she picked it up. “That’s pretty.”

Xena glanced over at her. “What is?”

Gabrielle held the shard up. It was a very thin piece of the river stone, and it had facets that caught
the firelight. The edges were amazingly sharp when she ran her fingertip over them, but also seemed
very fragile.

“Pain in the ass to work with.” Her partner grunted, going back to her task.

“Mm.” Gabrielle studied the piece further, sitting up a little and experimentally trying the edge of the
stone against a scrap of the hide. To her mild surprise, it cut through the skin easily, with as much
effort as she’d normally have to use with her oft sharpened hand knife. “Wow.”

“Huh?”
Gabrielle displayed the cut. “That works.”
“Mm” Xena indicated her discarded sack boots. “Wanna make those fit me better?”

Delighted at both the chance of doing something productive and the added bonus of doing it for Xena,
Gabrielle immediately got up and retrieved the boots, which already were showing the hard wear
very typical of her partner. “Let’s see what I can do.”



“Wish I had socks.” Xena eyed the makeshift footwear mournfully.

Gabrielle reached over and tweaked one of her toes. “You can have mine.” She touched a raw spot on
the top of the warrior’s foot. “You should have said something.”

Xena wiggled her toes, and gave Gabrielle a mildly sheepish look.

Gabrielle scooted forward a little and took the battered appendage into her lap, giving the warrior’s
powerful ankle a pat before she started to work. Xena had merely wrapped the bottom layer of the
makeshift boots in a large fold of the hide, tying it tightly around her leg to try and keep it in place.

It hadn’t really worked that well and after a day’s travel and all the mud and rain, the booties were
looking pretty sad. “Xena, Xena, Xena.” Gabrielle untied the knotted gut and spread everything out.
“This is so not like you.”

“I was preoccupied.” Xena went back to delicately tapping her rocks. “You were yelling my name.”

“Hm.. so  was.” The bard decided to start by attaching the sole of the boot to it’s upper. She patiently
poked holes in the hide with one of the fishbones, threading gut through them in a running knot
stitch. “Now that you said that, I started realizing just how much I do that.”

“Do what?”@@"Yell Xena!!!!” Gabrielle supplied. “I don’t even think about it. It’s just total reflex.”

Xena knocked off another flake, turning the rock in her hands and studying the results. She’d
produced a very rough looking point on one end of the stone, a teardrop shape that was heavy
enough and sharp enough as she hefted it in her hand to do some damage.

Experimentally, she lifted her arm and swung in an imaginary strike. Though she came within a
whisper of Gabrielle’s bend head, the bard didn’t so much as twitch, her fingers busy on her task.
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“How’s it going?” Gabrielle asked.

Xena sighed. “It works.. but I'm not sure it's worth anything.” She moved her arm in a stabling gesture
again. “If they're that close, I just as easily could break their necks with a kick. Probably safer to.”

Gabrielle glanced down the length of her partner’s very long legs, and had to agree that was probably
true. One of the big advantages she had with her staff, in fact, was that she could reach far beyond her
own body length to get to attackers before they got too close to her.

She looked back at the rock. “Could you tie it onto something? Like a hatchet?” She asked.
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Gabrielle went back to the boot, drawing the sides of the hide up around Xena’s calf and reviewing
the results. After a moment’s pondering, she made two careful slits in the hide, and inverted their
ends, sewing a seam up from her instep.

Xena watched her, a brow lifting, then a look of thoughtful acceptance crossed her face. She went
back to studying her new weapon, looking around the cave for something she could use to put
Gabrielle’s idea in action.

They had some wood, but most of it was small, and brittle - ideal for use in the fire but not very good
for anything else. Her eyes wandered over to their stuff, and then paused, fastening on the antlers
she’d lugged on her back the whole way from their hideout the night before.

Well, duh. The warrior sat quietly, her mind trying to shape the hard antler into a form that could
hold her stone ax. There were a few forks in it, and... yes. Her head nodded once or twice. A fork, with
two or three small prongs she could sharpen into a point as well around it.

If she fit the stone ax inside, she’d have a reasonable weapon, and the antlers were curved - that
would amplify her already powerful swing and give some advantage out of it.



Excellent. Xena relaxed, setting the stone down and returning her attention to the fully absorbed in
her work bard. Gabrielle had the tip of her tongue sticking out, and she was bent over the hide,
painstakingly pushing the tattered bit of gut through to hold it together. “Gabrielle?”

The bard’s hands stopped moving, and she looked over. Both eyebrows lifted in question.

“Gotta tell ya. I couldn’t think of anyone I'd rather be stuck in a place like this with than you.” Xena
told her sincerely.

Gabrielle looked around, seemingly either puzzled or confused, then she looked back at her. “Um...
thanks.” She said. “Did I do something and just missed it or... what?” Her eyes dropped back down to
the boot. “Or am I not doing this right?

Xena merely looked at her in bemusement.
“Or are you just saying that?” Gabrielle grinned hesitantly. “And I'm being insecure and silly?”
Xena rewarded her with a sexy grin.

“Hey, what can I tell you.” The bard chuckled with a touch of embarrassment as she went back to her
task. “It’s a little strange, being in here, isn’t it? The falls blocks everything outside. I can’t hear
anything but water.”

“Mm.”
“Do you feel safe in here?” Gabrielle finished her stitching, and laid a hand on Xena's leg.

Xena looked around. “I feel like I'm in a dead end here.” She replied honestly. “I think if they want to
bad enough, they’ll figure out a way to get in, so the longer we stay here, the less safe it feels.”

“Okay.” The bard said. “You think we should get out tonight, then?”

Xena hadn’t really thought about it for a while, but hearing the words, she knew the truth of them.
“Yes.” She said. “We can wait until the moon sets. Go out in the darkest part of the night.”

“Okay.” Gabrielle said again. “I better get sewing then. Hold still.” She drew the two seams she’d just
finished together and mimed a lacing. “I figured if I did this.. and you pulled it tight it would go
around your foot there, like.. yeah.

Xena wiggled her foot and grunted approval. “Good.” The hide now felt much snugger around her leg
and more comfortable. “Now I know where to go for my next set when we get home.” She teased.

Gabrielle stuck her tongue out, then went back to her lacing. “Do you think they have any human
qualities at all, Xena? I mean, like us?” She asked quietly. “There’s no way for us to reach them.. to
communicate with them?”

Xena drew up her non-occupied knee and rested her arm on it. The answer wasn’t a simple one, and
she knew Gabrielle deserved more than a simple answer, given their history.

Given her history. “We don’t have a common language.” She said. “I'm not sure they have a language
atall.”

“Why?”

“Just didn’t see it.” Xena replied slowly. “Even with hand signals.. grunts, .. you can see when hunters
are communicating. They weren’t.”

Gabrielle remained quiet for a few minutes, working hard. “Oh.” She finally said. “And if they don’t
communicate with each other, there’s not much chance they’ll communicate with us.”

“Yes.”

“So, what do they really want from us?” Gabrielle looked up. “Is it just an animal thing? That doesn’t
make sense, Xena. We run into wild animals all the time, and none of them yet have tried to.. um...

“Yeah, I know.”



“So what does it mean?”

The pale blue eyes, hazel in the fire’s golden light, blinked at her. “I don’t know what it means,
Gabrielle.” Xena said. “What I do know is that they meant us harm, when we did nothing to them. I'm
not going to sacrifice either of us to find out what their motivation was. Or is.”

“But..”

“No buts.” Xena laid a hand on her partner’s leg. “This isn’t the Horde, Gabrielle. I'm not going after
them. They’re coming after us.”

“Mm.” The bard half nodded. “I just hate the unreasoning nature of it. I can’t escape thinking that if
people can talk, they can work things out between them.” She covered Xena’s hand with her own.
“But you're right about one thing.. I'm not sure they’re people.”

“Hm.”

“But while we’re getting out of here and getting away from them, if I get a chance, I'm going to find
out.” The bard’s eyes met Xena's directly.

“All right.” The warrior’s mild look didn’t waver. “If you get in trouble while you're trying to find out,
I'm going to pick your butt up and haul you with me head down if I have to.”

Fair enough. Gabrielle went back to her boot making. The night was promising to be a long, and
probably unpalatably interesting one.
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The moon had just set, when Xena led the way out of the cave and into the darkness beyond. With the
waterfall thundering around them, this was the most dangerous time as most of her senses were cut
off by the noise, the darkness, and the overpowering smell of the water.

“Ready?” The warrior held on to the wall, straining her eyes to see through the curtain of water.
“We're gonna have to swim a little.”

“Desert. Desert. Desert.” Gabrielle chanted almost soundlessly behind her. “Okay, I'm with you.”

Xena cinched the pack on her back a little more tightly, and took a grip on her newly finished stone
ax. The weight of it was a little off, though she’d balanced it with another stone on the bottom, but it
had enough heft to please her warrior’s sensibilities, and she was moderately happy with it.

Her boots felt snug, and more comfortable, and they’d shared another head bowl of tea and some
meat before they’d packed up, which made them ready as they were going to be to face whatever was
going to come next.

Gabrielle reconciled herself to the cold water as she followed Xena into it, sitting down on the edge of
the cave lip before she eased into the pool, stifling a grunt as the chill hit her bare midriff. She took a
deep breath and started swimming, her staff attached to her wrist with a strip of hide.

The current caught them immediately and carried them through the falls, emerging into a gray and
faintly silver landscape capped with a thick blanket of unexpected stars overhead. Gabrielle’s eyes
were drawn up immediately and she smiled, glad to see her old friends.

The coldness of the water made her shiver, but it took little effort for them to move, the current
taking them right away from the cave and towards the far banks. “It’s quiet.” Gabrielle whispered,
once they’d moved far enough to outreach the thunder of the falls.

“Yeah.” Xena was stroking through the water next to her, eyes alert and scanning the banks. “Looks
okay for now.” She said. “Let’s make for that far point, see if we can get out there.” She pointed to a
bit of land jutting out into the water.

“Gotcha.” Gabrielle was just glad their time in the water was going to be limited. She’d fallen asleep
again after they’d finished their task, and Xena had only recently woken her up. Her body seemed to



think it should still be curled up next to the fire, and wasn’t cooperating all that willingly at the
moment.

The current tugged at her, and she swam harder, trying to keep up with Xena’s powerful strokes.
Having her staff bump into her every time she turned around wasn’t making it easier. “Xe?”

The warrior turned and spotted her, reaching out with one arm and catching hold of her leather belt,
adding a hefty tug that pulled her free of the current and got her going in the right direction again.
“Thanks. Sorry.”

Xena caught a protruding branch near her selected exit point and she paused, pulling Gabrielle close.

“Hang on here a minute. I want to check this place out.” She fitted the bard’s hand around the branch,

and slid over to the bank, reaching up to grab two rocks that overhung it slightly and lifting herself up
out of the water.

Gabrielle found her body almost getting used to the chill, and she waited quietly, watching the dim
starlight reflect off the drops of water on Xena's skin. After a minute of stillness, the warrior hoisted
herself up onto the land, remaining crouched close to it and going still again.

She knew what Xena was doing. She was presenting herself as a target, so that if anything was out
there waiting for them, they’d jump at her. The warrior had her new weapon at her side, and there
was an air of wild confidence about her visible even in the dim light.

Gabrielle felt completely safe, which was an odd thing to feel given that she was in a mysterious
valley surrounded by dangerous creatures, in water up to her neck at the moment. She kept her eyes
on Xena’s profile, then pushed herself forward when the warrior turned and extended a hand
towards her.

“C’'mere.” Xena’s tone was low, but not a whisper. “Give me the stick, then I'll pull you up.”

Willingly, Gabrielle handed up her staff, then put her hands on the rocks Xena had used and pulled
herself upward.

[t wasn’t easy, and it certainly wasn’t as easy as Xena made it look. The bard kept at it anyway,
hauling herself forward with a grunt and scraping her stomach on the rocks before Xena got hold of
her and pulled her all the way up. “Thanks.”

“I told you I'd get you up here.” Xena chided her.

“Wanted to try it myself.” Gabrielle bumped her aside. “C’'mon, it’s breezy out here. I'm freezing.” She
rubbed her arms and trotted over to retrieve her staff, following Xena as she led the way towards the
trees and away from the creek.

The ground they were traveling over was rocky, as the valley had been, but there were tufts and
hillocks of grass that came up to their knees to get through as well. Xena shifted her grip on her ax
and wished she wasn’t dripping, anxious to get away from the waterfall so she could put her ears to
better use.

They had a relatively large open space to cross before they were hidden in the trees, and despite the
lack of moonlight Xena felt very exposed. She lengthened her stride a little, straining her senses and
turning her head from side to side to catch any hint of anyone approaching them.

Or anything.

“Okay, so what's the plan?” Gabrielle murmured, as they crossed the last bit of open space, and
entered the forest. The light, what little there was, vanished and left them in a deep gloom that
amplified the least sound.

“All right.” Xena put a hand on her back and guided her, the warrior’s eyes adjusting to the dark
quickly. “I've got the feeling these things aren’t night creatures.” She said. “So [ want to get as far
away from them as we can while we can.”



“Makes sense.” Gabrielle probed ahead of her with her staff, seeing mostly musky shadows. “But what
if we run into something else?”

Xena sighed. “Then we do. Keep your voice down.” She opened her eyes wider, trying to see the forest
around her, but the very dense foliage over her head blocked out any possible starlight, and all she
could detect were vague shadows.

It was creepy. Xena could hear things moving somewhere around them, little rustles and clicks her
mind did not readily identify. That bothered her a lot, and she felt a shiver go down her back. “Stay
close.”

“Okay.” The bard whispered. “It smells funny in here.”

The warrior sniffed, catching the odd, almost spicy scent that made her nose wrinkle. “Yeah.. hm.”
She wished she had a torch suddenly. “Wonder what that is.”

“Hope we're not about to step in it.” Gabrielle muttered, feeling her heartbeat pick up. “Xena, are you
sure this is a good idea?”

“No.” Xena admitted. “But [ don’t’ think we have any good options, either.”
Gabrielle moved closer to her partner. “If | walk into a huge spiderweb, I'm gonna lose it, Xena.”

Spiders. Xena's eyes widened and she looked around her. She hated spiders. “What made you
mention that” She asked sharply.

“The smell.” Gabrielle supplied readily. “It reminds me of the time you squished that big hairy..”

“I remember.” Xena cut her off. “The tarantula.” The creature had invaded Gabrielle’s sleeping furs,
and Xena had responded to the young girl’s startled terror with what must have seemed to Gabrielle
overly excessive gallantry. She’d flattened the damn thing with such violence she’d sent guts from it
almost over Argo’s startled head.

She hated spiders.
“That thing, yeah.” The bard agreed. “Gods that was ugly.. but it smelled the same and so I..pmf.”
“Sh.” Her partner whispered in her ear.

Gabrielle nodded, and was released. She waited for Xena to do something, surprised when the
warrior merely continued to walk along in the darkness. After a few steps, she just shrugged and
followed, shaking her head.

Now that Gabrielle had identified the stink, Xena couldn’t get it out of her mind, never even
considering her nostrils. Every hair on her body was on end, and she kept imagining the touch of
hairy legs on her arm or her head or..

Stop it. The warrior took a deep breath, and released it. Her hand shifted on her new ax, bringing it
up as she casually swept it in front of her body to deflect.. well, anything. Moss.

Branches.

Bats.

Spiders.

“Xena?”

The warrior nearly jumped out of her skin at the quiet voice next to her. “Wh.. yea?”
“You okay?”

“Fine.” Xena scowled, unseen in the dark. Something brushed against her arm and she stifled a vocal
reaction, realizing it was Gabrielle’s fingers fastening warm and sure around her wrist.

“You sure?”



She could hear the concern in the bard’s voice. “Just trying to concentrate on where we're going.” She
reassured her partner. “Don’t’ want to walk off a gully edge or something.”

“Uh huh.” The bard’s tone was gently knowing.

Something touched her other arm, and Xena couldn’t prevent herself from reacting, swinging her
new ax around in a tight, vicious circle. “Son of a..”

e
The warrior stopped walking and listened, aware of her heightened breathing. “Yes?”
“I'have an idea.”

“What?”

“How about we go towards that break in the trees over there, and go right at the edge of the forest, so
we can see stuff better?” Gabrielle had no idea why her usually stolid partner was freaking out. She
laid her hand on Xena'’s back, feeling the faint quiver of her muscles under the touch. “This is getting a
little creepy.” She offered hesitantly. “Isn’t it?”

Somehow, she knew Xena was looking at her, even though she couldn’t see the warrior’s face in the
darkness. “Listen.. oh!” She felt something crawling on her back and she jerked in reflex. “Yow!”

“Great idea.” Xena decided. “Let’s go.” She grabbed the bard’s hand and headed fro the break in the
trees, slashing her ax in front of her like a demented wheat harvester outside Amphipolis. They
plowed through some underbrush with thorns, making them both yelp, then after a last struggle they
emerged between the trees, breathing hard and looking around.

“Okay.” Xena circled her partner, relieved when she didn’t find any crawling invaders on her. “You all
right?”

“Yeah.” Gabrielle peered at Xena'’s ax. “Yuck. What is that?”
The warrior looked at the weapon, which was wrapped in sticky gray filaments. “Spiderweb.”
“Ew.” Gabrielle made a face.

Xena shook herself violently, shrugging the pack off her back and dropping it to the ground. She was
fairly sure she didn’t have any on her, but with spiders, you couldn’t be too careful. Not only did she
hate the little suckers just because she did, some of them could kill you with a single bite.

Gabrielle seemed to guess what she was up to, and she circled her, examining her carefully. “No
spiders.” She gave her a pat. “Gods, | hate those things. They used to give me night mares when [ was
akid.”

“Hm.” Xena shook out her pack, just to be very sure. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. My mother never cleaned the ceiling in the house. They lived up there.. and they’d drop down
on us at night. Uggh!” Gabrielle shuddered. “That night.. when you killed that one? I didn’t sleep a
wink after that.”

“Mm.” Xena kicked her pack, unsatisfied with her examination.
“Or the next night.”

“I remember.” Finally, the warrior picked up her burden and reluctantly resumed it. “You didn’t until
[ took you into bed with me, if | remember right.” She ran nervous hands through her hair. “I felt bad
for ya.”

“Hm.. yeah.” Gabrielle started forward after her, staying close to the edge of the forest to take
advantage of it’s protection, but enough in the starlight to see her way. “I think I decided spiders had
their good points after all.” She mused. “I felt very safe from them with you, that’s for sure.”

Xena snorted softly, swinging her head from side to side as she used the meager starlight to find a
good path through the fringe of the trees. She remembered that night, all right. The cool mountain air



had brushed over her as she’d watched the moon rise, with Gabrielle sleeping peacefully cuddled up
against her.

So many things had gone through her mind that night.

“Besides, you smelled great.” Gabrielle’s casual commentary disrupted her memories. “It was the first
time I really thought about leather being sexy.”

“Thanks.” Xena dismissed memories and thoughts of spiders, and concentrated on finding their path
instead. The forest curved around ahead of them, and then marched up yet another in an apparent
endless series of ridges.

It was almost like a well used road, the warrior mused. When wagon wheels had kicked back hard
packed dirt for so long, it created ripples in the roadbed. The valley looked a bit like that, as though
some god had put a hand on either end and compressed it into wrinkles.

Alow cough, in the distance alerted her. She stopped, and listened, Gabrielle pausing next to her now
in silence.

The cough came again. Xena held a hand up, and cursed softly as she felt the wind at her back,
knowing the sound was coming ahead of her. “Don’t like that.”

“What is it?” Gabrielle tensed. “Bear?”
“Cat.”

“Great.” Gabrielle sighed. “Well, at least this kind of thing we understand.” She said, with a comforting
pat on Xena’s arm. “We’ve gone up against those before.. and you’ve done it alone.”

“True.” Xena lead the way forward. “Let’s see if we can get to high ground. Maybe we’ll see the damn
thing coming.” Maybe they would get lucky, and it would be a small cat, which, if she killed it, could
provide them with another useful pelt, and some teeth.

Gabrielle flexed her hands around her staff, her body shivering into alertness. All the fatigue she’d felt
when they’d started was gone, replaced by nervous energy, and in a way she was glad they were on
the move, rather than hanging out in the cave.

She only hoped she felt that way when the sun rose.
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Xena shifted her ax from one hand to the other, and pulled her body up onto a rock escarpment. It
had started raining again, and even the starlight was now blocked by clouds, impeding their progress
significantly.

She wiped the water out of her eyes and peered across the ridge, blinking out the stinging raindrops.
“Damn it.” Hopping back down to the ground, she walked over to where Gabrielle was waiting, her
body pressed up against a tree in the lee of the wind. “Can’t see a damn thing.”

“Great.” Gabrielle crossed her arms, her wet hair hanging down over her eyes. “Okay, so what next?”
She heard the testy note in her voice and grimaced a little, but didn’t regret the honesty. “Xena, does
this really make any sense?”

The warrior glared at her. “Not a gods be damned thing in two days has made any sense!” She said, in
exasperation. “You got a better plan? Let’s hear it!”

Gabrielle looked around her. All she could see was the forest, a lot of wet bushes, some rocks, and too
many clouds to count. They’d been traveling for two or three candlemarks, and had barely crossed
two ridges and now they were faced with a third, steeper, with no easy path up.

So. Either they climbed the rocks, or tried the forest or stayed where they were. No good choices, but
then, Xena probably knew that better than she did. “Pig turds.”



“Well?”

The bard half turned and looked at her. “No, I don’t.” She stated quietly. “So are we going to figure
out what to do, or just stand here yelling at each other?”

“Well, I'm open for any suggestions.” Xena walked over to the nearest tree and smacked it.
“Oh, that’s useful.” The bard sighed. “Xena, come back over here.”
“I like it better over here.” The warrior shot back. “That all right?”

Oh boy. This was going nowhere fast. Gabrielle debated her options, then decided to stay where she
was. She knew Xena was frustrated. No sense in pushing the warrior when they were both...

“Stupid son of ...Gabrielle!”

Instinctively the bard grabbed for her staff, sensing motion to her left that hadn’t been there a second
ago. She’d gotten halfway in position when something big and heavy hit her from behind, slamming
her to the ground with extraordinary violence. “Xenal!!!”

“Stay down!” The warrior yelled as she bolted past her. “YYyahhhh!!!!”

Gabrielle heard a growl, and a hideous, tearing sound, and smelled the hot, feral, musky scent of cat.
She rolled to one side and tucked her arms and legs in, twisting around quickly as her eyes sought
her partner.

What she saw froze her in mid motion. Outlined in the dim light a huge animal, it’s head towering
over her partner’s leaped over her and bore Xena to the ground, a flash of huge, white teeth heading
directly for Xena'’s throat.

Xena grabbed it’s neck, and shoved upward, her eyes huge and wide. The beast’s weight was
overpowering, though and it drove down towards her, snarling. She felt the hot breath blast her face,
and saliva followed from the huge fangs now skimming her throat.

Gabrielle snapped out of it and got to her feet, her staff already swinging around as she charged the
animal with utter disregard to her own safety. “Yaaahhh!!!” She slammed the beast in the back with
her staff, whipping it up and slamming it down again with frantic energy. “Get off!! Get off her! Damn
it! Xena!!!!”

Xena arched her back and got her feet up under the beast’s belly, kicking it with all her strength. She
lifted it's hindquarter’s off the ground as the huge teeth grazed her chest, and then the animal turned
it’s head aside in anger and confusion as Gabrielle continued to whack the Hades out of it’s spine.

“Get... Off... Get.. Off!” The bard screamed at the top of her lungs.

Xena felt the animal try to lift off her, to escape the pain in it’s guts from her kicking, and the pain in
it’s back from Gabrielle’s attack. The respite gave her time to get to Gabrielle’s small knife, and she
grabbed it, following the animal up as it turned to attack Gabrielle and jamming it into the beast’s
throat.

It roared in fury. Xena leaped on it’s back, and now it was her turn to knock it to the ground despite
it’s huge size. She got one arm around it’s neck and kept stabbing as it writhed under her, it's huge
claws missing her arm by a hair only. “Die, damn you!” Xena yelled, shoving the knife in as far as she
could and hoping she hit something lethal. Yanking her arm back, she felt the knife slash through
something thick, then hot, reeking blood was erupting all over her as the animal thrashed wildly,
screaming now in fear as it struggled to live.

Gabrielle hadn’t let up for a second, and she was still pounding the creature, until she saw it slump to
the ground, the gray dimness reflecting only barely off a darker glint coloring it’s thick, dappled fur.
She stopped, breathing hard. “Xe?”

Slowly, the warrior let the animal’s neck loose and straightened, her own breathing strained. “Son of
a bacchae.”



Gabrielle circled the dying cat and dropped to her knees beside Xena, leaning on her staff as the rain
came down harder. “You okay?”

Xena wiped the small blade on the creature’s fur, and stuck it back in her boot with shaking hands.
“No.” She swallowed, dragging one knee up and resting her forearm on it. “Biggest damn cat I've ever
seen.” With a light sigh, she let her head rest against her hand.

Gabrielle put an arm around her, feeling the shivering under her touch. She pressed her cheek against
Xena’s shoulder, then kissed the skin there. “Gods.” The bard whispered. “How long was he stalking
us?”’

Xena shook her head in silence.
The animal gave a tiny, weak cough, and then its chest went still.

The bard slowly pushed herself to her feet and circled the animal, crouching down in front of it to
stare. “Xena, look at those teeth.”

“Saw them up close, thanks.” The warrior said briefly.

Gabrielle felt a once familiar anxiety hit her in the guts. She looked at Xena across the carcass, and the
anxiety increased as the warrior refused to meet her eyes. Quickly, she got up and came back over,
this time kneeling down in front of the silent woman and letting her staff drop to the ground.

Xena looked up at the clatter. Gabrielle reached her hand out and touched her face, leaning closer to
banish the gloom between them. “Xena. It’s already terrifying here. Please.. let’s not fight. I can’t take
it.”

The warrior’s eyes dropped, and her body posture shifted, the muscles on either side of her neck
relaxing a trifle.

“Sorry I got snippy before.” Gabrielle went on. “I know you're doing your best to get us out of here.”

Xena glanced back up, a perceptible softening in her eyes. “Sorry.” She uttered briefly, clearing her
throat. “I over-reacted a little. Must be tired.” She admitted. “Anyway... [ guess we should take care of
this thing and get moving. All the noise.. something’ll come looking.”

Gabrielle remained where she was, her fingers still stroking Xena’s cheek, until she felt an answering
touch at her waist, and only then did she get up. She waited for the warrior to stand as well, and then
she moved in to give her a quick hug. “Thanks for saving my butt for the nth time in my life.”

“Likewise.” Xena responded in a more normal tone as she returned the hug, giving the bard a light
scratch on the back with the tips of her fingers. She felt a faint quiver in the arms clasped around her
and exhaled, allowing the frustration to simply dissolve.

They had no time for that, really. Gabrielle was right. The last thing either of them needed right now
was a petty spat over nothing. She tightened her arms, then gently released the bard. “Give me a
hand with this? Might as well not waste that damn pelt.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle felt her guts unkink and it almost made her weak in the knees, but she left that aside
and went to help her partner roll the beast over and make it ready for her to skin. Its fur was
extremely thick and soft, and in the light might have even been pretty, with its mottled spots. She ran
a hand over the body, and shook her head. “It’s so big.”

Xena tilted the huge head back and shook her head, her hand clasping around one of its huge front
teeth. Her fingers barely fit around it, and it was longer than her hand, half the length of her forearm.
“Damn.. look at this!”

“Incredible.” Gabrielle leaned closer, touching the other, blood covered tooth. “Xena, that would have
gone right through you.”

“Yeah.” The warrior pushed the head aside and started to work. The beast’s frame was large, and
very muscular and she knew she’d survived the attack only by the grace of a lot of luck, Gabrielle’s
staff, and a fortunate kick in the right place. “Know what I'm worried about?”



Gabrielle lifted a heavy leg so she could get to the skin under it. “That there’s more than one of
these?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe that’s why the other creatures are not into being out a night.” The bard mused. “Maybe they
find a safe spot.. you think this was the kind of cat that attacked them the other day?”

“Maybe.” Xena tugged the pelt, giving her head a shake to clear the wet hair from her eyes. “I think we
should take the hint.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle looked around with a touch of trepidation. “So we’ve got the creatures to deal with in
daylight, and these suckers to deal with at night. Xena, we'll never get out of here.”

“We will.” The warrior replied softly. “Pull that.. yeah.”

Gabrielle did so, hoping Xena would hurry up. Just the thought of another cat jumping out at them
was making her twitch and now they had the task of once again finding shelter. “Damn rain.” She
wiped the moisture from her eyes with the back of her hand, then went back to pulling.

Xena listened to the thunder of the rain around her, and mentally repeated the curse in a more
virulent form. Was there no end to their lousy luck this trip?

“Xena?”
“Yeah?”

“It's a female.” Gabrielle had ducked her head closer to the animal'’s skin. “Look.” She spread the fur
across it's belly apart, and revealed nipples. “Uh oh.” She grimaced. “Xena.. check this out.”

Xena leaned closer to see what alarmed her. “Oh.” She exhaled, seeing the evidence of milk, and
recent usage. “Great.” She exhaled, then paused. “Hm. Wait... that could work for us.”

“Huh?”

“Hang in there, Gabrielle. We may have caught a break.” Xena grimly continued her work. Maybe
they’d get lucky after all. She only hoped the bard wouldn’t insist on the obvious inevitability if she
was right.

“You don’t mean we're going to look for the cubs.” Gabrielle looked at her in disbelief.
The warrior shrugged. “They’ve got shelter somewhere.”

Gabrielle stared at the dead animal. “Are we going to keep them?”

Xena didn’t answer.

“Then you better hope we don'’t find them.”
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It was raining so hard when they finally got moving, that they were forced to enter the forest again,
this time skirting the ridge that had proven too steep to reasonably climb. Xena moved along in front
with her ears cocked, the cat skin added to her pack along with the rest.

She’d decided against looking for the cubs, after all. It had only taken a brief consideration of the
possible outcome of finding them, and the knowledge that the fight that would ensue would not be a
pointless or mild one to eject the idea from her mind no matter what the possibilities of a nice dry
cave were.

Besides. Xena exhaled. With the way things had been going, the damn things were already dead, or
their hiding place was a mud hole and they wouldn’t even get shelter out of it.

Gabrielle kept close behind her, staff held at the ready. The rain, however, seemed to have driven all
the other animals under cover, because they didn’t encounter so much as a lizard on their trek
through the trees. That was both comforting and intimidating, and she found herself wishing she’d



see just one or two other creatures out in the weather with them, just to prove they weren’t totally
nutty.

Maybe even a turtle or something. They liked rain, didn’t they? She hunched her shoulders and
shaded her eyes from the worst of the downpour, glad at least they were somewhat sheltered from
the wind. There was a mossy wall of rock to their right, and she reached out to idly touch it, her
fingers moving over the fuzzy surface and suddenly finding something strange. “Hey, Xena?”

The warrior stopped plodding in front of her and turned, apparently very willing to be held up from
their march. “Yeah?” She walked back the few steps to where the bard was now standing, her entire
hand laid flat on the rocks. “Something wrong?”

“Feel this.” The bard urge. “It's warm.”

Xena obligingly put her hand next to her partners, and found to her surprise that the rock surface
was, in fact, warm to the touch. “Huh.” She searched the wall. “Interesting.. but not much use right
now, I guess.”

Gabrielle leaned her entire body against the rock, closing her eyes blissfully. “Speak for yourself.” She
sighed. “Boy, that feels great.”

Xena leaned her shoulder into the rock, feeling the warmth radiate against her skin. “Hm.” She
mused. “All right, you’ve got a point there. But we can’t hang out holding the wall up, Gabrielle.”

“Meanie.” The bard reluctantly edged away from the stone. “Hey, if this is warm.. you think you can
find a hot spring around here to go with it?” She joined the warrior as they continued their trek.
“Wow, could I use one.”

The warrior paused again and studied her, noticing the faint bluish tinge to her partner’s lips even in
the very low light. “You need to stop?” She asked. “You should have said something.”

“I thought I did.” Green eyes met hers wryly. “I'd forgotten how little subtlety works on you.” She
rubbed her arm, trying to stifle the shivers, now made much worse by the brief foray into warmth. “I
should have stayed away from that rock, is what I should have done.”

Xena put an arm around her and started forward again. “Soon as we find a spot, we’ll stop.” She
promised. “Stick by me until then.”

Walking together was awkward, since Xena had all their stuff on her back, and Gabrielle was carrying
her staff, but they managed somehow, squeezing through the trees as the rain continued to pour
down through the branches.

The constant deluge was beginning to get on Xena’s nerves. She searched every square inch of their
surroundings, hoping for even a little overhang they could squeeze into. The wall was curving away
to the right a little, and she decided to stay close to it, even though the ground was sloping downward
and a small race of rainwater was covering her feet.

A pair of trees were growing almost up against the wall, and they squirmed through the tiny space
available, then Xena had to stop since Gabrielle did so in front of her. “Hey.”

“Look.” Gabrielle pointed.

Xena peered at the shadowy crack in the rocks. A slab of granite had dropped down off the
escarpment, and was leaning against the wall at an angle, providing a small, but very welcome hiding
spot. “Uh huh.” She followed Gabrielle to it, touching the bard’s shoulder in warming. “Poke inside
first. No surprises.”

Gabrielle nodded, sticking her staff into the opening and prodding gently, both of them tensed and
ready to back off if something came out and objected. She could feel nothing but rock surface inside
though, not even leaf litter to indicate it was in use by any other creature for a den. “Feels okay.”



Gratefully, they crawled inside. Gabrielle felt the inside wall and almost groaned in relief to find it
holding some of the warmth she’d felt previously. She settled down with her back to it, glad to be out
of the rain and wind and thankful to be sitting down.

She was cold, and tired, and she wanted nothing more than to let her head rest back against the rock
and stay still for a while. The cat, the rain, the spat, the creatures... she was on overload and she knew
it. She was painfully glad Xena had dropped the idea of looking for the cat’s babies.

That would have been way too much. It was bad enough her mind kept imagining the poor little
things crying, alone in the storm, for a mother that would never come back to them. She could feel for
them, even as she didn’t regret one bit of her attack on the cat who was trying to kill her partner.

Life just really sucked sometimes.

Xena had wedged the cat skin across the opening, exposing the inside to the clensing rain while she
also provided a wind block. Now she crawled over to where Gabrielle was sitting, carrying the folded
skin. “Wanna get up a second?”

“No.” Gabrielle did so anyway, reaching up to grasp an uneven crack on the inside of the leaning slab
and pulling herself up off the ground long enough for the warrior to put the hide down.

“Okay.” Xena sat down on one side and extended her legs, wryly gazing at her sodden self.

Gabrielle lowered herself back down and let her hands rest on her thighs, smoothing the wet fabric of
her skirt out with tired fingers. “Thanks for stopping.” She remarked quietly. “I'm toast.”

Xena folded her hands together and leaned back, absorbing the warmth of the stone. “Me too.” She
agreed.

“No, you're not.” The bard rolled her head to one side and peered at her. “You could keep going for
three days. So don’t even start with that. You're just trying to make me feel better about being a
wimp.”

“You're not a wimp.” The warrior avoided the accusation.

“Not usually, no.” Gabrielle squirmed closer, to take advantage of Xena’s body warmth as well as the
rock’s. “I think it’s all this darn, darn rain. It's making me nuts.”

The little nook was losing its chill, and they both relaxed and leaned against each other. Gabrielle
rested her head on Xena’s shoulder and closed her eyes, content to simply go mindlessly blank for a
while. She felt Xena take her hand and hold it between both her own, and that felt warm and good
and right, and..

Xena studied her sleeping companion quietly for a few minutes. She kept one hand clasped around
the bard’s, and laid the other on her ax. She calculated they had a few candlemarks left to go before
dawn, and she wasn'’t taking any chances in sleeping herself. Despite the storm, and their shelter, the
thought of another of those cats, or worse, finding them was making her senses twitch and every
crack or rumble of dislodging stones in the rain sent tension singing through her.

She hadn’t felt this vulnerable since she’d given birth to Solon. It was both aggravating and terrifying,
and she was torn between anger at their situation and frustration at herself for not having better
answers for it. That wasn’t really fair to her and she knew it, but she also knew the simple fact that
Gabrielle was depending on her to get them home - yes, she’d help with every ounce of her strength
to do whatever Xena needed done, but the plan was whatever Xena said the plan was.

Damn it. Xena gazed through the darkness at the stone. It would be damn nice just once to have
someone else have the plan. She wriggled her shoulderblades into a slightly more comfortable
position, and tried to relax. Maybe in the morning, she’d ask Gabrielle what *she* thought they should
do.

Gods knew her own plans hadn’t gotten them anywhere useful so far.



She could hear the rain coming down harder outside, and after a while she allowed the thrum of it to
relax her, its thunder providing a shield of sorts she couldn’t begin to really resent.
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Gabrielle was chiefly aware of it being very quiet when she woke up. There was light streaming in
from behind the hide in the opening, and the air was comfortably warm and actually somewhat dry.
She was curled up on her side, with her head on Xena’s leg, and she wondered briefly how exactly
she’d gotten into that position.

“Morning.”

Gabrielle rolled over and looked up, rubbing her arm that had fallen asleep against the stone. She
found Xena looking back at her, the warrior’s dark hair in complete disarray and a smudge of dried
mud across the bridge of her nose. “Morning.” The bard replied, with a smile for the sight.

“Feel better?”

“Anything would feel better than what I felt like before.” Gabrielle replied honestly. “Rain stop?”

”

“Yep.
“Is that actually sunlight out there?”

”

“Yep.
The bard patted her chest. “Be still my beating heart.”

“Not if I have anything to do about it.” Xena gave her bare belly a gentle rub. “It’'s been quiet out there.
Think we can go find something for breakfast.”

On cue, Gabrielle’s stomach rumbled, making them both chuckle. The bard sat up and pulled her legs
crossed under her, pushing her own ratty feeling pale locks back off her face. “Wow.” She rested her
elbows on her knees. “Why exactly did I ever find this whole sleeping on the ground thing romantic?”

“Speak for yourself.” Xena remarked dryly, as she crawled to the edge of the alcove and peered
cautiously out past the cat hide. The sun had indeed come out, and it was splashing over the rich,
green forest with an almost luscious vividness.

She pushed the skin aside and slipped out of the crack in the rock, straightening to her full height
with a grimace as her spine cracked into place. “Ugh.” A patch of sunlight was nearby and she
walked into it, reveling in the warmth as the light touched her face.

She looked up, to see mostly blue sky overhead, and felt a sense of relief despite the cover the storms
had given them. They had enough challenges, she figured, without having to deal with half drowning
every minute.

“Ahh.. this feels great!”

Xena turned, to find Gabrielle strolling up to join her. The bard had her arms extended, and she was
visibly reveling in the sunshine that gathered around her and lit her skin with a golden glow.

For a moment, the warrior stood, entranced. “Glad you think so.” She finally said, as the bard arrived
at her side.

“You don’t?”

“I do.” Xena draped her arms on her partner’s shoulders. “I'd love to be dry for a while.” She looked
around at the forest, which was quiet save a gentle wind stirring the branches. It blew against her
face and she lifted her nose into it, sniffing deeply.

Gabrielle watched her, caught by the quintessential wildness of the motion and marveling at the
proud nobility of her somewhat scruffy looking partner’s attitude. It reminded her suddenly of the
very first time she’d seen her soulmate to be, all that time ago.



Wild, and untamed, and dressed not unlike she was now with her shredded rags and lack of weapons.
“Xena?”

Xena finished her study of the wind, then relaxed, finding nothing out of the ordinary on it. “Yeees?”
She cocked her head and regarded the bard. “Gaaabrrrielle?”

Gabrielle closed her hands gently into fists and pushed them against her partner’s stomach playfully.
“You're so cool.”

“What?”

“C’'mon.” Gabrielle bumped her again. “Let’s get ourselves together and figure out what we’re going to
do next.” She looked up. “I'm sorry.. I've been letting myself fall into that old trap of expecting you to
know everything.. you should have spanked my lazy butt.”

Xena only wished all her problems would resolve themselves with such neat rapidity and
completeness. “All right.” She turned the bard and pointed. “How about you get some water in our
skull, and I'll see what I can salvage of that.” She indicated the cat skin.

“Good start.” Gabrielle agreed. “Then, how about we figure out how to get past this wall?” She
indicated the rock escarpment. “Because [ don’t know about you, but I don’t really want to get
trapped here.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They walked back towards the cleft. “Now.. why did you say [ was cool?” XEna asked, patting herself.
“I'm not, am [?”

“No, hon.” Gabrielle muffled a chuckle. “It was just a joke.”
“Ajoke?” The warrior
“Xena, forget it. [t was a compliment.”

“A compliment?” The warrior repeated. “I think your head was soaked too long last night.” She pulled
down the cat skin and turned it over, laying it out on the now dry ground. She picked up some of the
pieces of river rock she’d patiently chipped off, and began to scrape the inside.

Gabrielle retrieved the half skull and headed for the sound of water. She prudently picked up her
staff as well, and let her eyes shift from side to side as she walked searching for anything useful.
There wasn’t much around, though, and she arrived at the edge of the small brook she’d heard pretty
much empty handed.

The side of the bank was open, a thick, rich grassy area sloping down towards it in a natural ford.
Gabrielle knelt beside the water and stuck her hand in, then moved it towards the rocky edge on the
side of the ford. “Whoohoo.” She chortled, feeling warmth against her fingers.

Given the heat in the rocks above, she wasn’t that surprised to find a hot spring, but it was welcome
nonetheless. A quick glance in the surface of the water made her wince at her grubby reflection, and
she made an instant decision to take advantage of her find.

She sat down and started unlacing her boots, looking behind her through the trees to where she
could just see Xena’s outline bending over her skin. The nearby presence reassured her, and she
quickly stripped off her clothing and slid into the warm water of the spring.

“Oh, boy.. this feels good.” Despite the fact that she’d spent the entire previous day drenched, she was
glad now to feel this waters touch on her, and she submerged to her neck, feeling her body loosen up
as the heat penetrated stiff muscles.

Ah, that felt even better. The bard exhaled, reaching behind her to rub the small of her back, where a
knot was in the process of unraveling. She’d come off the road this time in pretty good shape, and the
weeks at home sleeping in a decent bed had improved that, but there were still those little things
now she found she had to deal with sometimes.



An aching knee in cold weather, for example, a legacy of the three or four times she’d damaged it in
this or that fight or the odd jumping over walls. The knotin her back. The occasional twinge in her
neck after a long session with her staff. Gabrielle closed her eyes and floated for a few moments.
Reminders, really. Physical markers of her sometimes dangerous life along with the scars she’d
earned living those stories she told.

She ducked her head back, wetting her hair and watching as the light current took away a swirl of
mud from it. Idly wishing for their herbal soap, she was glad enough to use a handful of sand from the
banks to scrub her skin, all the time mindful of the time and her surroundings.

Finishing with that, she dragged her clothes into the spring and scrubbed them as well, taking the
time to work most of the bloodstains out of the weave of her top. Satisfied at last, she swam over to
the rocks and stood up, the warm water sheeting off her body and exposing her to the sun as she
draped the cloth over stone to dry.

Then her senses prickled, and she turned her head, searching the area to locate whatever had alerted
her. She had to sweep over the far bank twice before she spotted it - a face in the brush peering out
at her.

Every muscle tensed as she focused on it, and she glanced quickly over to where her staff was. But
the face didn’t move, and after a second she realized something else - it was female.

Okay. Gabrielle waded over to the ford and reclaimed her weapon, bracing it in the stream that came
up to her knees. Should she call Xena? The person or whatever had shown no inclination to come out
of their hiding spot and did not even seem to realize Gabrielle had seen her.

On the one hand, maybe she could open up some communication here. On the other, if there were a
ton of bad guys behind that innocent looking face, and she got hurt or worse, Xena would....

Xena would. “Xena!” Gabrielle let out a yell.

The face reacted, disappearing into the bushes. Gabrielle stood her ground, her hands wrapped
around her staff until a rhythmic thrumming behind her heralded the arrival of her partner. She
turned her head as Xena splashed into the water and approached her, taking in the alert look that
briefly went very puzzled as the cold creek she’d expected turned out otherwise. “Someone’s over
there.” She pointed with the end of her staff. “They were watching me.”

Xena spared her a wry glance. “They’ve got good taste.” She complimented her. “More of the same?”
She put a hand on the bard’s bare shoulder. “And are you naked for a reason?”

“Washed my clothes.” Gabrielle supplied succinctly. “No, it was a woman, Xena.” She indicated the
bank. “I was enjoying a nice warm bath here, and I felt someone watching me.” Her hands shifted on
her staff, and she released the fingers of one hand to run them through her damp hair. “It’s a hot
spring.”

“So I feel.” Xena started across the creek, stolidly gripping her makeshift ax. “Stay there. I'm gonna go
see if I can find anything.”

Gabrielle considered, then stepped back to the rocks and leaned back on their warmth, resting her
hands on her staff and crossing her legs at the ankles. The sun poured down over her and she
squinted a little, keeping Xena’s moving figure in focus.

Xena plowed through the water, her eyes searching the far banks intently. She reached the other
shore and climbed out onto it, going directly to the bushes and peering behind them. Light footprints
were in the damp sand, and confirmed Gabrielle’s identification of the gender of the watcher.

The prints led away from the shore, toe imprints and knee scuffs, along with hand prints indicating
the person had crawled off with little attempt to disguise their tracks. Xena could see them leading
off, and she paused for a moment to look back at her partner before she followed them.



Gabrielle was standing at the edge of the brook, watching her, the bard’s pale hair glistening in the
sunlight. Xena lifted a hand and made a sign, waiting a moment as her partner returned the signal.
“Yeah, sure she’ll stay there.” The warrior sighed, shaking her head and turning to follow the tracks.

The ground sloped up from the creek, towards a scattering of heavy boulders and the footprints lead
directly to them. The wind was at her back, and Xena wondered if she was walking into a trap -
creatures or no, she’d seen wolves lure prey into a band of their brethren and she had no doubt the
creatures were capable of doing the same.

Well. Xena hefted the ax and felt the familiar tingle flow through her body. They better be ready for
what they’re looking for. She spun the ax in her hand, getting used to the oddness of it’s balance as
she walked forward, her weight coming forward onto the balls of her feet as she got closer to the
boulders.

Part of her success as a warrior was her confidence in her own skills. Xena understood that, and she
understood that it was this confidence, as well as the skills themselves that often allowed her to come
out on top over an opponent, or opponents who were in reality stronger, faster, or more deadly than
she was herself.

It came down to being dangerous in your own mind. Xena called up that part of her that was a natural
born killer and stepped forward, crouching and leaping up onto the first of the boulders, scaling it to
the top and leaping to the next one, which would give her a view over the pile.

There was motion, and her body reacted, blood rushing to her skin as she turned to track it, her arms
spreading out as she crouched and got ready to spring.

Staring back at her was a small, hunched over woman wrapped in tattered skins, her eyes wide in
terror.

Xena’s eyes flicked to either side, but she saw no other movement. She straightened up and stepped
off the rock, tucking her body into a lazy flip before she landed near the woman and stood, studying
the intruder with expressionless eyes.

Unlike the male creatures she’d seen, this thing before her was far more recognizably human. She
had a thin frame, and thick, russet hair that was wild and unkempt, but grew pretty much only on her
head instead of all over like the others. She had regular features, obscured by dirt, and pale gray
eyes. Cleaned up, Xena realized she’d be unremarkable walking in the market in Amphipolis, and she
felt no threat from her. “Who are you?” She asked bluntly.

The woman looked warily at her, edging back against the rocks.

Xena took a step forward. The woman reacted in fear, letting out a wild, screeching howl that fairly
pinned the warrior’s ears back.

From the other side the rocks, she heard a sudden splashing. Xena jumped towards the woman,
grabbing hold of her and clapping a hand over her mouth to stop the sound, then pulling her to her
feet and heading back the way she’d come.

Gabrielle could try communicating with her, assuming the screaming didn’t bring the rest of the
creatures down on them or she didn’t scare the thing to death before she could bring her back to the
camp.

kok
One Wild Ride
Part7

Gabrielle sat quietly, her arms wrapped around her knees as she studied their unexpected visitor.
The sun had dried her clothing, and now they were outside the little cleft they’d taken shelter in
regarding each other.



The woman Xena had found and brought across the creek looked mostly terrified. The fact that Xena
was seated right next to her, watching her like a hawk probably had something to do with that, but
Gabrielle also got the feeling she was just naturally timid.

She and Xena had both tried talking to her, but it had been like talking to a tree. The woman merely
hugged herself and rocked back and forth, almost as if they weren’t there.

Her arms and legs were covered in scars. Gabrielle remembered her own moment of self indulgent
pity earlier and tried to imagine what life would be like if everything hurt. The scars didn’t look like
smooth cuts, as Xena’s did, but instead they were jagged, and some were puckered from punctures.

Gabrielle flexed her hand, her thumb rubbing against the calluses from her staff. She caught the
woman watching her, and she turned her hand upmost, closing it into a fist.

The woman'’s body stiffened, and she stopped rocking. Gabrielle glanced past her, to meet Xena’s
watchful eyes beyond. The warrior remained still, though, with a blink of her eyes deferring the next
step to her partner.

The bard relaxed her hand, opening it all the way and putting it down on the ground. No reaction.
After a moment’s thought, she lifted her hand up and traced a circle in the dust. That got a guarded
look out of the woman, and she furtively watched Gabrielle as she repeated in the dirt one of the
figures she’d seen in the cave, that first night.

The result was surprising - the woman uncoiled and lunged across the ground, slapping at Gabrielle’s
hand with startling violence. The bard resisted the urge to bat the woman back, letting her capture
her hand as it lay on the ground.

She was in no danger. Gabrielle made a quick hand signal to the already in motion Xena, who
managed somehow to still herself, remaining poised in a half crouch, every muscle tensed.

The woman kept staring at her. Gabrielle tried to look as unthreatening as possible, and put her other
hand down on the ground. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

The eyes shifted slightly to Xena, then back to her, and Gabrielle realized in that moment that the
woman had understood what she’d said. “We’re not.” She looked down at the woman'’s hand covering
hers, and realized there were no differences between them.

The others, the men - they had been different. Gabrielle remembered short, stubby fingers and oddly
shaped hands grasping her, full of thick hair on the backs. She studied the woman’s features. Aside
from the dirt, and the scars, this woman could have been her sister.

The woman looked up and into her eyes. “Who are you?” Gabrielle asked, gently. “You're not one of
them.” From the corner of her eye, she spotted Xena’s intrigued expression, and felt a moment of
almost ridiculous pride.

But the woman merely crouched down and scuttled away from her, putting her back against the
fallen tree and watching them both warily.

Xena eased back to her seat also. “That was interesting.” She remarked. “So now what, your majesty?”

Gabrielle wrinkled her nose at her partner, before she settled cross-legged on the ground and with a
cautious look at their visitor, started drawing in the dirt again.

This time, however, the woman merely ignored her, huddling next to the tree and circling her knees
with both arms.

“Should I put the pinch on her?” Xena suggested.
“Xena.” Gabrielle spared her partner a wry glance. “C'mon.”

The warrior shrugged. “You know I'm into instant gratification.”



Yes, Gabrielle did know that. Despite her having amazing patience with certain things, such as her
projects, and Dori - Xena wanted what she wanted and she wanted it right now. Always had. “Well,
you could work on your fur. I've got this covered.”

Xena could also take a hint when one was handed to her. “Right.” She got up and went to their shelter,
disappearing into it.

Gabrielle continued her doodling, only looking up at the woman after silence had settled between
them for a bit. She found their visitor looking back at her directly now, her attitude remarkably
different than it had been so shortly before. “So.”

“So.” The woman responded, in a very raspy voice.

It took all of Gabrielle’s bardic skills not to jump in surprise, even though she’d suspected their
unwilling visitor was more human than she seemed. “Ah.” She murmured, watching the woman as
she got up on her haunches, her arms hanging down in an oddly animalistic pose. “Well..”

“You were wrong.” The woman continued, adding a few guttural sounds, much like she was clucking
her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Wrong.”

“I was?”
“I am one of them.” The woman lifted her head in a jerky gesture. “My people.”

Gabrielle gave up her drawing and sat up, circling her knees with both arms. She studied her for a
long moment. “You talk.” She finally said. “What’s your name?”

“I have no name.” The woman replied. “We have no names.”

From the corner of her eye, Gabrielle caught sight of Xena emerging with her fur, and settling down
against the rock, far enough to give them the illusion of privacy, but close enough to kick some butt if
that was needed.

Not that the woman was much of a threat. In size, she was shorter than Gabrielle by a couple of
fingers, and was far lighter, almost skin and bones that stuck out at odd angles caused by the way she
held herself. The bard’s compact, muscular form was far more intimidating, and the woman in fact,
was watching her with a wary expression.

But still.

At one time, Gabrielle might have found the inference that she couldn’t take care of herself grating,
but now it just made her smile. “Well, my name’s Gabrielle.” She remarked. “And we’re not here to
hurt anyone.. we just want to find a way home.”

The woman looked at her expressionlessly. “There is no way out of here.” She said. @”"My mother
looked for one all her life, and never found it.”

Gabrielle wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Well, we just started looking.”

The woman edged a little closer to her. “Then you should stop.” She said. “My mother learned too late
- and she died trying to get out. You will never find a way.”

Gabrielle felt a chill go down her back, and the rasping of the woman'’s voice grated on her nerves.
There was something unnatural about it that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “We..”

“We’ll find one.” Xena spoke up, her powerful voice carrying from the crevice and echoing slightly.

The woman turned and looked back, her eyes falling on the fur Xena was scraping. Her entire body
stiffened and she stood up, staring at the skin with widing eyes. “Ahh!!!”

Gabrielle scrambled to her feet and reached out. “Hey!”

With a keening yelp, the woman evaded Gabrielle’s hand and bolted away from them, running down
the slope towards the water with impressive, if rambling speed. “Ahhhh!! Ahhhh!!!”



Caught by surprise, even Xena merely stood up, her head cocking to one side as she watched the
woman run into the water, dodging and splashing as though the liquid was painful to her screaming
her high squeal all the while. “What the Hades?” The warrior muttered.

“That.” Gabrielle got up and went over to her. “Was really strange.” She looked after the woman, who
had slogged out the other side of the creek and bolted into the woods. “Should we go after her?”

“No.” Xena shook her head. “She’ll be back.” She sat back down again with the fur, stolidly starting to
scrape it.

“You think so?” Gabrielle sat next to her.
“Yeah.”

The bard thought about what had just happened. There was so much strange about it, she had to take
a minute to look at each piece of the odd puzzle, and decide where they fit. Or if they fit. “You think
she was telling the truth?”

“Hm?” Xena looked up.

“About all that stuff. Was she telling the truth?”

Xena went back to scraping. “I don’t think so.” She remarked.
“About any of it?”

“No.”

Hm. Gabrielle let her head rest against the rock. “I wish we’d kept her here. I had a lot more to ask
her.” She said. “Whether she’s lying or not, she’s here, and she can talk to us.”

“Mm.”

“You said they couldn’t communicate.”

Xena sniffed reflectively. “I don’t think they can.”

“So..”

“That’s why I think she’s lying.” The warrior said. “She’s not the same as the others.”

That was a possibility, of course. Gabrielle rather tended to believe that herself, just from her own
observations. However, there was also a chance that she was telling the truth - what if the others
were just pretending not to communicate, for instance?

Gabrielle had no idea why they’d do that, but she’d seen a lot of strange things in her lifetime, and this
would not be the strangest. “What if she is telling the truth?” She asked her partner. “What if we're
wrong? Maybe they can talk. She did.. she had to come from somewhere, Xena, and she said she was
one of them so..”

“Gy?”
“So, what if she’s one of them?”

Xena shifted a little. “I don’t know.” She glanced across the water, studying the trees. “Maybe |
shouldn’t have let her go.” She mused. “Wonder what scared her off, my voice?”

“It’s not *that* different from mine.” Gabrielle said. “Just sexier.” She added. “I don’t know what she
ran away from.. she seemed okay, until she looked over at you.”

“Hm."

They both looked down at the fur draped over Xena’s legs. “Well.” Gabrielle touched it. “You said you
thought this was the animal that was attacking them, right?”

“Yeah.” Xena replied, puzzled. “So?”



“It was also kind of the thing I was drawing in the dirt.” The bard explained. “Well, I mean, sort of -
they had this kind of blocky sticky looking thing with these..” She put her fingers on either side of her
jaw, pointing downward. “And then she kind of tried to stop me.”

“Ah. That's what that was.” Xena studied the treeline again. “This is all not making a lot of sense.”
“No, itisn’t.” Gabrielle agreed.

“But you know what?”

“What?”

“I think we haven’t seen the last of our little friend.” Xena bent her head and continued her scraping.
“We’d better see what we can gather around here.”

Gabrielle let her head rest against Xena'’s shoulder. “What if she was telling the truth about the other
thing, Xena? That there isn’t a way out of here?”

Xena's hands stilled for a moment, then they continued their slow, deliberate motion. “They looked
for one. She says. We didn’t.”

Which was, of course, true. What was possible for other people was not the same thing as what was
possible for her and Xena. Gabrielle nodded quietly to herself, and fell silent, thinking about the other
woman.

Why had she come? Had the others sent her?

Could they really communicate? Had she, Gabrielle, been right and Xena wrong? It had happened
once before, and she knew Xena remembered that.

Gods knew, she did. She could still, if she tried, remember that moment in the hospice, kneeling at
that bedside and understanding that sometimes being right and winning out - well, it didn’t really
mean much if the person you cared most about in the world was the one who was on the wrong side.

She never expected Xena to admit it.

She knelt beside the pallet, and did the only thing that made sense to her heart, trying to help the
poor wounded men who were no longer part of anyone’s war. She rinsed the tattered rags they had
left out, and wiped off the blood, the stink of battle rising around her and bringing helpless tears to
her eyes.

So she’d been right. So what? Would it change people dying? Would it change Xena’s unreasoning
hatred for their attackers?

No. All it would do was make Xena angry and resentful towards her, and things between them would
just get worse.

Distinctive footsteps echoed in her ears, coming closer. Gabrielle kept her back turned and her eyes
on her work as her mind imagined all the lectures that would be shortly coming her way. She tried to
stir up some inner anger at that, to plan her retorts, get ready to make her moral stand no matter
what Xena had to say about it.

But her inner child didn’t want to be angry. She didn’t want to fight with Xena. She wanted Xena to be
proud of her, and pat her on the back, and smile at her again. Not give her lectures on how stupid she
was.

That head over heels hopelessly in unrequited love thing really sucked sometimes, and this was one
of them. Gabrielle sighed inwardly, and wished it was just all over with already.

The steps stopped. There were no brusque words, though, only a gentle creak of leather as Xena knelt
beside her, and rested her hands on the pallet edge.

When she did start to speak, it was the tone Gabrielle heard, not so much the words. The gentleness
of it. The sincerity and honesty that touched her heart and eased the stain of disappointment and
frustration from her as though she’d stepped into a warm bath.



The words really didn’t even matter.
Wait.
Loved what?

Gabrielle suddenly realized something had happened. She looked up at Xena and saw herself
reflected back in the sparkle of those blue eyes and knew there was something different.

She had made that difference.

It was an awesome moment, only topped by Xena’s hand on hers as they worked together to ease the
injured man as her own personal world twirled into a completely different orbit around them.

Awesome.

Gabrielle glanced up at that same, angular profile and reached over to remove a smudge of dirt from
it, rubbing Xena’s cheekbone with the edge of her thumb. Dear gods, they’d come such a long way,
hadn’t they? Now she was a bigger critic of herself and her motives than Xena ever had been.

Xena glanced at her, a hint of an affectionate grin pulling her lips upward. “I"ve got lots of other muck
you could hunt down if you're that bored.” She teased. “Not to mention rock dust.”

Boy, had they ever come a long way. “Sorry.. I'll go find us some lunch.” Gabrielle pushed herself to
her feet. “I thought I saw some wild grapes near that spring.” She picked up her little basket, then
turned. “Xe, if you think the others are coming after us, why stay here? Why not forget the skin, and
let’s just take off?”

“Because.” Xena finished one part of the surface, and started working on another. “I think this thing’s
gonna come in handy.”

“Uh huh.” Gabrielle regarded the large furry surface. There was no doubt in her mind it would come
in handy, but at what risk? “And?”

“And, if they were coming after us that fast, they’d have done it already.” The warrior replied. “I want
to climb up that rock wall far as I can go, and see if I can scout the land out a little. Following water’s
getting us nowhere.”

Gabrielle tipped her head back and looked at the sheer rock wall. Then she looked at her partner.
“Hm.” She knew better than to question that plan. “I guess I'd better find something more substantial
than grapes, huh?”

Xena chuckled, then fell silent. After a moment, she looked up at Gabrielle. “Hey.”
The bard turned back around, hearing the hail. “Yeah?”

“I hope you are right.” Xena said. “Figure out a way for us to communicate with them.” She held
Gabrielle’s eyes for a moment, then dropped hers back to her work.

Avery long way indeed. Gabrielle smiled, as she turned and headed off.
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Ephiny kept an eye on Dori as they walked down the slope into the Amazon village. “Not too fast,
Dori. Wait for your old auntie Eff.”

Dori amiably circled back to her, observing the new village with interested eyes. “Pretty.”

Pretty? Ephiny looked around in bemusement. The plateau was large, and ringed with trees, the
ground covered in soft grasses and flowers. “You think it’s pretty, Dor?”

“Pretty.” Dori nodded. “Fowers. Pretty aminals.” She pointed at a red bird flitting in the nearby
branches. “Fishes.” She concluded, her hand moving to indicate the stream. “Good!”

Ah, a fresh set of eyes. “Well, glad you think so.” Ephiny guided her down towards the shelters, which
had actually gotten more substantial while she’d been up at the cabin. Most had roofs, if a bit



patchwork, and the village was beginning to take on familiar outlines despite the rain and all the
confusion.

Near the center of the open space, she spotted a few of the children at play. They’d had only a small
group of births this year, with the war and everything, and so the kid’s yells and laughter were
doubly precious here in the new village.

“Eff! Go play?” Dori’s eyes lit up at seeing new potential playmates. “Go now?”

Hm. The last time Xena and Gabrielle had visited the village, they’d brought their tiny terror with
them, but Dori had been suffering from a sore throat and her mother had kept her close by her side.
She hadn’t had a chance to play with any of the little Amazons, much to her woeful displeasure.

Their kids tended to be raucous, headstrong types, learning early in the competitive world of the
Amazons to stake their ground and keep their places. How would Dori fare with them? Ephiny knew
that in town, Dori did play with her little cousins and some of the others, but that was different.

“Ef 'u

Well, if she was standing by, how much harm could they do to Dori, after all? “Okay, sure.” She agreed.
“Let’s go play, Dor. But you have to be nice to the rest of the kids, okay? No fighting.”

Dori turned around and looked at her in utter puzzlement. “Fitting?”
“Yeah, you know...” Ephiny held up her fists and mimed some boxing.

Dori merely kept looking puzzled. “No gots.” She eventually shrugged her small shoulders. “You go
ask Boo?”

Was it possible? Could it be that a kid who lived with two of the best fighters in her personal memory
had no idea what fighting was? “Um.. never mind Dor.. just go play and have a good time.” Ephiny told
her. “Be good.”

“Otay.” Dori trotted off, apparently understanding this last instruction. Ephiny strolled casually after
her, pausing near the firepit to lean on some stacked wood and watch as her little charge joined the
playing Amazon children.

The little girls stopped running around as Dori entered the playground, giving up their game of chase
in favor of this new diversion. The tallest of them, Pitra, came right over and checked the new kid out.
llHey'"

“Hi.” Dori replied readily. “We go play?”

Ephiny edged behind the wood, so the kids wouldn’t see her. Dori wasn'’t the youngest of the girls,
but Pitra was probably a year and a half older, the oldest of them, and tended to act out being in
charge because of it.

“Maybe. Who are you?” Pitra asked. “Never seen you round here.”

Dori cocked her head to one side. “Live dere.” She pointed up in the general direction of the cabin.
“Make nice go play?” Her head was pretty much even with Pitras despite their age difference, and she
was built heavier than the older girl. “We have fun. C'mon!”

One of the other, younger girls seemed willing. She brought over a stuffed ball they’d been playing
with. “Catch?”

Dori grinned, well familiar with the game. She held up her hands invitingly. “Go.”
“Wait.” Pitra got in the way. “I'm the boss here.”

Ephiny leaned forward, fascinated. She wondered what the heck Dori was going to do, knowing
certainly the child hadn’t ever faced that kind of challenge. Just being with her parents kept most
things at bay, and the regent found herself very curious as to how the toddler was going to handle
bossy little Pitra.



Dori apparently couldn’t fathom what Pitra’s problem was. She put her hands on her hips, in a
motion uncannily like Gabrielle’s and frowned. “What you do? Go play, be nice.” She told Pitra. “Have
fun.”

Pitra scowled at her. “You better do what I say, or else!” She said. “Go over there!” She pointed.
Dori looked over there, then back at Pitra. “H’come?”

“Cause I said so.” Pitra said. “Go over there!”

“No.” Dori shook her head, dark locks bouncing. “Be nice!”

Pitra had enough. She came over and gave Dori a shove, pointing towards the other side of the
playing area. “Go over there!”

Dori’s hands came off her hips, her balance undisturbed by Pitra’s pushing. “Bad.” She pointed at
Pitra. “You stop now.”

Pitra grabbed hold of Dori and started pulling her where she wanted her to go. She didn’t get far,
because Dori dug her heels in and let out a yell the likes of which almost scared the feathers off
Ephiny’s leathers. The volume was quite startling, and so was the depth of the tone from such a small
throat.

“Ahh!” Pitra jerked her head back in surprise. “Shut up!”

“NO!” Dori followed the yell up. “You stop!” She pulled her tunic free and shoved Pitra back, sending
the older girl flying to fall on her butt on the ground. “Be NICE!!!”

Ah. Ephiny propped her chin on her fist. Gabrielle with a kick ass attitude. This was going to be one
interesting Amazon when she came of age. Unwilling to let the carnage go further, and mildly
worried about what would happen if the hapless Pitra really got the Terror of Amphipolis mad, she
emerged from her hiding place and strolled over to the playground. “Hi kids.”

“Eff!” Dori turned to her. “Dis one not nice. Go get Boo and make squash!” She said, indignantly.

The girls all went quiet, spotting Ephiny. Pitra, however, wasn’t quite finished. “Where did she come
from?” She asked. “She ruined our game!”

Ephiny disliked liars. Even small ones. “This is Doriana.” She said, by way of introduction. “She lives
up on the mountain, above the town. She’s our neighbor.”

“She’s not an Amazon.” Pitra sniffed.

“Honey, you have no idea how much trouble you could get into saying that.” Ephiny told her. “Doriana
is an Amazon. She’s an Amazon princess, as a matter of fact. Her mother’s Queen Gabrielle.”

“Mama!” Dori regained her good humor. “Mama come back soon, wif Boo, and we c’'n go get fishes.”
She stated positively. “Boo fly.” She punctuated that by putting her hands down and performing a
baby somersault, ending up with her legs splayed on the ground and a big grin on her face. “See?”

Ephiny grinned back. “Is that how she started? Good going, Dori!” She told the child. “You keep that
up, and you’ll be jumping over the roof yourself soon.”

Pitra looked at Dori, edging away from her a bit. “Oh.” All the children knew who Gabrielle was.
Matter of fact, she was a favorite of theirs, because of her stories more than any real sense that they
knew she was the Queen. “I didn’t know that.”

“You probably don’t want to shove her again.” Ephiny said. “For one thing, it's not nice, as Dori
knows, and for another, you probably don’t want to make her mad.”

Pitra had the grace to look embarrassed. “I wasn’t going to hurt her.”

“No, you probably weren’t.” Ephiny agreed, for a different reason than the girl thought. “But we don’t
treat our sisters like that, do we?”

“No, ma’am.”



“Good.” Ephiny gave Pitra a direct look. “We want to be good to our friends, don’t we?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You don’t want the Queen’s consort knocking you on your ass for messing with her kid, right?’
“No, ma’am.”

“Good.”

“Play now?” Dori turned back to the girl with the ball sack. “Catch?” She held up her hands again,
apparently more than ready to forget the turmoil and have a good time. “Fun!”

The other girl tossed the sack ball, and Dori caught it, then tossed it back. The rest of the girls save
Pitra joined in, ready to accept their new playmate. The game of ball started up again, and childish
laughter soon filled the air.

Pitra stood there awkwardly for a minute, but when Ephiny showed no further signs of paying
attention to her, she eventually turned and went back to the group, joining in. The regent plucked a
stalk of grass and chewed it reflectively, turning her head as Pony came up next to her. “Hey Pon.”

“Hey.” Pony rested her arms on the wood. “That was something.”

Ephiny shrugged. “Kids.”

“Ungh.” Eponin nodded. “But you didn’t see it from the angle I did.” She indicated another tree, a
quarter of the way round the playground. “When Dori got mad and yelled? She gave Pitra ‘the look.”
“No. Yeah?” Ephiny turned her head to face her partner.

“Oh yeah.” Pony nodded. “She’s gonna be a rocking Amazon.”

“Mm.” The regent agreed. “That she is. That, she is.”

*%

They decided to stay in the crevice again for the second night. Gabrielle was headed back to it now, a
thick load of springy branches on her shoulders. Xena had finished working on the pelt, and now she
was sitting on a rock working on some antler pitons to help her climb up the wall. “Hey, Xe.”

“Hey.” Xena looked up from her task. “What’s that for?”

“Ah.. you just wait and see.” The bard walked past her, and knelt in the opening to the shelter, stuffing
the branches inside ahead of her. Even though they’d be leaving at dawn the next morning, she
wasn’t going to spend another night completely uncomfortable if she didn’t have to.

So she crawled inside, gently pushing aside their odd collection of supplies and started laying the
branches down in a crosshatch near the warm back wall. When she was done, she dragged the
deerskin over and laid it on top, folded in half to double it's padding. “There.”

She sat back and reviewed her handiwork. Granted, it wasn’t anywhere close to their bed at home,
but anything was better than bare rock. Pleased, she gave the skin a pat, then turned and crawled
outside in time to see Xena start to scale the wall. “Be careful.”

“Yeah.” Xena studied her choices, then used the horn pitons she’d carved to get another handhold set
before she shifted her boots to two different spots. “Been a while since I did this.”

“I can tell you exactly how long.”

Xena grinned. “Thought you didn’t keep track of stuff like that.” She moved up a bodylength higher,
finding the scaling a bit easier than she’d expected. The rock had enough cracks for her to use the
pitons to good effect, and she was making decent progress up the face.

“There’s certain stuff like that [ keep written over my heart. I never forget it.” Gabrielle called up in
answer. “You scaling that cliff, for example.”



“Uh huh.”
“You stopping the arrow, you kissing me..”

‘You kissed me first, if  recall.” Xena said, as she swung herself across a flat space, and braced her feet
into a crack.

“Details, details.” Gabrielle felt her hands clenching into fists, as she watched Xena climb. She had
every faith in her partner’s abilities, but that didn’t stop her from worrying. She could see the shift of
the muscles in the warrior’s legs, standing out under her skin as she levered herself upward. “Damn, |
could never do that.”

“What?” Xena called down.
“I said, you've got a cute butt, honey!” Gabrielle replied. “Whoops.. careful!”

Xena resettled her grip and hugged the rock, looking down between her chest and her elbow at her
partner. “Don’t you have something better to do than watch my butt?”

Gabrielle put her hands behind her back and rocked up and down on her heels. “Nope.” She said.
“Gabrielle.”

The bard chuckled, and relented, turning around and going to the edge of the rocks, to perch on one
and keep watch over the creek and it’s surroundings. They’d seen no sign at all of their strange
visitor, or of the other creatures, and the late afternoon sunlight draped peacefully over the wild
space and warmed Gabrielle’s skin.

She felt a damn sight better than she had the day before, that was for sure. Gabrielle drummed her
heels on the rock, humming under her breath. Hopefully Xena would spot a way out from up there,
and then tomorrow they could head for it and...

And. Gabrielle found her thoughts going back to the woman. She wanted to know more about her,
where she came from, and what her life was like. The bard had sensed a deep sadness behind the few
words, and the instinct in her that let her spot a good story when she saw one had been well and
truly triggered.

If they left, and didn’t see her again, how would Gabrielle know what happened to her? Or what *had*
happened to her? She wanted to know. She wanted to understand these strange creatures.

People. Gabrielle corrected herself. People. Her eyes searched the underbrush, willing the woman to
reappear, if only at a distance.

The trees remained stolid and featureless, however, and only small birds broke the stillness of the
glade.
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Xena finally reached the top of the escarpment, throwing her leg over a bit of out jut stone and
settling herself down on it. She flexed her hands and extended her aching arms, grimacing as her
shoulders popped back into place. “Ow.”

It had definitely been a while. Xena let her arms drop to rest on her thighs. She remembered that
rainy day, all right, that had started in uncertain panic and ended.. ended in Gabrielle’s arms. But it
wasn'’t the first kiss she remembered the best, it was the second.

Now what? Xena looked at the far wall of the Amazon Queen’s quarters, as Gabrielle patched up the
gash on her back. She felt shaky and uncertain, unsure of where they were going to go from where
they’d just been, and if either of them were really ready for this.

Yes, she’d said she was going to go for it. Yes, she realized Gabrielle was head over heels in love with
her.

Yes, she realized she was head over heels in love with Gabrielle.



Xena exhaled, listening to the echoes of those words in her mind. What was that going to do to them?
They’d crossed that line and now what? Could she go back?

She felt Gabrielle’s fingers smooth salve over the cut she’d just sewn, and then the gentle pressure as
the bard placed a shy kiss on the back of her shoulder. She turned her head and caught Gabrielle
looking back at her, the girl’s green eyes so brilliant with gentle joy it almost made her stop
breathing.

Could she take that away again? Tell Gabrielle they really, really were better off just friends?
How much did that friendship mean to her?

“I can’t believe you're really here.” Gabrielle said. “I missed you so much.”

Xena shifted her eyes left and right, then smiled. “I missed you too.” She admitted.

“You did?” Gabrielle’s words were a mere whisper. “Really?”

Her doubts were slipping through her fingers like so much fine sand. “Yeah.” Xena replied. “You done
back there?”

Gabrielle looked at the injury, her fingertips touching the skin on Xena’s shoulder. “Yeah.”

Her expression slid into a quiet pensiveness, and Xena suddenly resented that. She wanted the wide
eyed happy back. “Hey, c’'mon. I've had a lot worse.” She gave Gabrielle a pat on the leg, her hand
somehow forgetting to lift off the warm skin and remaining there.

A little twinkle came back. “I know.” Gabrielle came around to face her. “It’s just different when you
get hurt because of me.” With a trembling bit of hesitation, she lifted her hand and touched Xena’s
cheek, a tremor going through her as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Xena studied the serious expression. Gabrielle looked exhausted, and she didn’t think it was just from
the long day and the excitement. There were dark circles under her eyes and she’d lost weight, the
lines of tension visible in the corners of her eyes and across her jawline.

Poor kid. Xena ordered her into bed, and they sat there, side by side, riding the edge of this new,
strange, frustrating, interesting change to their relationship.

What was Gabrielle worried about now? That she wouldn’t be attracted to someone? That she
wouldn't like the closeness? Aphrodite’s left tit, was she still that naive? Then she realized what
Gabrielle was really asking.

Was Xena attracted to her?
Could Xena answer that question, and still think she could go back across that line?

No way. So put your dinars where your mouth is, and put your heart on the table, Xena. It's time.
“Hm.” Xena lifted a hand and brushed it along Gabrielle’s cheek, feeling the pressure as she leaned
into the touch. “Let’s see now.”

“Wh..” Gabrielle’s question cut off as Xena ran one fingertip down across her chin, and across the
underside of her jaw. She swallowed instead, the flutter of her heartbeat very evident against Xena’s
touch. “Uh..”

Xena explored her collarbone, then rested her hand above Gabrielle’s heart. “I think you’ll be all
right.”

An almost painfully questioning expression formed on Gabrielle’s face.

“But I'd better make sure.” Ah. What a sweet moment, one she’d been waiting on for a very long time.
Xena leaned forward and tossed her reservations to the wind, brushing her lips against Gabrielle’s
and feeling the soft gasp, then moving closer for a more intense contact.



Am I attracted to you? Xena welcomed the tingling that coursed over her skin. She gently cupped
Gabrielle’s face as the kiss lengthened, feeling the flush under her fingers as Gabrielle slumped
against her, a soft sub audible sound emerging from her throat.

Yeah. You could say that. Xena finally leaned back a little, and watched the green eyes reappear,
under fluttering lashes. After a moment, a dazzling grin appeared along with them, a moment of
sudden, absolute joy that sealed the last of her reservations. “You’ll be just fine.”

“Uh.” Gabrielle appeared dazed, but delighted. “Yeah, I think you’re right.”

Xena pulled her over into a hug, knowing a moment of plain unvarnished happiness herself, that only
deepened as she let slip her defenses and reveled in the simple sensation of being in love.

A bright, unexpected moment in her heretofore very dark life.

”

“Hey, Xena

Oh, great. Here | am daydreaming about kissing up on the top of a rock. Must look like an idiot. Xena
leaned over and peered down. “Yeah?”

“Look to your right!” Gabrielle pointed.

Huh? Xena peered to the side, spotting the pictograms a moment later. She stared at the drawings,
high up on the side of the cliff, in consternation. How in Hades had they gotten there?

She put that aside for a bit, and shaded the fading sunlight from her eyes, looking around to see what
path they could take. The creek traveled from the glade they were in, across a forested area, towards
the far wall. Xena could see relatively flat ground between where she was and the wall, and she
gauged they could easily make it the following day.

Once at the wall - she could see only the sheer cliff, but surely there were breaks in it, caves, or some
place for the water to go. Once they found that, they would find a way out.

Satisfied, Xena turned her attention back to the pictograms, crawling over and hanging half off the
rocks to get a better look. Experimentally, she extended one hand, and found her fingertips brushed
the paintings. Had the creatures climbed the rock as she’d done?

Xena straightened up, turning and looking back the way they’d come. Her eyes spotted the brown
figure in the treetops instantly, and she took a breath in, realizing the creature was watching her.
The treetop was easily six or seven bodylengths from the ground, and the creature looked perfectly
at home.

Not a good omen. Xena edged back over and started to look for an easier way down, her eyes flicking
down to the waiting Gabrielle, who was casually seated, ankles crossed, watching her.

Not a good omen at all.
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Gabrielle sat with her back against the wall, her hands folded over her stomach and her thoughts
fixed on the details of a story she’d been working on before the flood.

It was dark out. They had a small fire going, but Xena was seated near the entrance, nervous as a pig
near Solstice even though the area around them appeared clear of any creatures or other intruders.

Gabrielle knew better than to try and get her partner to relax. When Xena was as wound up as she
was tonight, any attempts to distract her wouldn’t be well received, and actually since she was afraid
they were going to be attacked, it wouldn’t be smart either.

So, the bard used the time to her advantage, scooting over and taking the back half of the little bed
she’d made up. She could sort out the details, and had, but she also found she missed being able to
write them down.



She missed being able to write in her diary, an old friend she’d come to depend on at the end of the
day to give her some place to shake out the corners of her soul into. In horrible times and wonderful
ones, it was good just to check off another day well lived.

She wondered what Xena was thinking. If she turned her head, she could see the warrior’s back as
Xena sat in the entrance, her hands curled around her stone and bone ax. Her posture was wary and
alert, her head turning as she scanned back and forth across the open space between the rocks and
the creek.

Occasionally, she’d leaned out and back, watching the escarpment.

Gabrielle wasn’t nervous - after all, her partner was the greatest warrior in her personal knowledge
and probably most anyone else’s too - but she found herself feeling Xena's tension and that made it
very hard to concentrate on what she was thinking about.

Fish turds. “Xe? Want to play a game?”

Xena half turned. “What?”

“Do you want to play a game.” Gabrielle repeated. “You know, who am |, or stars, or something?’
The pale blue eyes, hazel in the firelight, blinked. “Are you bored or do you think I am?”

“Yes.”

Xena returned her gaze to the outside, her eyes tracking as the moon cast shadows across the rocks.
“Sure.” She agreed. “Gonna be a long night.” She added. “You could get some sleep while you can.”

“I could.” Gabrielle agreed. “But I feel so guilty doing that while you stay up.”
“Don,t'”
“Might as well ask me to stop breathing.”

Xena fingered her makeshift ax, as she cocked her ears to listen outside. “I'd never do that.” She
uttered, after a moment’s silence. “I've just got the feeling they’re out there, outside where I can see
or hear them.”

“Okay.” Gabrielle changed positions, rolling over to lay down on the deerskin, with her head nearest
her partner and the fire. “So, what makes you think they’re going to come after us tonight?”

Xena didn’t answer for a bit. Her thumb rubbed idly against the horn, wondering herself why she was
so antsy. “I don’t know.”

Gabrielle considered her relatively comfortable spot. After a few heartbeats, she sighed, then got up
on her hands and knees and crawled over to where her partner was sitting. She thumped down next
to her and curled up in a half ball, her head resting on her arm.

Xena looked at her in bemusement. “What are you doing?” She asked, as the bard wriggled back a
little, pressing her shoulderblades against Xena’s thigh.

“Nothing.”
“Something wrong with that bed over there?”
“You're not in it.”

Xena released one hand off the ax and draped her arm over the bard. “You're a little nuts sometimes,
Gabrielle.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I like that.” The warrior concluded. She rested her elbow on Gabrielle’s hip and laid her hand along
the bard’s ribcage, enjoying the simple warmth of the contact. She felt her edginess fade a little and
the night outside became just a bit less threatening and a bit more peaceful than it had been.



Her imagination? Sure. But she wasn’t going to argue with it. She felt the regular lift of Gabrielle’s
ribcage and found herself stroking the soft skin. The world was a whole lot less intimidating when
you shared it with a friend, wasn’t it?

“What are you thinking about?” Gabrielle asked.
“Us.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle felt the discomfort of laying on stone ease, and she was glad to have traded the heat
of the rock wall for the warmth of Xena’s body and the gentleness of her touch. “I like thinking about

”

us.
“Me, too.”

The bard was quiet for a while, her eyes half closing as she gazed into the tiny fire. She found herself
tired, though they really hadn’t done much that day and knew despite the rocks under her, she’d be
falling asleep soon.

Even the thought made her eyes close all the way, and she exhaled, leaning back a little against Xena's
leg. “Xena?” She said, suddenly. “Why would that woman’s mother have been trying to get out of the
valley all her life?”

“What?”
“Didn’t you hear her say that?”

Xena shifted away from the opening and focused on her partner. “I musta missed it.” She said. “I was
inside here for a bit.”

“No, you were out there.. it was just before you said something.” Gabrielle objected. “Anyway.. she
said.. after I said we were trying to find a way out, that her mother had tried all her life and failed.”

Xena looked past her, the warrior’s forehead creasing sharply. “Oh.. wait. I did hear that.”

Gabrielle’s eyes opened, and she rolled her head back to look at her partner. “Are you okay?” She
asked. “You've been acting a little weird lately, you know?”

“Me?” Xena’s eyebrows lifted. “You're the one sleeping on the rocks, kid.”

“Kid?” Gabrielle matched her raised eyebrows. “I don’t mean right now. Before we left.”
Xena now merely looked puzzled “Huh?” She said. “Because I was fighting with mom?”
“No.”

“Did I stain the inside of the cabin a strange color or something?”

“No.” Gabrielle reached up to riffle her fingers through Xena’s dark hair. “Little things.. like you
running out into the rain and losing your cloak somewhere.”

Xena was briefly quiet, then her lips twitched. “Hm.”
“Becoming chatty with the Amazons.. having sensitive talks with Ephiny..”

“That wasn’t what happened.” Xena objected. “She had a sensitive chat with me. Not the other way
around. Maybe she’s acting weird.” She suggested. “Matter of fact, I meant to talk to you about that
but.. [ um..

“Forgot.”

Xena’s brows twitched, and she turned her head to make another sweep of the area. When she looked
back, Gabrielle had completely rolled onto her back and was looking up at her, hands folded over her
middle. They studied each other in silence for a few minutes. Then Xena took a slow, careful breath.
“Um.. when are you..”



“Tomorrow.” Gabrielle answered instantly. “If [ counted right.” She added, with a touch of
sheepishness. “You usually keep track of that better than I do.”

Xena actually blushed, reaching up to scrub the hair out of her eyes as she leaned back against the
rocks. “Yeah.. well...

“Yeah.”

They were both quiet again, but this time the silence was packed full of thoughtfulness. Xena was
threading through her memories of the past month, trying to think of any particular time they’d been
together that had seemed out of the ordinary.

Well, the warrior scratched her ear. Not that she ever really considered any time they were together
as really ordinary. But the time in the treehouse... that had been a night to remember. While she and
Gabrielle certainly had been passionate with each other the past month, no one single time really
stood out in her mind like that time before had.

So..?

“I can’t figure it out either.” Gabrielle was watching her face, and apparently deducing her thoughts at
the same time. “But I've been feeling kind of.. mm... different, too. Lately.” She laid her hand over
Xena’s thigh, her thumb tracing a line across the warrior’s skin. “Just kind of ... centered.”

Xena put her hand on Gabirelle’s stomach. “I noticed your stamina seems to be off.”

Gabrielle nodded. “I thought it was just all the stuff going on, but I'm getting tired a lot faster than I
think I should be.” She admitted. “What do you think?”

Slowly, Xena started to smile. “Mm... I was wondering about that when you asked me to stop and fish
for you the first day we were in here.” She said. “So.. yeah. Could be.”

Gabrielle’s face creased into a big grin of her own. “That would be so awesome.” She said.
“Especially.. since the obvious alternative is that both of us are getting goofy in our old age.”

Xena chuckled. “Yeah, you're right.” She agreed. A sound outside made her turn again to study the
surroundings, seeing a night hunting small cat stalking something near the edge of the water. She just
stopped herself from waving cheerfully at the animal, as her spirits and heart about floated right up
out of her.

Gabrielle laid her cheek against her partner’s leg, closing her eyes and feeling the joy silently
radiating at her.

She hadn’t really intended on talking to Xena about her suspicions for another couple of days, but
what the Hades. It sure beat talking about the rock dust and it took both their minds off the dangers
outside.

And it made Xena smile. Gabrielle grinned herself, enjoying the moment.

She was suddenly lifted up off the rocks, and hugged, Xena’s arms closing around her so tightly she
felt her spine pop with the pressure. The warrior didn’t make a sound, but Gabrielle swore she could
actually feel her partner bouncing up and down, drenching them both with silently explicit
happiness.

She wrapped her arms around Xena and hugged her back. “Xe, we gotta get out of here.” She
murmured into the warrior’s ear. “I told Dori she was going to get a little baby buppit to play with.”

“We will.” Xena said. “I promise.” She squeezed Gabrielle again, and they both laughed softly, an odd
sound that echoed into the night to a range of listening ears.
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“There.” Gabrielle stepped back and regarded her handiwork critically, giving her partner an
approving nod after a minute. “You look cute.”



“Not the objective.” Xena adjusted her woven belt, now holding the catskin around her body in lieu of
her raggedy shift. She’d done what she could to fit the hide around her body, and Gabrielle’s belt did
help but stylish it wasn’t.

It covered her though, and provided far and away more protection than the torn cloth had. She’d
opened a hole for her head, and let the skin drape down front and back, providing a more or less
sleeveless tunic that fell almost to her knees. “S’allright.” The warrior concluded. “Let’s get moving.”

Gabrielle went over and slipped the pack she’d fashioned to hold their supplies onto her back, tying a
piece of tough vine across her hips to keep it in place.

“I could take that..”

“Ah ah ah.” Gabrielle interrupted the speech. “Don’t you even start, Xena.” She finished her knot and
turned, putting her hands on her hips as she faced her partner. “It’s just a bunch of dried meat, a few
nuts, and a skull. I can handle it.” She picked up her staff and tossed it, spinning it in mid air before
she caught it again. “C’'mon, kitty kitty. Let’s go.”

“Kitty this.” Xena suggested, giving the bard a wry look. “All right. We'll cross the creek and travel
along the wall. Keep that staff handy.” She started down the escarpment, moving off the rock surface
into the glade leading to the creek.

Gabrielle was right at her heels, taking a deep breath of cool dawn air as they crossed into the grassy
area. She welcomed the change as her boots sunk into the softer surface, and she scrunched her toes
up and flexed her feet in pleasure.

It was a great morning. They’d ended up sleeping on her little branch bed anyway. Xena had built up
the fire, and they’d retreated behind it to snuggle together all night and she’d slept well, at any rate,
waking in a cheerful mood.

What a total turnaround from yesterday. Gabrielle paused as they splashed through the creek,
scooping up a handful of the water and drinking it. She could still taste the tartness of the berries
she’d had for breakfast, along with a fish Xena had insisted on catching before dawn.

Mm. Roasted fish had it all over raw, that was for sure. She felt pleasantly full for the first time in a
few days and she was looking forward to making progress out of the valley. It seemed odd to her, but
her curiosity about the other people seemed to have faded as well, and she found her attention
focusing more tightly on herself and her partner.

Natural, she supposed. After what they’d talked about last night, it would have seemed strange
otherwise. She dug into the bank of the creek edge with her staff as they exited on the other side and
picked up her pace, joining Xena and walking side by side with her as they headed towards the wall.

The ground went downhill for a while, the earth going from stony to a deep rich brown that released
the pungent scent of growing things as their boots disturbed it. They entered a dense forest, tall
trees rising up on either side of them as Xena picked a path between them.

There were no other paths here - not even animal trails and Gabrielle felt a shiver go up her spine as
she experienced again the sensation of going someplace unknown, where not even Xena had been
before. The forest around them rustled with life - she caught sight of the tail end of a snake slithering
off into the leaf litter and off to their left, the reassuringly familiar sound of a woodpecker rattled.

To their right, she could see the wall looming through the trees, and accordingly, Xena turned to walk
parallel to it, the trees running right up to the stone and some even edging slightly up into it, roots
clinging tenaciously into cracks in the rock. “Look at that one, Xena.”

The warrior turned her head. “Yeah.” She sidestepped across a thick patch of gnarled roots and put
her hand on the small tree, which was almost growing sideways out of the wall. “Limited space. Guess
they do whatever they have to do to live.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle observed the tree, then she walked forward and gave it a little pat. “You go, tree.”
She said. “There really isn’t much space down here, is there?”



‘Nope.” Xena climbed off the roots and continued on. “It’s narrowest by where we came in.”

“Yeah.” Gabrielle remembered that. “But it spread out a little.” She hopped up onto a rock and
balanced on it, walking alongside Xena. “Xena... I know you didn’t know most of the animals we saw..
you think they’re so different because they’re stuck down here? That's why we never saw them
before?”

Xena twirled her ax absently as she walked, her expression thoughtful. “Can’t be that different.” She
eventually decided, with a shake of her head. “Maybe it's more of Ares experiments.”

“Ew.” Gabrielle didn’t like that thought. She walked a few more steps. “Oh, gosh.. but that would make
sense, wouldn’t it? Maybe it was like Jessan’s people.”

“That’s what [ was thinking.” Xena admitted. “Only it went wrong. Maybe this is where they put all the
ones that went wrong.”

“Like the fish with the feet!”
“Mm.”
“Wow.” Gabrielle glanced around. “That’s creepy.”

Xena nodded in agreement. They came across a tiny brook, running down from the wall into the
foliage and she paused, kneeling to take a drink from it. “One thing I really do miss.”

“Our waterskins?” Gabrielle joined her. “Yeah.. you know, you don’t think about how much you
depend on that stuff until you don’t have it.”

Xena took another handful of water, gazing into the brook for a long moment. “Like everything else.”
She said, flicking a few droplets off her fingers before she turned her head to meet Gabrielle’s eyes.
“But you find that out the hard way, don’t you?’

Gabrielle rested her elbow on her upraised knee. “That’s the truth.” She glanced into the creek, then
jerked a little, startled. “Hey, look.”

Xena leaned next to her and peered down into the water. “Huh.” She reached down into the creek and
got her fingers around the glistening golden rock Gabrielle had spotted, bringing it back up and into
the light for them to examine. “This stuff again?’

Gabrielle took it. “Is that gold?”

“Probably.” The warrior shook her head. “Between that, and the damn gems Dori keeps finding, if any
of this gets out we might as well move to Athens.” She wiped her hands off on the grass and stood.
“Damn it.”

Gabrielle stood. “Okay for me to keep this?” She asked. “I'd like to have something pretty made out of
it.. that craftsman you know’ll do it for me and not say anything.”

Xena eyed her. “How about another baby charm?” She grinned.

“Mmm... there’s an idea.” Gabrielle tucked the nugget away. “Are you really worried about people
finding out what's up on the mountain?”

“Damn straight I am.” Xena replied, as they moved on. “I've seen what happens, Gabrielle. We’ll have
half of Greece tearing up the hills to get to that stuft.”

“Mm.”
Xena suddenly slowed, and put a hand out, her eyes darting from tree to tree. “Sh.”

Gabrielle dropped back a step and brought her staff up, halting and waiting in silence as she watched
Xena extend her senses out. She listened herself, but aside from the soft tinkling of the creek they’d
crossed, and the rustling of branches, she couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.

And then, it was there. Out of the trees in front of them, one of the valley people dropped, extending
his long arms out and barking at them in a commanding way.



Xena shifted her grip and crouched slightly, every muscle tensing as she readied for battle.

The male slapped his chest, and barked again. Gabrielle watched him in fascination, noting the thick,
powerful frame, somewhat short legs, and very long, very strong looking arms. He wasn’t wearing
any skins, and the fact he was a male was very evident.

His face was round, with a thick nose and a huge jaw, and the beard covering his lower face extended
down and covered his neck, fading into the hair on his chest.

If this was, as Xena had imagined, a by blow of Ares... what in Hades had he been thinking? Even the
forest people, Jessan’s people, though very different looking, were beautiful in their own way. Ares,
give him all his other faults, had a good eye for that sort of thing.

There was nothing beautiful about this man.

He took a step forward, proudly erect, and thumped his chest again.
“What’s he trying to do?” Gabrielle whispered.

“Intimidate us.” Xena uttered back.

The male pointed at them. He thumped his chest. He came towards them, barking loudly, his hand
clenching into fists.

“What are we going to do?” Gabrielle edged forward a little, moving her staff in a short arc. “Hey!” She
called back to him. “Chill out!”

That seemed to enrage him. He pounded his chest and then rushed at them with impressive speed,
bounding over the ground with tough, bare feet.

Xena met him halfway, swinging her ax in a vicious arc and catching him in the ribs with the blunt
end. She could feel the crunch as the rock hit bone, and the blow produced a wild howl from the
creature. She roundhouse kicked him backwards, planting her body squarely between him, and
Gabrielle.

Gabrielle leaned back against the nearest tree and put the end of her staff on the ground, realizing
that with one opponent, and Xena in a fighting mood, there was no chance she’d get a pop in
edgewise. “Okay, so that communication didn’t get us anywhere.”

The creature got up and coughed, glaring at Xena with vivid and obvious hatred. He barked another
few times, then rushed at her again, this time dodging as he reached her and putting a hand out to
block the swing of her ax.

“Learns fast.” Xena switched the ax to her other hand and smacked him on the side of the head with
it. She could have done it point on and probably split his skull, but with him being alone, she realized
it might be their only chance to learn something in relative safety.

The creature stumbled to one side, but didn’t go down. He turned and picked up a branch, swinging it
at Xena’s head in return.

The warrior gracefully evaded him, grabbing the end of his branch with one hand and slamming the
mid point of it with the fist clenched around the ax, breaking the branch in half. She flung the broken
end away and went on the attack herself, chopping the other half out of his hand with the point of the
rock. “Yeeehoo!”

With a yelp, he dropped the stick. Xena’s yell then seemed to startle the creature. He stopped dead in
his tracks, and his eyes opened wide, just before Xena nailed him with a roundhouse kick to the side
of the head that sent him flying into the nearest tree.

He picked up a rock and whipped it at the warrior, who ducked. The creature barked angrily, but he
circled the tree and crouched behind it, now watching her with wary caution.

“That’s better.” Xena remarked in approval. “Wanna try that communication thing again now?”



Gabrielle edged up next to her. She debated handing off her staff to her partner, but one look at the
creature’s wild eyes changed her mind and she kept her grip on it as she cautiously moved towards
the tree.

She could hear the tiny, aggravated snorting noise coming from Xena, so she stopped midway, within
the warrior’s reach, and paused to consider. Speech hadn’t done a lot for them, but with the woman,
hand signals had.

So.

She released one hand off her staff and extended it, closing her fingers into a fist, and then opening
them again.

The creature watched her intently.
“Don’t you go any closer.” Xena growled softly.

“Yes, grandma.” Gabrielle tossed back over her shoulder. “Shh.” She returned her attention to the
creature, still crouching behind the tree. Once again, she extended her hand, this time, palm down.

Slowly, the creature edged around the tree, his nose twitching. He grunted, a deep guttural sound.
Gabrielle brought her fingers together, tips touching.
The creature motioned her forward towards him, with another guttural bark.

Mindful of her simmering partner, Gabrielle merely stood her ground, making the same gesture
again. “Hon, you want to take a step back? I think you intimidated *him*” She sensed the warrior
moving back reluctantly, and she waited until Xena stopped moving before she returned her
attention to the creature.

He was in a half crouch now, watching her closely. Gabrielle leaned forward a little, and made an
encouraging noise, motioning him forward as he’d done to her moments before.

She didn’t expect the result. The creature bolted towards her with lightning speed, raising a howl that
stood her hair nearly on end. Only her reflexes saved her, as she whipped her staff into both hands
and attacked without thinking, smashing him between the legs with all the strength she could
muster.

There was no time to do anything else, as Xena flew past her like a rabid wildcat, heading for the
downed creature who was already curling into a ball and howling in utter pain.

“Xena!” Gabrielle managed to grab a handful of fur as the warrior went past. “Easy!”
“Easy!” Xena yelled back. “I"ll take his damned..”

“XENA!” Gabrielle held on and dug in her heels. “He’s on the ground! Relax!” She managed somehow
to get the warrior to stop, just before she pounced on the creature. “I got him. I got him.. easy!”

Xena stood over the howling male, her eyes darting back and forth. “I don’t think this is gonna work.”
She said. “Let’s get out of here before more of them show up.” She backed up a step.

“Xena.” Gabrielle eased up next to her, studying her hapless victim. “Just... hang on for a minute. [ was
getting somewhere with him.”

Xena just looked at her.

“Well, I *was*.” The bard protested. “I told him to come to me, and he did!” She moved a little closer.
“I think he’s young.”

Xena hefted her ax and dourly stood guard, ready to whack the male if he got up. “What makes you
think that?” She asked. “They’re all single minded and stupid, far as I can tell.”

Gabrielle slowly crouched down, holding on to her staff for balance. The creature stopped howling
and stared at her, one hand covering his head to protect it, the other covering his groin. Now his eyes
were wide open and round, and she could see fear in them.



There was no doubt in her mind he had some kind of intelligence. She lifted her hand off the staff and
closed her fingers into a fist, and he cowered, pressing himself into the ground. “He doesn’t have as
much hair as the other ones did.” She said. “He’s a lot smaller...and his face.. [ don’t’ know. He just
seems younger to me.”

“Mm.” Xena had been observing the creature. “Maybe.” She put a hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “But I
still think we should get out of here.”

Gabrielle really had no other hand signs to try, and she was out of ideas on how to communicate with
the creature. “Okay.” She got up and took a step back, watching the male intently. He stayed right
where he was, curled up, pressed against the ground. He was no longer howling, but his body was
rocking back and forth a little, in pain.

“Let me try one more thing.” The bard said. She crouched down again and cleared away some leaf
litter, drawing a circle on the dirt with her finger. Unlike the woman, though, this had no effect on the
male, and he simply continued to rock, grunting. “Okay, so much for that.”

Xena waited for her to get up and back away before she did as well, keeping the creature in her view
until they were well into the forest. Finally, she turned and put hand on Gabrielle’s back, guiding her
forward. “It’'s not making any sense.” She muttered.

“The guy?” Gabrielle asked. “I don’t know, that sort of started to make sense, Xena.. [ mean, he
confronted us, and we fought back, and he got scared... that is what usually happens.”

“Mm.”

“Or you mean the people here at all?”

Xena glanced behind her. “I'm not sure what I mean.” She exhaled in frustration. “Bet he follows us.”
Gabrielle looked behind them as well. “I don’t see anything.”

They continued through the trees, both of them walking a little faster as if by common consent. The
ground, which had been sloping downward, now leveled out and they had easy going. The trees had
thinned out a little, and Xena relaxed just a bit, as they walked through bars of rich sunlight together.

The encounter with the creature had puzzled and disturbed her. There was something so different
between this one and the female, and things just weren’t adding up. Nothing was.

Gabrielle exhaled, running her fingers through her hair and pushing it back off her forehead. Xena
eyed her covertly, but the bard seemed to be walking along with good energy, and didn’t seem tired
despite the recent battle. As she crossed into a patch of sunlight, she raised her face to it, half closing
her eyes, and allowing an easy smile to appear.

It made Xena smile in response. She reached out and put her hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “You up
for a little running?”

“Sure.” Gabrielle agreed. “You want to put some space between us and him?”
“Yeah.”
“Let’s go.” The bard took a grip on the center of her staff and broke into a jog.

Xena joined her, carrying her ax much the same way. They ran together over the leaf covered earth,
their footsteps making very little sound on the rich earth. It was almost as if they were flying over the
ground, and she dared any moth eaten old creature to catch up with them.

Eventually, she decided, the answers would come to her. In the meantime, she had other things to
think about.

Like buppits.
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One Wild Ride



Part 8
“Xena, someone’s following us.” Gabrielle said, in a normal tone of voice.
“I know.”

They had been traveling along the wall for four candlemarks. The surrounding terrain had changed
from a thick forest to a scrubbier brush, but as a positive side effect, they’d stocked up on several
kinds of nuts and berries, and one stalk that had tender, edible ends.

“You think we should worry about that?”

Xena had picked herself up a staff again, and had her ax slipped into the belt around her waist. “Not
yet.” She replied. “I think it’s your boyfriend.”

“Don’t start with that.” Gabrielle bapped her on the edge of her shoulder with the tip of her staff.
“What makes you think it’s him?”

“I can smell him.” Xena answered equably. “Definitely stinks worse than the woman did.”
“Isn’t that usually the case?” Gabrielle asked, drolly.

Xena pondered that. “Well, there was that Amazon..”

“Ugh. Say no more.”

Xena led them across two fallen tree trunks, poking the ground carefully to stir any possible snakes
into retreat. They’d had a close call once already. “How are you feeling?”

Caught in the middle of chewing a nut, Gabrielle swallowed hastily. “Fine.” She replied. “Why? Did
you decide those berries we found were really poisonous?”

“No.” Xena stepped off the logs and back onto the ground. “Just wondered.” She wandered on,
glancing up at the valley wall looming over them. At treetop level, she spotted a large bird’s nest, and
as she watched, a bird of prey landed in it, something small and limp dangling from it’s claws.

Was it a hawk? Xena shaded her eyes. “Falcon.” She indicated the bird.

Gabrielle trotted over and looked up. “Oh, wow.” She could see the pinions as the bird spread it’s
wings, walking awkwardly on the edge of the nest. “You think it has babies?”

“That’s usually what a nest is for.” The warrior remarked dryly. “Besides, she’s feeding something up
there.”

“Hm.” Gabrielle blithely ignored the sarcasm and continued watching the bird. “She’s pretty.” She
concluded, dropping her eyes and turning them forward along their path. “And its far enough up so
that we won'’t get pooped on.”

Xena chuckled. “You still resent those seagulls, don’t you?”

“Pfftp.” The bard made a disparaging noise, as they walked. “They were chasing me. Lucky Dori was
around to throw rocks at them, because you certainly weren’t any help.”

“I was busy.”

“Busy laughing your butt off.” Gabrielle said. “Hey, is that a passageway up there?” She pointed to a
crack in the wall.

They angled for it, crossing another of the many small brooks that seemed to gush from the wall in
regular intervals. The crack grew broader as they approached, wide enough for both of them to pass
through together, and Gabrielle felt a sense of anticipation as they came up to it and peered inside.

“Oh..” Gabrielle said, after a moment. “Well, it's not a way out.”

“No.” Xena exhaled. “But it’s interesting.” She walked forward into the crack, which narrowed quickly
atit’s top to a closed rock finality. The result was a long, triangular cave like space that should have



been dark, but wasn’t. The ground sloped downward, and water had collected in a pool inside, and
sunlight bouncing off the water reflected off the thickly encrusted crystals that lined the rock above
it.

It was beautiful, in a strange, wild way. Gabrielle walked inside, peering around. Past the pool the
narrow cave continued, it’s flickers of light fading into utter darkness. “What do you think is back
there?”

Xena cautiously followed her, reaching up to run her fingers over the crystals curiously. She wrinkled
her nose, then stepped closer and licked one of the crystals. “Salt.” She pronounced, with some
surprise.

“Really?” Gabrielle looked over her shoulder. “Great. Break some off for me?”

“Sure.” The warrior was glad enough to pause, reversing her ax and gently knocking some of the
irregular crystals free. “Don’t go to far back there.”

“I won’t.” Gabrielle had edged over to where the shadows took over, and she could see no further
back into the cave. “You think this goes somewhere?” She asked. “Want to get a torch and find out?
Maybe there’s more caves, or a chimney.”

Xena walked over, juggling the crystals in one hand. She stopped at Gabrielle’s side and cocked her
head, sniffing the air brushing languidly across her face. After a moment she opened her mouth as
well, and closed her eyes. The salt put an acrid edge on the air, but under that, and the strong smell of
the water, she could detect rock, dust, and a faint hint of sulpher.

A chimney was always possible, and she’d seen these cracks in the rock leading upwards often
enough. Hades, she owed her life to one of them. She didn’t smell anything that would make her
think so this time - at least not close to where they were.

“No, huh?” Gabrielle said.
“Hard to say.” Xena admitted. “Nothing near us.”

Gabrielle walked a little further into the shadows, bolstered by her partner’s presence. As she moved
along, she could hear her boots scuffing lightly against the rock, and the shadows seemed to press in
on her. She blinked, but the darkness was impenetrable, and she stopped walking. “Hm.”

“Gab?”
Gabrielle felt Xena come up behind her, and lay a hand on her shoulder. “I know, I'm coming.”
“Look.” Xena pointed.

The bard inhaled sharply, when she saw two glowing eyes looking back at her. “What is that?” She
whispered. The eyes were round and featureless, floating about her head level from the ground. She
could see no body outline around them.

Given what they’d seen in the valley so far, Xena really didn’t have any confidence in a guess.
“Dunno.” She took a step towards the eyes, then another.

The glowing orbs disappeared.

Xena remained still, but she shifted her grip on her ax, her heartbeat picking up a little. She strained
her ears, but aside from the ripple of the water, and Gabrielle’s soft breaths behind her, she could
hear nothing. So, now what?

“I don’t think we should go any further.” Gabrielle spoke up quietly. “Not without a torch.”

Xena held up her hand, as a faint sound came to her ears. It was a soft clacking, very much like bone
hitting bone. It made her nape hairs prickle, and she took a step back, towards the opening, and the
light. “Good idea.”

They backed out, past the water, towards the opening, not turning until they were in a fairly sizable
patch of reflected light.



Then they stopped dead, as they both saw the line of bodies blocking their way out of the crevice and
back into the main valley. “Oh.. damn.” Gabrielle blurted, bringing her staff up across her body in a
defensive position. “Xena..”

“Yeah, | see em.” Xena glanced behind her. She thought she saw a brief glimpse of glowing eyes, but
she turned her attention forward again, to this more immediate threat.

She could see only about six of the creatures. They were shoulder to shoulder across the opening,
watching them both with hungry, yet wary eyes. These were, as Gabrielle had noted, much larger
than the lone male they’d last encountered, and they were more muscular, and appeared older if the
thick facial hair and general burliness meant anything.

“So, now what?” Gabrielle murmured. “Talk about being stuck between some rocks and an ugly face.”

Xena exhaled in disgust, setting her staff aside and hefting her ax. She eased around the edge of the
pool and let her body fill the opening, squaring her shoulders as she faced off against the creatures.

The biggest of them grunted at her, a preemptory bark accompanying a sharp gesture, his stubby
fingers curling towards him hand held down.

Gabrielle came up behind Xena, peeking past her elbow at the creatures. “Yow.”
“Watch our backs, huh?” Xena uttered. “I don’t like what I heard back there.”

“Is it worse than what we see in front of us?” Gabrielle queried.

“Maybe.”

Oh, yippee. Gabrielle resolutely faced away from her partner, putting her back to Xena’s back and
gripping her staff firmly with both hands. She anxiously searched the shadows, catching a brief
glimpse of the glowing orbs before they vanished, as though sensing her watching. “Oh, that’s
creepy.” She murmured. “Sure you don’t want to trade?”

Xena regarded the creatures. The largest one had taken a step towards her, making the come hither
gesture in company with an unsubtle hip thrust. “Yeah, I'm sure.” She told her partner. “Swing for the
glowing things if it comes close.”

Yippee. Gabrielle swallowed, and focused her attention on the dark recesses of the cave. She could
feel Xena shifting behind her, and hear the warrior let out an aggressive growl. “Wish I could do
that.”

“What?” Xena asked.

“Nothing.” Gabrielle spotted the orbs again, but this time she didn’t look right at them. She focused
her attention ahead of her, and watched the orbs float in her peripheral vision.

Creepy.

Xena made eye contact with the big creature, and traded his imperious gesture with one of her own.
She watched him take another step, then she took one herself, raising the ax to waist level and flexing
her hands around it.

The creature beat his chest, as the younger one had done. It made a hollow thumping sound, and was
something Xena had no interest in duplicating given her natural physical differences. So, instead, she
spread her arms out wide, the ax almost grazing the stone roof, and let out a wild yell that echoed off
the crystals quite satisfyingly.

The big creature glared at her, then he mimicked her arm sweep, but only managed a rough bark to
counter her yell.

“Get the Hades out of here!” Xena switched to actual language. This seemed to enrage the creatures,
and they all started jumping up and down, and hooting. “Gabrielle!”

”

“What?” The bard was busy watching floating orbs, because now there were two sets. “I'm busy



“Itis *NOT* easier to talk instead of fight.” The warrior yelled. “These stupid bastards are getting on
my LAST NERVE!”

“Sorry hon.” Gabrielle edged towards the first set of eyeballs, making a motion with her staff. “G’'wan,
get back, you!” She could hear a soft rattling, and was that a hiss, or did she imagine it? “Back!” She
yelled louder. “Xena, these things are creeping me out!”

“Things?”
“There’s two of them now.”

“Great.” Xena sighed in utter frustration. “All right.c’'mon. We're going to have to fight our way out of
this damn place.” She started forward. “Let’s go, Pounding Pauline.”

“Right here.” Gabrielle gladly abandoned her little nightmares and came to Xena’s side, joining her as
they both headed for the creatures. “Just rush them?”

“Yeah.”

Good an idea as any. Gabrielle readied herself as they both broke into a jog, passing the sparkling
pool and coming into the reflected light from the outside.

Xena let out another yell for good measure and lifted her ax up, threatening the creatures with it. “Ya
stinking bastards! Beat it!” She bellowed, hitting a patch of sun that caught her in all her mottle
furred glory.

The creatures stared at Xena, stopped hooting, and turned, running away as fast as they could,
howling in fear. Warrior and bard stopped at the entrance, watching them shred foliage on their way
through the trees, and turned to look at each other.

“What in the Hades was that?” Gabrielle wondered.

Xena stared at them, then down at herself. “They think I'm one of these?” She pondered, touching her
catskin dress.

“Honey.” Gabrielle put her staff end on the ground and leaned on it. “I don’t think even those guys
could be that stupid.”

“Well, then I don’t know w..” Xena happened to turn towards Gabrielle, and from the corner of her
eye she caught sight of the forest of glowing eyeballs that were now approaching them. “Bacchae!”
She grabbed Gabrielle by the arm and started after the creatures. “Move it!”

“Yahhhh!!” Gabrielle looked, and then regretted it. “What are those!”

Xena didn’t know. Uncharacteristically, she really didn’t want o find out. “If this is Ares’ playground,
you wanna get up close and personal with something that lives in a dark cave and sounds like bones
rattling?”

Gabrielle didn’t even have to think about it. She caught up to Xena and passed her, breaking into a
very workman or workwomanline run, passing out of the crevice and turning right, heading away
from where the creatures had bolted off to the left.

Xena unabashedly raced after her, glad to abandon the cave and it’s occupants, and hoping they
didn’t come out after them. If there was one thing she hated more than spiders, it was weird skeleton
creatures with glowing eyes.

She just hated them. Especially since she had no idea what they were. Or where they came from.
Or why their eyes glowed.

The sun was starting to dive behind the cliff wall again. They’d have to find another place to stay the
night, away from hairy and scary creatures, and hunting animals... Xena looked up as thunder
rumbled overhead. And rain.

Damn it.



Romance of the road my ass.
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It was dark by the time they found any kind of shelter. It had been raining for a candlemark, and
they’d slogged the last few miles in ankle deep mud that sucked at their every step.

“Ugh.” Gabrielle thumped back against the prickly bark of a downed tree, raking the wet hair off her
forehead as Xena managed to get their deerskin hammered into place to protect them from the rain.
The ground was soaked and muddy, and there was no where to sit down, but at least the skin kept
the needle-like rain from pelting every square inch of her.

It felt good to stand still. She could feel the roughness of the tree behind her and she leaned back, glad
to hang her pack off a broken branch and just listen to the storm instead of be in it. She glanced up as
Xena ducked under the skin, her hair plastered down over her shoulders. “Good as it gets?

“Yeah.” Xena joined her leaning against the tree trunk. “Give me a minute, and I'll cut us a seat out of
this.” She patted the bark they were resting against. “Rain’ll keep most things away from us.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle blinked, propping her boot up on the tree and letting her hands rest on her thigh. She
flicked a bit of dried mud off her skin and wiggled her toes, wincing a little at the squishy, muddy
sensation. There was no chance of a fire, she realized, and she reconciled herself to a cold, wet night
with the only positive the fact she would be sleeping on the soft, muddy ground instead of on rocks.

Relative levels of comfort, after all. She listened to the rain pelting the forest around them, and
despite the discomfort, she took heart in it because, as Xena had said, it provided them a measure of
safety. She turned and studied their little nook. “Cozy.”

Xena snorted softly. She’d tied off the skin from the fallen trunk to one of the roots sticking out from
the bottom of the tree, and provided them with a space just about big enough for the two of them and
their gear. The ground was sloped away from them, and the hide was pitched to allow the water to
drip off.

She addressed her stone ax to the bark, cutting into it, then bending close to sniff the gash. The tree
had only recently fallen, and she straightened in relief before she made her second cut. If the bark
had been too dead and dried out, all she’d have gotten for her troubles was crumbled rubble and she
really, really wanted something other than mud to sit on.

She continued to work, pausing briefly when she felt Gabrielle come up and lean against her, the
bard’s warm hands gently rubbing her shoulders. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” The bard replied. “Just making myself useful.”

Xena wasn’t sure how useful that really was, but it sure felt wonderful so she wasn’t about to
complain. “Damn rain.”

Gabrielle continued working. They’d traveled over so much ground since the scare at the crevice, it
was all starting to blend together in her mind. Trees, more trees, hills, and the everpresent wall on
their right, which was now beginning to angle in to join the opposite wall they could just see from the
hilltops on the left.

Somewhere ahead of them, they would meet. What would they find there? Would there be some
place where they could seek a way out of the valley?

Or was the woman right? Gabrielle faced the thought as she kneaded the tense muscles in her
partner’s back. Nah. Xena would find a way for them to get home. It would take more than a creepy
old valley to hold her.

“So.” Xena started to peel back her cut square of bark.
“So?” Gabrielle circled her from behind, and gave her a squeeze.

“How’s everything?”



Gabrielle considered. “Well, it's wet, it's muddy, and there are probably slugs around.”
Xena was silent, her hands busy with the bark. “Wasn’t what [ meant.” She finally muttered.
“It wasn’t?” The bard frowned. “What did you mean?’

Xena wrenched the bark free, then she turned in the circle of Gabrielle’s arms to face her. “You say |
don’t get subtlety?” She asked, with a wry expression. “You bleeding yet?”

Gabrielle blinked, her head jerking back a little in surprise. “Huh?” She blurted, then realized what
Xena meant. “Oh.. sheep.” She hid her face against her partner’s collarbone. “No.”

“Ahhh.” The warrior kissed her on the top of her head.
“I could just be late.” Gabrielle demurred. “I am sometimes.”

“True.” Xena agreed. “But on the other hand, not cycling right now is a gift from the gods, so don’t say
that too loud.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” The bard sighed. She hugged Xena, and felt a sense of peace come over her as
the warrior hugged her back.

Xena dropped the bark down and nudged it into place with her foot. “C’'mon.” She dropped to her
knees onto the pale, moist surface, half guiding half tugging Gabrielle along with her.

They arranged themselves as best they could, sharing the square to sit on and propping their knees
up with boots planted in the damp ground. Shoulder to shoulder, they rested quietly, listening to the
rain pelt down in almost absolute darkness.

After a little while, Gabrielle exhaled, and reached up to get her sack, removing it from it's makeshift
hook and taking it down into her lap. “Want some figs?”

“Sure.” Xena anticipated the sweet, chewy treat. “Got any of that deer left?”

“Alittle.” Gabrielle removed it by touch and separated it into two portions. She handed one to Xena
along with some figs, and put a piece into her own mouth and started chewing. “Do you have any
idea at all what those creepy things were? I've never seen anything like that before, Xena.”

The warrior took a bite of fig and pondered the question. “I don’t... well, I heard of something like
that once.” She amended. “Someone.. I think one of the guys I sailed with back when told us a story
about a ship that was cursed.”

“Like Cecrops?”

“Yeah, something like that.” Xena said. “Anyway, the crew died of something, but instead of just dying,
they became living skeletons. Just bones, and glowing eyes.”

“Ugh.”

“Guy said you could see them across the water at night. Scared hell out of the crew.” She added. “Told
the damn thing every night until they all were seeing ghosts everywhere.”

Gabrielle chewed quietly for a minute. “So what did you do?”
“Broke his jaw.”

“Mm.” Gabrielle reached in and retrieved a handful of nuts, cracking one and sharing it. “You think he
was telling the truth?”

“Nah.” Xena shook her head. “Just a sea tale.”

“But Cecrops’ story was true.” The bard argued. “And if you think about it, that’s just as crazy
sounding.” She said. “I would have thought it was just a story, if [ hadn’t actually seen it myself.”

“Maybe.” The warrior conceded. “Anyway, they were there.” She added. “Whatever they were.”

“They scared the hooters.”



Xena stopped in mid chew. “Scared the what?” She looked at her partner.

“Hooters. That's what I'm calling those guys.” Gabrielle informed her. “That weird noise they make.
You know.”

“Hooters.”
“Mm.” Xena grunted. “The damn things scared me, so why not them?” She said.

“Scared me too.” Gabrielle said. “Don’t you think they spook easy, though? They seem to be afraid of a
lot of stuff.”

Xena nodded, having noticed that as well.
“Wonder what they really are.” The bard mused. “I don’t think they’re anything Ares did, Xe.”
“No?”

“No.” Gabrielle said. “They’re way too ugly.” She glanced at her partner. “Much as I don’t like him,
he’s got good taste.”

Xena looked back at her, the barest hint of reflection off her eyes in the dim stormlight. “Was that a
compliment?”

Gabrielle chuckled softly.

“I don’t know, Gabrielle.” The warrior sighed. “There’s just so much here we just don’t know about.”
She edged over a little, so their bodies were touching. “Every time I turn around, there’s just more
mysteries and fewer answers.”

Gabrielle swallowed her last mouthful and dusted her fingers off. She took the half skull from the bag
and leaned forward, extending her hand to catch rain runoff into the makeshift cup, waiting until it
filled before she settled back and took a sip.

Xena had patiently rasped down the edges of the bone with a bit of rock, and it was smooth now and
comfortable, if still creepy, to drink from. Gabrielle took another sip, then passed it over. “Well, tell
you what.”

“What?”
“How about I tell us both a story?”

Xena laid a hand on the bard’s thigh, giving her a dimly seen fond look. “You don’t have to do that. We
both need some rest.”

“I want to do it.” Gabrielle said. “I'm tired, but not sleepy. If I tell a story, maybe I'll get my brain to
agree with my body.”

“Mm.. okay.” Xena stifled a yawn, then stopped, and cocked her head to listen.
Gabrielle sensed it. “What?” She uttered sub vocally.

After a moment, the warrior relaxed. “There’s someone out there.” She uttered back.
“Hooters?”

“Probably.” Xena listened intently. “Only one.”

The woman? Or the boy? Gabrielle wondered. “Are they coming after us?”

“No...just out there.” Xena could sense the creature not far away, but not close enough to worry her
either. It wasn’t moving around much, probably taking shelter as best it could just as they were. She
felt Gabrielle lean against her, and exhale. “Tell *you* what.”

“What?”

“How about I sing you to sleep?” Xena offered. “Haven’t done that in a long time.”



Gabrielle was positively charmed. “I'd like that.” She replied softly. “Thank you.”

Xena slid her arm around her partner’s waist and waited for Gabrielle to cuddle close, as she selected
a song from her admittedly small repertoire and composed herself to sing it. As the rain pattered
down, she started, a gentle, sweet tune she knew Gabrielle adored.

It was an expression of love that made the surroundings irrelevant, and the skulking watcher just a
point in the wind outside.

And it worked.
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Ephiny walked into total chaos in the inn. She stopped in surprise just inside the door and just
listened, watching with wide eyes as a throng of muddy, angry people all stood around the
Amphipolis village elders, yelling at the top of their lungs.

“What the heck?” She turned to ask Granella, who had spotted her and skulked on over. “What’s going
on here?”

“They’re mad.” Granella said, succinctly.

Ephiny waited, then, when nothing more was forthcoming, she looked at her friend. “And?”
Granella shrugged. “They seem to think the town up here owes them compensation.”

The regent’s jaw dropped a little. “For what?”

“Hard to say.” Granella leaned against the wall. “Something about them coming here and settling and
bringing in money, and now it’s all gone to crap, and so they’re owed.”

Ephiny’s eyebrows lifted. “ You have got to be kidding me.”

“Nope.”

The regent folded her arms over her chest. “Did someone ask them to come here?”
Granella sighed. “Well, no.. | mean, some of them just came, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“But the council’s been trying to get more of them in, and I guess.. yeah, some of them got talked into
it.” The dark haired woman explained. “But it wasn’t like anyone did this on purpose. It's a damn
flood.” She added. “So I don’t know.”

“The council paid them to come here?” Ephiny asked.
“I don’t think they paid them. More like promised them they’d do well.”

“Ah.” The regent nodded. “So now, when they’ve lost everything, they want the council to make good
on the promise.”

“Right.”

Ephiny sniffed reflectively, as she watched the council try to deal with the angry merchants and
lower town residents. “Bet they wish Gabrielle were here.”

Granella hid a grin with her hand. “Bet they do.” She agreed. “Where’s Dori?”

“Up at the village.” Ephiny said. “Playing with the rest of the rugrats and having a ball.” She spotted
Cyrene entering. “Hm.”

The innkeeper saw her, and diverted her path, heading over to where the two women were standing.
“Ephiny?”

“Yeees?” Ephiny mimicked Xena’s usual answer.

“Where’s my granddaughter?’



“We cooked and ate her. Figured you wouldn’t mind.” Ephiny replied, with a straight face.
Cyrene sighed.

“She’s up at the village with the rest of the kids.” The regent relented. “We’ve got about a half dozen
youngsters up there, and a bunch of doting aunts to watch em. She’s fine.” She looked around. “I
figured she’d be better off there than down here with all the hubbub.”

Cyrene looked around, and seemed to appreciate the sentiment. She watched the argument going on
in the corner, and shook her head. “Idiots.”

“Which ones?” Ephiny asked. “I'd say your council got what it deserved, myself.”
Cyrene turned and looked at her in surprise.
Ephiny shrugged.

“They did what they thought was best for all of us.” The innkeeper said. “No one can blame them for
stirring up business.. you shouldn’t say that. It’s those moochers who don’t’ deserve their time of
day.” She continued. “I wouldn’t give them a dinar.”

One of the bigger merchants stepped forward, his voice rising and his finger jabbing into the lead
councilman’s chest. “You listen, you useless bit of hot air! You promised me a fortune! You promised
my family a nice house! Now you make good! You make good or I'll have your head!”

Cyrene exhaled. “Fools.”

“Pity Gabrielle’s not in charge.” Ephiny remarked.

“Yeah.” Granella said. “For one thing, that guy would not be poking her.”
“More than once.”

“Hmph.” Cyrene cleared her throat. “Really, they just felt that with her traveling so much, it wasn’t
fair to ask her to be involved.”

“Do you really believe that?” Granella asked, unexpectedly. “Even Toris doesn’t.”
Cyrene eyed her.

“I think they were just torked that a woman was in charge.” The dark haired woman stated. “I heard
them talking. It had nothing to with Gab’s traveling. They just want it all. They want to run
everything, but they want them to be here to fix things when they break.” She shook her head. “I felt
bad for Gab. Telling her to get lost.. that hurt her.”

Cyrene was silent for a bit. “I didn’t think she cared.” She finally said.

“How could she not care? She loves this place.” Ephiny said. “It’s the one spot beside tall dark and
deadly she thinks of as home. Not even Potadeia is that to her.” She paused reflectively. “Or our
village.”

“All right, all right..” The head councilman finally said, loudly. “Fine, I.. I'll make it up to you. We'll
make it good. For all of you.”

Cyrene turned. “What?”

“Damn straight you will!” The merchant yelled. “And you'll start it right now by putting us up! Here!
My wife’s not gonna sleep in the back of no wagon, like you told me!” He looked around at the group.
“Right?”

“Yeah. That'’s not fair!” One of the other merchants agreed. “You gotta do us right!”
“0...of course. Of course.” The head man turned to Cyrene. “Of course.. yes?”

“No.” Cyrene replied, in a steady tone. “We’re full. You know that Alaf.”



Alaf made a shushing gesture. “Put someone out.” The man ordered. “Can’t you see how important
this is?” He glared at her. “It’s business!”

Everyone swung to look at Cyrene. “I'm an innkeeper.” She stated flatly. “My business is to run this
inn, not kick out paying customers for your whims, Alaf.”

“A whim!” Alaf hissed.

Cyrene shrugged. “I'm not the one who cut the deal with them.” She said. “If I recall, you deliberately
cut me out of that conversation.”

"

“Cyrene
“Now look!” The merchant broke in, striding forward. “You listen to me old woman..”

Granella and Ephiny reacted, cutting him off and sliding in front of Cyrene, Ephiny drawing her sword
and extending it with absolutely no hesitation whatsoever. “Hold it.” The regent ordered.

“Don’t interfere.” Alaf ordered. “This is none of your business!”

“Wrong.” Ephiny contradicted him. “This inn belongs to my queen’s family, and that makes it my
business.” She motioned the merchant forward with her other hand. “So ¢’'mon. You want a piece of
me? Think you can knock me down, big guy?”

“But..” Alaf hesitated.

“Wait your turn.” Ephiny cut him off. “I'll kick your ass when I'm done with his.” She turned back to
the merchant. “Well? See how far your big mouth gets you with me, buster.”

The merchant stared at Ephiny. “You know what the problem is in this place?” He said. “Women.” He
turned to Alaf. “They got you all whipped.”

Alaf looked at the regent.

“Bet your ass we do.” Ephiny grinned at him. “And you better thank me for keeping you from being
mean to Cyrene here, because, little man - there’s lots worse than me around here.” She spun her
sword in her hand, and then sheathed it, letting her hands come to rest on her hips and giving the
two of them her very best Amazon glare.

“You can say that again.” Cyrene stepped forward and edged past Ephiny. “Now, all of you lot, get
out.” She pointed at the door. “I don’t give a damn what deals you cut with these bastards. It's not my
affair, and [ won’t be throwing anyone out for you!”

Alaf’s lips twitched. “All right. You can stay in my house.” He told the man. “Come with me. We'll get
things settled.” He turned to leave, then turned back to Cyrene. “I”ll remember this, Cyrene.”

They walked out, slamming the door behind them while the rest of the merchants milled around
uncertainly, and then followed, leaving the inn covered in muddy footprints, but empty of their
agitated whispers.

Cyrene sighed. “This is not good.”

Ephiny took a seat at one of the tables and propped a boot up on the trestle. “I thought I was pretty
spiffy, actually. Haven’t had to pull the cycling Amazon from Hades from my bag of tricks in a while.”
She rested her arm on the table. “Did it buy me a mug of ale?”

Granella chuckled. “Eph, you're too much.” She went over and sat down. “But you know, I think we
should go find Xena and Gabrielle.”

“Thought you decided they didn’t need our help?” Cyrene said, but in a mild tone that took the sting
out.

“They don’t.” Ephiny looked up at her. “But I think we’re going to end up needing theirs, here.” She
gestured at the window. “River’s leveled. Maybe I can send a few warriors in a canoe down, see if
they spot them.”



“Hm.” Granella murmured.

Cyrene sat down next to Ephiny. “I think that would be a very good idea.” She said. “And no matter
what you say, or what you think... they could be in trouble and really need the help this time.”

Ephiny thought about that. “Anything’s possible.” She conceded. “They do get into some scrapes.” She
studied the edge of the table, drawing her finger along it. “Sometimes I think they manage to get out
of whatever they get into by themselves because they just don’t have any other option.”

“Exactly.” Cyrene agreed. “Listen, I know they’re resourceful. [ know Xena’s got more tricks up her
sleeve than.. than...”

“Than she has sleeves.” Granella supplied, with a rakish grin. “Eph, tell you what. Let me go down the
river for them. I'll take Pony.” She offered. “When we find them, that way it'll be more like me going to
them for help, then us trying to rescue them.”

All three women were quiet for a little bit. “All right.” Ephiny finally said. “Pony’d like that. She’d
rather go chasing down those two than clean up the mud in the village, that’s for damn sure.”

Granella grinned again. “I'm sure Toris won’t mind chasing after the twins instead of doing the same
here.”

Cyrene snorted and rolled her eyes.

“Cyrene.” Ephiny tapped the table. “Are those guys going to give you a problem? [ can send some
featherheads down here to hang out if they are.”

The innkeeper propped her chin up on her fist. “Probably. But I can grab some of Xena’s boys if they
get too riled up. I think they’ll go just so far before they realize they really don’t want to get their ass
kicked in public.”

“By the militia?”
“By me.” Cyrene corrected, wryly. “You know, Xena *is* my daughter.”

Granella and Ephiny both laughed at that. “Yeah, and if they get too nasty, I'll send Dori down here.”
Ephiny said. “They’ll wish they were facing the Athenian army instead.” She slapped Granella’s arm.
“Okay, deal. 1"l let Pon know. C’'mon up and you two can make plans.”

“Gotcha.” Granella nodded. “Let me go tell Toris.” She got up and slipped out the kitchen door, leaving
Ephiny and Cyrene alone.

“Let me get you that ale.” Cyrene got up and headed for the tap. “Thanks for the show, by the way.”

“I hate loudmouth jerks.” Ephiny said. “Especially loudmouth jerks who do bad things to friends of
mine.” She accepted the mug, and sipped from it, then set it down. “And I'm really ticked off about
that whole council thing with Gabrielle.”

Cyrene sat down with her own mug. “Are you?’ She mused. “When I heard, I thought it was a good
thing.. not having them bother her.” She glanced up. “Is that why they moved up the mountain?”

Ephiny stifled her first impulse, and took a steady breath instead. “Might have been one of the small
reasons.” She said. “But you know, Cyrene.. it really was because they can’t stand the uproar. They’ve
lived out in the wild too long.”

“Hmph.”

“I noticed it when they stayed by us. They just really need space.” The regent said. “And... Xena told
me she felt like this place wasn’t her home anymore.”

Cyrene looked sharply at her. “She said that to you too?”
Ephiny nodded.



“Damn it.” The innkeeper shook her head. “How can I trade that for the success of all the people
here?” She asked plaintively. “These people suffered during that war, and stood by us. Don’t they
deserve to make good now?”

They did. Ephiny had to agree with that. “Of course they do.” She said. “I don’t know what the answer
is, Cyrene.”

Aloud yell penetrated the inn wall, and they both turned to look. “Well, it could be a moot point.”
Cyrene got up and headed for the door. “We may all be going to Hades in a wicker basket now.”

Could be. Ephiny hauled herself to her feet and followed. Could very well be.
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The air was a dark gray, and so was the sky. The only color was from the trees around them, sodden
greens and the brown of moss that leant the glade a gloomy air.

Gabrielle sat cross-legged on the bark, her elbows resting on her knees as she gazed out into the
pouring rain. Across from her, under a thick bush, was their Hooter friend, the young male. He was
hunched under the leaves, drenched, but stubbornly watching them just as she was watching him.

He hadn’t tried to come any closer, after he’d found them. He just settled in across the glade, his dark
eyes fixed on them with an almost woebegone expression.

Darn it. Gabrielle wiped mist from her face for the nth time. What the heck were they going to do with
him?

Xena was taking advantage of the storm to kick back and relax, her body stretched out under the tarp
and her eyes closed. “Is he doing tricks yet?”

“Xena.” Gabrielle reached behind her and gave the warrior a slap on the calf. “What’s he waiting for, I
wonder?”

“Rain to stop?”
The bard sighed. “You're such a punk sometimes.”

“I'm bored.” Xena answered. “C’'mon over here. We can give him something more fun to watch.” She
nudged Gabrielle with her foot.

“I'm trying to figure out how to communicate with this guy.” Gabrielle nevertheless turned and laid
down on her side, draping one arm over Xena’s middle. “You're not helping.”

“Gabrielle.” Xena opened one blue eye and peered at her. “It’s raining like Hades. Besides mind
reading, how much communication you think’s getting done here?”

“Mm.” Gabrielle snuggled closer. “I don’t want to try that come here gesture again. This place isn’t big
enough for us, plus a wet Hooter.” She lifted her head and craned her neck, spotting just a quick
glimpse of their watcher as he huddled in the rain.

“Uhhuh.”
“What does he want, you think?”

“A mate.” Xena replied. “Must be frustrating the Hades out of him, seeing two females just ripe for the
picking, and having them kick his ass.”

The bard snorted softly, and buried her face into Xena’s shoulder. “This would be funny if it wasn’t so
darn...darn..”

“Annoying.”

“Frustrating.” Gabrielle corrected. “That’s what it is.. it's just so frustrating that all this stuff is
happening to us and we're just... stuck here.”

“Mm.”



Gabrielle sighed, her eyes straying out to the rain. “Is this ever going to end, Xe?” She complained,
feeling a light touch as the warrior’s hand came to rest on her back, and began a slow massage. “I'm
tired of this whole rain thing already.”

Xena gazed up at the hide protecting them, and found herself fully in agreement with her partner’s
sentiments. The heavy downpour was getting on her nerves as well, and the misty wet that kept
covering their skin was just making it worse.

She wanted to be up and gone, but having them walk in that much rain for so long was just asking for
trouble, and she was a little surprised they both weren’t coming down with colds already. She had no
herbs for that, and if Gabrielle got the coughing sickness here..

Xena felt a chill run down her spine. In reflex, she pulled Gabrielle a little closer, hugging her. A fire
was out of the question, and they’d finished off the last of their stores for breakfast. If the rain ever
stopped, they’d have to go out and find or catch something, and if the rain didn’t stop..

Well, she’d have to go out and find something anyway.

“What are you thinking about?” Gabrielle asked.

“Hunting.”

“Ah. Romantic.”

“You asked.” The warrior sighed. “Damn [ wish we were out of here.”
“Out of this charming nest you made us? Me too.” Gabrielle agreed.

“Out of this damn valley.” Xena replied, in a frustrated tone. “I'm tired of not having.. anything.. [
need.”

“Anything?”

Xena curled her hand around Gabrielle’s elbow and rubbed the skin there with her thumb. “Anything
aside from you.” She amended, wryly. “And all this wet’s getting on my last nerve.”

“Mine too.”

It was enough to drive anyone crazy, the warrior acknowledged. Knowing they had so far to go to get
home, and to be just sitting here.

Ah well.

Xena forced herself to just relax. She thought for a minute, then she rolled onto her side, tilting her
head and giving Gabrielle a Kkiss on the lips. There was a hint of figs to be found there and she took
her time following up on the hint.

Gabrielle hesitated, then leaned into the Kiss, her body responding without any conscious direction to
the familiar touch. A brief thought of their silent watcher crossed her mind, but it was just as quickly
dismissed when Xena'’s fingers traveled around from her back across her waistline and eased
between them to gently cup her breast.

She felt a jolt hit her guts, and the rain outside faded. Xena's touch always had that affect on her, even
after all this time, and she was glad enough to dismiss the discomforts around her and concentrate
on more pleasurable tingles instead.

Xena's fur tunic was unbelted, and she nudged a fold of it aside. She ran the tips of her fingers up the
warrior’s bare side, and felt the muscles just under the skin contract in reflex.

The cat skin had a musky scent of it’s own, and it blended with Xena'’s in a not unpleasant way.
Gabrielle ducked her head and kissed the warrior’s collarbone, welcoming the warmth as her
partner’s thigh slipped between hers.

“Grrr.” Xena growled softly into her ear.



Gabrielle smiled, moving her kisses slowly downward. With Xena, there was plenty of length to cover
and she liked taking her time to do so, as the warrior reciprocated with teasing nips along the back of
her neck.

Definitely more interesting that watching the rain. The bard felt a touch glide down her back, coming
to rest on her hip for just an instant, before she felt a teasing tug on the laces of her belt.

Hm. “Xe?”
“Mm?’ The warrior licked her earlobe lightly, then caught it between her teeth.
“Do I really want to moon the Hooter?”

Without even the slightest hesitation, Xena removed the catskin and draped it over Gabrielle’s body.
“There. Better?”

Leaving herself, of course, completely exposed. “Exhibitionist.” The bard surrendered, going back to
her exploration.

“My mother always says, if you got it..”

“Don’t leave it out in the rain to get wrinkled.” The bard completed the sentence, her gentle touch
moving lower and getting a soft gasp from her partner. “So there.”

“Whatever.” Xena unlaced her belt and slid her skirt away, nudging her over onto her back as their
bodies touched and melded.

Gabrielle flipped an edge of the catskin back over Xena’s torso, just before she mostly forgot about
their surroundings, and the rain, and any watchers. Her body got caught up in Xena'’s stroking, as
desire erupted in her guts and shortened her breathing.

She used to feel shy about how she reacted to Xena, but somewhere between her growing up and
them growing together, she’d dropped the blushing and just learned to really enjoy it.

Now a groan eased from her throat as Xena hit a particularily sensitive spot and she ducked her head
to tease one of Xena’s nipples in return, coaxing a low sound of appreciation from the warrior.

She used to feel a little awkward, and more than a little awed at being able to touch Xena like this,
after so much time where they’d traveled together as friends. It had seemed amazing.

“Grr.”

It had seemed unbelievable, when it finally happened.

“Ggggaabrielle.”

Oh, boy, she loved it when Xena did that. “Uhngh.” And she loved when Xena said her name, too.
Ah well. She could really think of no better way to spend a rainy day than this, after all.
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By evening, it still hadn’t stopped raining. Xena sighed, tying the makeshift laces on her even more
makeshift boots, and turned her head to look at Gabrielle. “You over this?”

“Way over it.” Gabrielle agreed. “It’s flooding under here. We can’t stick around, and if I'm gonna get
wet anyway, might as well be looking for another place to take shelter.” The bard fastened their
carrysack to her back and snugged the gut tie around her waist. “Let’s go.”

Mentally preparing herself for the rain, Xena stepped outside into it, and unfastened the skin they’d
been huddled under. It was truly sodden, but she patiently rolled and squeezed it as she folded it into
a manageable bundle.

Gabrielle stood behind her, blond hair already plastered to her head as the rain bounced off her skin
and darkened her clothing. She tipped her head back, and reckoned they had a few hours of light left



to travel by, and maybe a few more if they got lucky and the rain cleared enough for the moon to
come out.

The Hooter had disappeared. They weren'’t sure exactly when but after they’d spent a pleasant
candlemark snuggling they’d gotten up to find he was no longer there watching them.

Gabrielle wasn’t really sure if that was any kind of commentary or just coincidence. She glanced
around, then turned her back to Xena as the warrior approached. “Put it in the sack.” She
said.”There’s nothing else in there but some pieces of your rocks.”

“It's heavy.” The warrior warned.

Gabrielle turned back around and gave her partner a glare. “You are *not* going to start this.” She
said, firmly. “Xena, I swear, I can’t handle nine months of you treating me like a piece of darn crystal.”

Caught flatfooted, the warrior merely clasped the sodden hide to her chest, and blinked.

“Don’t give me that look.” The bard repressed a grin with difficulty. “Can you at least wait until we're
sure I'm pregnant?”

Xena poked her lower lip out in a pout.
“Xeeeena.” Gabrielle covered her eyes. “Stoooop.”
Xena leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Love you.”

“Mmph.” The bard peeked up at her, melting effortlessly at the honest sentiment she saw in the
warrior’s eyes. “That’s not fair.” She murmured. “You know exactly where to get me.”

The warrior gently turned her around, and started stuffing the hide into her carrysack. “After all this
time I damn well better.” She pushed the lumpy load flat with one hand. “How’s that?”

Darn it. It was heavy. Gabrielle felt the strap across her waist dig into her ribs. She shifted it a little,
and pulled the sack higher on her shoulders. “It’s okay.”

“You sure?” Xena uttered, right into her ear.

“Yep.” Gabrielle knew at this point, if she admitted otherwise she was going to be ribbed
unmercifully, so she hitched herself up and got on with it, heading down out from where they’d taken
shelter towards the wall again.

Xena caught up to her and they walked side by side, both of them using their staffs as the rain drove
against them. Most of the animals were hiding from the rain, and they walked through a forest that
seemed almost eerily quiet.

They had only walked for about half candle mark when they heard a soft rustling off to the right.
Xena paused, and put her arm out, but Gabrielle had already stopped, lifting her staff up and sliding
her hands across it at shoulder’s width.

The leaves went still, then after a moment, a branch slowly moved aside, and the woman Hooter
appeared, her expression wary as she studied them.

Gabrielle eased her staff back down onto the ground. “Hi.” She greeted the woman. “I'm glad you
came back. We didn’t mean to scare you off before.”

The woman Hooter stayed where she was, her eyes going with deep apprehension to Xena. “What are
you?” Her voice, as before, was low and guttural, the tone hoarse.

Gabrielle turned and looked at her partner, then she turned back. “Who, Xena?” She asked. “Xena’s a
person. Just like [ am.” She studied the Hooter. “Just like you are.”

Xena remained silent, her hands wrapped around her staff as she leaned on it.

“You killed a two fang.” The Hooter accused.



“Sure.” Gabrielle said, after a moment’s hesitation. “It was trying to kill us.” She explained. “We didn’t
have a choice.”

Xena stiffened suddenly, straightening. “Watch out.” She warned. “There’s more around us.”

Gabrielle shifted and took a step back, her eyes sweeping around them as she put a tree at her back
and cleared Xena’s reach. She couldn’t see anything in the foliage, but she trusted Xena’s senses
implicitly and she lifted her staff into a defensive posture.

A hoot from her left confirmed the warrior’s hearing. “Tell them not to attack us.” Gabrielle suddenly
said, turning towards the woman Hooter. “They’re going to get hurt.”

The woman licked her lips.
“I'm not kidding.” The bard warned.

The woman picked up a rock. Xena and Gabrielle both tensed, and Gabrielle felt a shiver come over
her skin as her body readied itself for battle. The cold rain eased, as a flush warmed her and she
clenched and relaxed her hands on her staff.

The woman lifted her hand, but instead of throwing the rock, she whacked it against the tree she was
crouched next to. She was answered by a hoot, and she whacked the tree again.

Gabrielle tapped Xena on the back of the leg lightly.

Another hoot. The woman cautiously edged out into view, raising her hand over her head, and
making a sign with her fingers.

Xena snorted, one shoulder lifting into a half shrug. “You win.”

Alow, powerful hoot came from their left, and Gabrielle swiveled a little, her eyes searching the
bushes intently. After a few blinks to clear the rain from her eyes, she spotted a discontinuity in the
leaves, and her vision focused on a flicker of light that resolved itself into a pair of brown eyes.

There was danger around them. She could feel that. But there was danger in them also, and she
hoped the Hooters realized that as well.

Arock appeared in the air. “Gab.” Xena surged into motion, but the rock was closer to Gabrielle than
she was, and the bard whipped her staff up and intercepted it, whacking it in the opposite direction
with a loud, distinct crack.

“Nice.” Xena said. “Tell them not to try that again or the next one’s going up someone’s ass.” She told
the woman Hooter directly. “That’s gonna hurt.”

The woman stared at Xena. Gabrielle cleared her throat gently. “I don’t think she really understood
that, hon.” She muttered. “Tell them to stop.” She repeated, in a louder voice. “If Xena could kill a two
fang, your people are nothing to her.”

Xena gave her a look.

The woman definitely seemed to understand that. She smacked the rock against the tree several
times, with an urgency, and signed with her hand in the direction just past Gabrielle’s left. The bard
sensed motion, and she stepped back gracefully, turning to face the bushes but moving out of Xena'’s
way at the same time.

Xena slid past her at the same time, tucking her staff under her arm and wrapping her fingers around
it while she removed her hand ax from her belt and hefted it, her eyes fixed on where the male
Hooter was hiding.

“Careful, Xe.” Gabrielle took up her rear guard position, watching the rest of the undergrowth
carefully. It was so thick here, it was hard to see anything past the deep green leaves, and with the
rain, hard to hear anything in them as well.

The woman Hooter banged her rock again, and signed, and hearing a answering hoot, finally got so
frustrated she stood up out of the bushes and let out a scream so loud it made Xena grimace.



The male hooted angrily. The woman threw the rock at him, the stone tearing through the leaves and
disappearing. She screamed again, and signed with both hands.

Xena paused, waiting to see what was going to happen. “Keep your eyes open.” She warned Gabrielle.
“Don’t worry. I've got you covered.” The bard answered.

After a brief silence, the male Hooter stood up, his head rising out of the brush as he faced off against
Xena. He was the largest of them, almost as tall as the warrior, with thick, very broad shoulders and
a powerful chest.

He smacked his chest with one hand, and hooted at Xena, tossing his head with an almost arrogant air
- only to dissolve into startled fear when the warrior leaped at him, letting out a yell of her own and
swinging her ax at his head.

He scurried off quickly, hiding behind a tree and staring at her.
Xena twirled her ax and snorted. “Typical.”

The woman Hooter dashed out from behind her tree and raced over to where the male was, signing
furiously at him. Her attitude, though, was one of fear, and as she reached him, she crouched down
and held her hands over her head.

Gabrielle watched them in fascination, trying to figure out what they were saying to each other with
mostly body language and a few signs.

Only a few. But they were communicating, and she felt proud of herself for understanding the
possibility of that despite what her partner had thought. It was a rare thing to have Xena be wrong
and at least now, after all this time, she freely admitted it when it did happen.

But only to Gabrielle. “We really don’t’ want to hurt you.” She called out to the woman. “We’re just
trying to get out of here.”

The male glared at them, then he surprisingly hunkered down next to the female, hooting softly at
her. The female signed something at him, with a small grunting noise of her own. He jerked his head
up twice, then backed up, going behind a tree again and watching Xena.

“Now what?” Gabrielle muttered.

“Guess we'll find out.” Xena took a few steps back, closer to Gabrielle. “At least they’re not just
attacking us.”

an.u

The woman got up and ambled over towards them. When she got close, she sat down on the ground,
and did the same thing she’d done with the males, held her hands over her head.

Xena turned and looked at Gabrielle. “Any ideas?”

Gabrielle studied the woman. “I think that means... she wants to talk to you.” She said. “Go over and
kneel down next to her.”

The warrior looked dubious, but she complied, easing down on one knee cautiously. “If she bites me,
you're gonna never hear the end of this, Gabrielle.”

“If she tries, I'll knock her block off.” Gabrielle replied shortly. She edged up behind her partner and
waited, her hands clasped around her staff.

The woman stayed in her hunched position. Xena turned her head and looked questioningly at the
bard, her eye brows hiking up.

“Touch her hand.” Gabrielle said.

Obediently, Xena did so, drawing her own back quickly when the woman straightened and peered at
her, thorugh the rain that now came down in sheets over both of them. “Well?” She asked. “I know
you can talk. So talk.”



The woman Hooter gazed steadily at her. “Come with us.” She said. “See what we are.”

0o. Gabrielle felt the dual strong tugs of caution and curiosity. “Where?” She asked, but the woman
didn’t even look at her.

“Where?” Xena repeated.
The woman pointed in the general direction of the wall. “Our place.”
Xena stood and backed up. “I don’t like it.”

“Me either.” Gabrielle put a hand on her arm. “But chances are, it’s out of the rain.” She said. “And
maybe, if we can figure out who these people are... they’ll just leave us alone, and we can get on our
way. It's hard with them chasing us.”

“Mm.” Xena grunted. “It's dangerous, Gabrielle. They’re wild.. almost wild animals.”

Gabrielle studied the creatures. Xena was right about that, she realized, but there was some level of
understanding there. “We can handle it.” She finally said. “I think we should take the risk.”

Xena considered that for a moment. She tipped her head back and looked at the clouds, which were
only getting darker, and heavier. “All right.” She finally said. “I still don’t like it, but.. “ She looked at
the woman. “Okay.” She said. “We’ll go.”

An expression of relief came over the woman’s face, and she got up, motioning them to follow. Xena
stepped in front of her and held a hand up. “Hold it.” She watched the woman cringe and back up. “If
anyone tries to hurt us.” She said, slowly. “I will kill them. You understand me?”

Slowly, the woman nodded.
“All right. Let’s go.” Xena motioned for Gabrielle to go in front of her. “I"ll watch your back.”

Gabrielle nodded and followed the woman, aware of the silent figures gliding through the trees on
either side of them. Thunder rolled over head, and she wondered, briefly, if they weren’t making a
very big mistake.

Hoots went up around them. Gabrielle sighed and clutched her staff. Guess she’d have to wait and
find out.
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It was nearly nightfall by the time they reached the Hooter shelter. It wasn’t quite a cave, much to
Xena’s relief, it was more of a long, extended overhang back into the cliff face, that showed some
signs of having been chipped out by unskilled hands.

There was a long, rocky slope filled with loose gravel in front of it, and the brush had been cleared
back to allow a view of anything approaching. Xena caught all these details, and she nodded slightly,
her estimation of the Hooter’s intelligence creeping up a notch.

As they walked into the cleared space, the male Hooters appeared from the forest around them,
slouching by and into the shelter with dark looks and wary distance. The biggest one alone took his
time, stalking up the slope and pausing at the entrance to look at them, before he went inside as well.

“We okay?” Gabrielle uttered softly. “Looks pretty open.”

“Mm.” Xena grunted a response, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I think we’re all right. Just be very,
very careful.” The male Hooters still made her wary, but they’d kept their distance the entire walk,
and showed every sign of continuing to do so.

Xena wasn’t sure if going inside their lair would change anything, but at least they had a clear escape
path, and by her count, only about a dozen of the Hooters were inside, a number she felt they were
capable of dealing with.

“Wonder where the rest of them are?” Gabrielle asked, as they approached the cliff overhang.

“Reading my mind?”



The bard chuckled softly, easing inside and blinking at little while her eyes adjusted to the additional
gloom, that yet wasn’t as dark as she’d expected. “Oh. Xena, look.”

The warrior ducked her head to one side and peered at the roof of the overhang, which was dotted
with tiny, glowing specks. They didn’t shed a lot of light, just a soft eerie glow but it was something
other than darkness. “Huh.”

“It’s pretty.” Gabrielle edged further inside as her vision adjusted. The overhang was sheltering a
range of different levels of stone, and it went back for maybe ten of Xena'’s outstretched arm lengths.
There were piles of leaves in various places, matted down and roundish and near each one were
small collections of stones and other items.

Nests? She watched the Hooters separate and go to the leaf piles, confirming her guess. There was
little else in the shelter save some stacks of twigs and a few animal bones and she supposed they
lived day to day on what they found much like she and Xena had often done when traveling.

Or now.

The male Hooter went to the top level nearest the cavern roof, in the back and sat down in his pile of
leaves, folding his arms over his knees and glaring morosely at them.

“Come.” The woman told them, gesturing towards a shelf off to one side.

Xena cast a dark look around the cavern, but followed her, with Gabrielle at her heels. The shelter
smelled about like she’d expected, dusty and rank, the scent of long decayed kills mixed with refuse
and worse that thankfully wasn’t too overpowering due to the open nature of the overhang.

She could smell water somewhere, a richly mineral scent that tickled her nose, and as they stepped
further inside the overhang, the rain finally stopped drenching them much to her relief.

One of the males hooted loudly. The others responded, and two stood up, gesturing angrily at each
other. The big male in the back let out a bellow, and after a few breaths, the sound subsided.

“Nice.” Xena sighed.

“Stay here.” The woman rasped. She crawled up onto one of the ledge and gathered something to
her, then she ambled back into the open space, heading for the big male’s nest.

Gabrielle watched her, easing down onto one knee as water dropped off her clothing onto the stone.
This was like nothing she’d ever seen, not even the cave of the throwback forest people had been like
that. The difference, she realized, was that the forest dwellers were acting in a certain way because
they wanted to where these creatures were what they were just because they were.

It felt very wild, and very dangerous to be here. She felt tense, and she knew Xena was even more so.
The warrior was standing between her and the rest of the room, her weight resting on her staff and
her eyes moving constantly.

And yet, here was something completely new to both of them. Gabrielle had to admit that situation
didn’t happen nearly as often as it used to, and it touched the spirit of adventure inside her. One of
the most exciting things she’d felt about traveling with Xena when they’d first met was that every
sunset of her life then had ended someplace new.

There was something very appealing about that, especially to a newly minted bard.

She sat down on the stone, letting the pack on her back rest and taking the weight off her shoulders.
Now that she’d gotten used to the soft glow, she could see details around her, smudges on the rock
wall in the back that looked like the images she’d seen before, and the few animal skins stretched on
frames made of branches stacked off to one side.

Alow hoot made her look back at the woman. She had stopped next to the big male, and crouched
down, with the now familiar posture of hands over head. The sight made Gabrielle’s face twitch into
an almost grimace, and she half stood back up as the big male slapped at her hand.



Xena reached back and put a hand on her shoulder without even looking. Gabrielle moved forward
and came up next to her, feeling the hand shift across her back as Xena’s arm draped over her
shoulders instead. They stood watching as the female crawled forward and put down a bundle in
front of the male.

The male pushed the bundle aside, and grabbed the female, twisting her around and mounting her
sexually. He let out a hoot and bared his teeth, thrusting energetically.

Both Xena and Gabrielle surged forward as if they were one person. Gabrielle yelled a warning as
they ran across the rocks towards the two of them.

One of the smaller males got up and jumped at Xena as she came close, only to be whacked across the
head by the warrior’s staff with a crack that resounded across the cavern.

“No!” The woman gasped. “No.. no stop!” She held a shaking hand up in the oncoming warriors
direction. “No!” She looked behind her at the male, who had frozen in place, his eyes huge.

Realizing they were being addressed, Xena slowed, holding out one arm to catch Gabrielle as she
almost lunged past. “What?”

“Itis the way.” The female told them. “Go back.”

The other males started hooting, standing up and waving their arms. The sound echoed and re-
echoed, beating down on their ears as Xena and Gabrielle exchanged glances.

“Go!” The woman begged.

Slowly, they retreated back to the side alcove together. The chaos went on for a few minutes, then
faded out as the big male started his thrusting again, grunting lustily.
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“Xena.” Gabrielle sat down on the edge of the rock. “”I'm not sure I can handle this.” She admitted

softly, feeling a flush of guilt heat her skin.

The warrior sat down next to her, a perplexed expression on her face. “Me either.”
Gabrielle looked at her, seeing the angular profile tense in the dim glow. “Really?”
“Yeah.”

Gabrielle averted her eyes from the two Hooters. “Should we just get out of here?” She asked. “How...
that’s horrible.”

Xena reached up and scratched the bridge of her nose, then pinched it. “Just close your eyes.” She
finally said. “I don’t want us back out in that damn storm.”

It was over before she could really do it. Gabrielle heard the male cough, and she looked up in reflex
to see the woman headed back down towards them with that odd, shambling gait. The male was now
sprawled in his leaf bed, busy eating something out of the bundle she’d brought him. “Gods.”

Xena put her arm around her partner again, pulling her close. “Just take it easy.” She said. “We'll get
through this.”

Gabrielle rested her head against Xena'’s shoulder.

The woman Hooter reached them and sat down, staring at them in the dim light. “This is our way.”
She rasped. “You should not have hurt the crooked one.”

Xena glanced at the Hooter she’d clobbered, who was curled up in his nest moaning. “He shouldn’t
have jumped at me.” She said, bluntly. “Why did you want us to come here?”

Gabrielle untied the pack from her back and let it slide off her shoulders. “We’re sorry if we did
something wrong. We were trying to help you.”

“You do not understand.” The woman wrapped her arms around her knees. “He honors me by doing
that.” She said. “I have not sprouted in many moons. But I still hope for it.”



Sprouted? Gabrielle’s brow creased, then cleared as she realized what the woman meant. Xena was
remaining quiet after her last statement, her hands busy untangling Gabrielle from the pack and
working it free. “Sorry.” She murmured. “Do you have... children?”

The woman looked over her shoulder. “They are there.” She said, in a disinterested tone. “Those that
live.”

Xena handed Gabrielle a pear from the pack, and took one for herself. The Hooters here were all
males, save this one woman. “Where are the rest?” She indicated the cavern. “I saw more.”

“Many places.” The woman answered evasively.
“Is this.. a hunting group?” Gabrielle asked. “I noticed it’s all males.. except for you.”
The woman looked furtively at her, but didn’t answer.

The other males rustled around, some going over to where the stretched hides were and scrounging
in a shallow rock pit there, taking away dark, filthy looking bones. One came over to stare at them,
then slunk away, something square clutched in one fist.

Xena chewed on her pear slowly. She paused, and indicated the back wall, where very dimly, the dark
pictographs were just barely visible. “What are those?”

The woman looked behind her, then she looked back at Xena. “Only the old one knows.” She said.
“And he tells no one.”

“Then what's the point?” Gabrielle asked. “Those pictures tell a story, I know it.” She went on. “And if
no one’s meant to know the story, why tell it?”

The woman stared at her in silence.
“Why do you speak, and they don’t?” Xena asked suddenly.

For a minute, Gabrielle thought the woman wasn’t going to answer that question either. Then she
lifted her head, an oddly proud gesture, and looked directly at Xena.

“It is my gift.” She said. “The old one told us.”

That made no sense. Gabrielle felt the strangeness of the situation getting more and more
pronounced. Paladia’s ability to draw was a gift. Her own ability to tell stories was a gift. Xena’s
voice.. her ability to sing. That was a gift.

Speaking wasn'’t a gift. It was something you learned, as Dori had learned from them how. Gabrielle
understood that in a very real way, and so, what the woman was saying to her - she knew that wasn’t
true.

“Where is the old one?” Xena asked.
“At another place.” The woman answered briefly. “With others.”

Xena finished her pear and took out a handful of nuts, the results of some very meager gathering
they’d been able to do on the way to the overhang. She cracked one open, and picked out a nutmeat,
handing it over to Gabrielle.

“What you do?” The woman suddenly asked. “Why?”

Gabrielle paused in the act of taking the nut. “What?” She put the nut in her mouth and chewed it.
“Why did she give me that?”

“Why? You are the strong one.” The woman indicated Xena.
Xena cracked another nut and shared it. “So?”

The woman seemed nervous. She got up and edged away from them, going over to sit on a nearby
ledge in silence. After a bit, she turned her head. “Do not show the big one.” She whispered, then went
silent again and ignored them.



Xena stolidly shared the rest of her nuts, and then a few lonely, tattered figs she found at the bottom
of the bag. “Gotta admit.” She mused. “I haven’t been this confused since I was six years old.”

Gabrielle sighed. “Well, that makes me feel better.”
“Figured it would.”

One of the younger males hopped over and stared at them, with an obvious physical arousal. Xena
picked up her staff and got up. “Tell lover boy he’ll lose his manhood if he gets any closer.” She told
the female, but before the woman could answer, the big male barked gruffly, and threw a rock at the
younger male.

The younger male retreated, but not without a protesting hoot. Xena sat back down, and glared at the
rain still pouring down outside. “Know what?”

“Me too.” Gabrielle pulled her legs up crossed under her. “Gonna be a long night.” But her mind was
caught with the riddle of the creatures, and now, with so many more confusing clues, the puzzle
seemed only to be getting bigger and bigger with every minute.

Oh well. At least they weren’t attacking them any more. Maybe, she reasoned, if they could get to talk
to the ‘old one’ - the puzzle pieces would begin to fit in place. Maybe they could even find an easy
way out.

Thunder rolled. Gabrielle sighed, and leaned against Xena’s shoulder. At least they had each other,
and a dry spot to rest.

Better than nothing.
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One Wild Ride
Part9

Dori dragged a chair over to the window and climbed up on it, putting her hands on the sill and
looking out. Her face wrinkled in displeasure when she saw the weather outside. “Uck.”

Ares hauled himself up onto his hind legs and put his paws next to her hands, his big pink tongue
lolling out. “Agurr.”

“No good, Guff.” Dori said. “Too wet. N'body wants to go play.” She lamented to her furry buddy. “We
gots nothing to do.”

Ares licked his chops and snuffled the air. The puppies had been left down near the inn by a prudent
Ephiny and the cabin was very quiet. The Amazons had run down to the village for a quick check on
things, and left Dori to her own devices for a while, after extracting a promise from her that she’d ‘be
good.’

Mama said that all the time. Be good. Dori wondered what it really meant. She always just said okay
when someone asked her, and then did fun things anyway, but mama never really got mad about
that.

She missed mama. She wished mama was here to tell stories, and she wished Boo was here just
because Boo made everything more fun.

She missed hearing mama and Boo laugh. It was so quiet without them around.

Dori got down and sat on the chair, kicking her feet out. She was bored. She wished they were back in
Eff’s place, so she could play with the girls, or down by gramma’s so she could be with her cousins.
“Guff, you are not fun.”

“Growf.” Ares sat down and panted.

Dori reached out and grabbed his tongue and pulled it. Ares whined and waggled his head, making
her laugh. “Funny Guff.” She released him and scratched his ears instead, making him happy.



Dori went over to where her toys were and looked at them, then she went over to the table and
climbed up onto a chair, pulling Gabrielle’s diary over to her. She knew it was her mother’s, and she
also knew mama really liked it. She couldn’t mess it up, or mama would be real mad at her.

She opened the top and looked at a few pages, turning them, but the squiggly lines were pretty
boring. She looked at the first page again. “Dis one’s different, Guff.”

Ares laid down and put his head on his paws.

The squiggles on the hard side were different than the squiggles on the soft side. Dori wondered
why. Frowning, she got off the chair and went to where mama kept her feathers, even though mama
thought she hid them real good.

She got out a feather and the little jar and brought them back to the table. “Mama does this.” Dori
announced, dunking the pointy part of the feather into the jar and pulling it back out. It was covered
in black, and it had a funny smell she knew. “Yes.”

Ares sighed.

Dori industriously copied mama, finding a space on the bottom of the inside page and making
squiggles. When she finished, she looked at her work, then put the feather down. “Donno why mama
does that, Guff.”

Ares rolled over and stretched out on his side, his paws twitching a little.

“Wish mama were here.” Dori got up and wandered around the cabin. “Want mama and Boo.” She
stopped in front of the wooden chest near the back wall and opened the lid, standing on her toes to
peek inside. It smelled nice, and she saw why. “Boo!”

Ares sneezed.

“Look!” Dori hauled out a set of folded brown leathers, grunting with the effort of getting them out of
the box. “Look, Guff. Boo’s stuff!”

The wolf trotted over and sniffed it, and his tail started to wave back and forth.

Dori dropped the leathers and went back to the box, to see what else she could find. She spotted a
boot and pulled it out, then found the other. She leaned over and her hands touched more leather, but
this time it was hard. “Oh!”

“Growf!”

Dori fit her hands around the thing she’d found and she picked it up carefully, getting it to the top of
the chest before she overbalanced and ended up on her bottom, the thing on top of her. “Owie!” Dori
let out a yelp, rubbing her head where the sword hilt had hit it. “No good!”

But at least she had it. She sat with Boo’s thing in her lap and looked at it, touching the round part at
the end that was curled and pretty. It was harder to hold onto than she thought - Boo picked it up so
easy. Experimentally, she fit her hand around the round part and tried to lift it, but it took both
hands and all her strength to do it. “Ugh!”

Ares merely twitched his eyebrows, watching her.

Dori put Boo’s thing down. “Too hard.” She got up and went back to the leathers instead. She
unfolded them and crawled inside, sticking her head out of the hole in the top. “Look, Guff!” She
waved her arms out the side. “Like Boo!”

Ares thumped his tail.

Dori stood up, grabbing the straps when Boo’s stuff tried to fall off her. She shuffled forward, heading
for Ares with a giggle. “Boo boo boo..”

Ares got up as she approached and came over, snuffling at her and bumping her with his nose.

“Yahhh!” Dori lifted her hands and let out a yell.



“Erf!” Ares scuttled out of the way and hid behind the bed.

“You a big chicken!” Dori accused, shuffling back over to where the boots were. She sat down again
and pulled one on the wrong foot, the leather coming up to the very top of her leg. She observed the
result, and pulled the other one on, then tried to get up.

“Guck.. Guff, c’'mere.” Dori grunted, flailing around with her arms. Her hand hit the chair, and she
pulled it over, nearly pulling it on top of herself. “Ow.”

“Gruff!”

“Shh.” Dori used the back of the chair as a handhold and pulled herself up, until she was standing. She
gripped the straps and shuffled forward, the boots clunking on the floor. “Ugh!” She frowned. “Guff,
this is no fun.” She complained. “Too hard!”

Ares wisely remained behind the bed.

A sound outside caught Dori’s attention. Someone was coming to the cabin, but it was only one
person, and it wasn’t Boo or mama. She wasn’t really sure how she knew it wasn’t, but she knew and
it made her sad.

The door opened. Dori turned towards it and spread her arms out, making her yell again. “Yahh!!”
Eff stopped and made a very funny face.

Dori reached down and grasped Boo’s heavy thing and picked it up. “I go like Boo!”

Eff put her hand over her mouth and she started shaking.

“Boo, Boo Boo!” Dori said. “Eff, c’'n we go find mama and Boo, please?”

Eff came in and sat down. She held her arms out. “C’'mere, Dori. You've just made it impossible for me
ever to look Xena in the face and not laugh, but I love ya anyway.”

Dori amiably ambled over and accepted the hug. “C'n we go get mama?” She asked again. “I miss
mama.”

“I know, honey.” Eff said. “You know what? I sent Poo Poo and Granella out to find your mama and
your Boo. How do you like that? They’ll find them, and bring them back to us.”

“Poo poo?” Dori felt a little sad about that. Poo Poo wa fun. “Will they get mama soon?”
“Soon as they can.” Eff said. “Now, where’d you get all this stuff from, huh?”

“Dere.” Dori pointed at the chest. “Boo’s stuff.”

“I know.” Eff smiled. “You look just like Boo. You know that?”

Dori grinned. “Boo!”

Ephiny gave the child another hug. “Gods, you're so cute.” She exhaled. “I'm only sorry your mama
and Xena weren't here to see you in this getup. They’d have croaked.”

*k

Xena was really glad of only two things. One, that she was near enough to freedom to feel the mist of
the rain hitting her skin, and that she’d relaxed all day before they’d left so she could stay up all night
on watch.

The creatures were getting so on her nerves, she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. They had
settled down for the night, she supposed, leaving two of the bigger ones near the entrance on the
other side to watch.

The woman had curled up on the bare rocks near the stores.



Gabrielle was curled up in Xena’s arms, not quite asleep, but not quite awake, either. Xena had laid
her ax, and the staff by her hand, but her left arm was around her partner, the warm contact
providing her with as much comfort as she’d allow herself in this strange and dangerous situation.

She wished they were home. Xena felt the uncertainty of the situation weighing on her, and the
longer they spent in the valley, the more the thought of them not getting out niggled at the back of
her mind. She’d seen no easy way to the top of the cliffs so far, and more and more the possibility of
there not being one was becoming likely.

So then what? Xena nuzzled the top of Gabrielle’s head, as she felt the bard exhale softly against her
neck. Was Gabrielle thinking about Dori, as she was? Wondering what the child was up to, and
imagining what she was thinking?

She felt Gabrielle shift a little, her fingers flexing against the warrior’s skin. “Gab?”

“Mm?”

“Can’t get to sleep?”

After a moment’s hesitation, the bard shook her head. “My brain’s buzzing.” She admitted.

“Me, too.”

“I wish we weren’t in here.” The bard whispered. “Theres just something so wrong in this place.”

Xena hugged her a little closer. “If it wasn’t raining, we’d go.” She replied. “We’ll get outta here first
light, Gabrielle. I promise.”

The bard sighed and closed her eyes. “I feel like throwing up.”

The warrior patted her on the side with a gentle hand. “Think positive. Maybe it's morning sickness.”
Almost against her will, Gabrielle smiled. “It’s the middle of the night.”

“Never mattered last time.”

“Mm.. except you were the one who was sick all the time.” The bard reminded her. “Not me.” She
paused. “Well, except a couple times.”

“Mmhm.”

Gabrielle remembered being pregnant with Dori, and the thought made her smile again. “Ah..it's not
that kind of stomach ache.” She said, in a regretful tone. “More the tied up in knots kind.”

“Mm.” Xena grunted. “Yeah.”

“You too?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe we're both pregnant.” Gabrielle suddenly suggested. “Wouldn’t that be weird?
Unseen, Xena’s eyes popped wide open as she stared across the cavern. “Weird?”

“Well.” The bard said. “Weirder than just one of us being, I mean. That’s weird enough, don’tcha
think?”

Xena now found her mind wholly occupied with a problem of a different nature. What if Gabrielle
were right? There was no logic behind the bard getting pregnant this time, so what.. what if
whatever.. magic.. was involved just got..

Xena blinked a few times. “I never considered that.” She finally admitted, in a low mutter.
G