
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				[image: xena_logo.jpg]
			

				Xena Warrior Princess: Eight Book Collection

				The Empty Throne, The Huntress and the Sphinx, The Thief of Hermes, Prophecy of Darkness, Go Quest, Young Man, Questward Ho!, How the Quest Was Won and The Further Adventures of Xena

				Ru Emerson


			
				[image: HarperCollins e-books]
			

		

	
		
			[image: ebook_cover_placeholder.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			
				[image: xena_logo.jpg]
			

			
			The Empty Throne

			Ru Emerson

			Based on the Universal TV television series created by John Schulian and Robert Tapert

			
				[image: logo.jpg]
			

		

	
		
			

			Dedication

			To Doug.

			For Roberta, who did her furry darndest to keep me from getting it done.

			And to Lea Day, who suggested a certain quasi-mortal character and a certain line. I’m still laughing, lady.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			“ . . . I’m not asking for miracles! You know? Just—just a little respect!” Gabrielle shook her head sharply, sending the long, blond hair flying. She glanced sidelong at her companion. “You’re not laughing at me, are you?”

			Xena shifted her grip on her horse’s bridle and caught the corners of her mouth between her teeth to hold back a smile. “Of course not. But even a little respect under the circumstances—well, it sounds to me like you want a miracle.”

			“I—all right.” Gabrielle sighed. “Not respect, just a few basic manners! I know we were in a tavern, I understand that isn’t the same as the Oracle’s Grove at Delphi, or the Academy in Athens, and of course I can see that even some of the same men could behave differently in all those places. Still, I was minding my own business, I wasn’t even talking to any of them, and I certainly wasn’t acting like a—like one of those women, and I just don’t see why being in a tavern means a man doesn’t need to behave himself around a woman who isn’t behaving like a strumpet, do you?”

			“Of course not.” Xena turned the horse into a narrow, grassy ravine that meandered north. The afternoon was turning hot, and the last water had been left behind at midday. Gabrielle scrambled along the rocky, brushy wall to ease past them and take the lead. “But, Gabrielle, it isn’t realistic to expect men like the ones in that tavern to show any kind of manners anywhere—except bad ones. You come from a village, Gabrielle, and you’ve traveled with me for long enough to know that some men . . .”

			Gabrielle sighed as she walked up the slope. “All right, I know how things are; I just can’t see why they have to be that way! And you’ll have to admit that for once, I was doing exactly what you said for me to do, I was on the far side of the building with the innkeep’s wife!” She cast her companion a dark glance, her hazel eyes stormy.

			“And some soldier who just got back from Sparta and was burying the dust of the road in a large mug of mead came over to get another mugful from the innkeep’s wife—and pinched you.” Xena’s ice-blue gaze was briefly not at all amused, though her voice remained light; Gabrielle, her own attention all for the increasingly rough way ahead, didn’t notice. “Next time, do the other thing I told you. When someone lays hands on you, yell. Then, even if the damage is done, he won’t try anything again, with you or anyone else. Unless he thinks about it first.”

			The sigh was more exasperated this time. “Oh, Xena, you know how it is—I just hate to feel that you need to take care of me all the time!”

			“I know that. I don’t take care of you all the time, though; you’ve talked yourself out of some serious situations all by yourself and you’ve helped me out of a few. Remember what you said a while back, ‘You fight and I’ll talk’? You talk just fine, especially when fighting won’t work. Everyone has something he or she does best.”

			“And you fight.” Gabrielle’s voice sounded flat.

			Xena tugged at her long skirt. “So? The mannerless clod who pinched you knows how to fight, almost anyone can fight. I’m better at it than he is, but it’s still the same thing. Nearly anyone can learn how to kill—that doesn’t take talent, skill, or anything really important. You do something a little more unique, Gabrielle. You create.”

			“I don’t really.” The girl paused a moment to eye her companion, before turning her attention back to the ground in front of her. “I take the stories everyone knows, that’s all—”

			“Not true. Not everyone knows them, or maybe they’ve heard them before, but the stories didn’t have much to do with them. You can take a story like that and make it important to people, make them care. You’re every bit as good as that boy we left at the Athens Academy. The one who closed his eyes when he chanted.”

			“Homer,” Gabrielle said promptly, and sighed; one hand remained briefly above the branch before she shook her head, grabbed for the hold, and moved upward. “Except he was going to change his name to Orion. I can’t think why; Homer’s a nice name. You know, I wish he could’ve seen Ilium—Troy, sorry—and Helen. I think he’d have made a wonderful story of all that. You know, the war, the men who came to fight it—all that.”

			“Maybe. Maybe you’ll do a better story; you could’ve had his place at the Academy if you’d been more selfish, you know.”

			“I was more selfish,” Gabrielle asserted rather breathlessly. “I wanted to stay with you. Besides, I can learn more tales out here—not just the ones you and I live but the ones we hear, doing all this traveling—than I’d ever get in the Academy.”

			“I suppose.”

			“Sure.” She jumped from rock to rock; Xena found a way along the damp, muddy ravine that her horse could manage, and slowly fell a little behind. Gabrielle drew a deep breath and finally went on. “But I wasn’t just being selfish that way—I mean, wanting to stay with you. I guess it’s all right for some people to get their tales secondhand at the Academy, and then apply their own way of telling to make them fresh. I just like being out in the real world, learning stories from the people who lived them, or living them myself. Besides, Homer will be truly happy there. He’ll fit in properly, and he won’t have to spend half his life arguing with his father about how he should tell his stories, will he?”

			Xena eyed her companion’s back thoughtfully. Gabrielle often came across to outsiders as a chattering, silly young girl, but there were unexpected depths to her; she was kind and honest. And perceptive. The warrior shook her head. Let’s not get all weepy-eyed, here. She’s a nice kid and also a good cook; you’d have starved on your own by now. “Well—I’m glad you feel that way about it. It’s never a good idea to want something you can’t have, especially if you deliberately turned it down.”

			Gabrielle turned to glance down at her; she was smiling faintly and her eyes seemed amused. “Oh—I know that.”

			Silence for some moments, except for the jingle of harness, as the two women clambered up the ravine; Xena’s horse came placidly at the end of his rein, but all at once he whickered restlessly and nudged her shoulder.

			Gabrielle glanced down at him, a frown creasing her brow. “Um—is he trying to tell you there’s someone, or a bunch of someones, hiding up there, waiting to jump us?”

			“I doubt it; why would anyone hide at the head of a ravine in the middle of nowhere, just in case someone decided to drag a horse up it? More likely, he smells water. I’ve only been in this part of Ithaca once before, but I seem to remember a well not far from here.” She pressed her companion gently to one side. “Wait here; we’ll check things out first, and I’ll let you know.”

			“Ah—great! I’ll—ah—I’ll be right here,” Gabrielle replied cheerfully, but her hazel eyes were dark with worry.

			Xena gave her a reassuring smile, then forged on. The horse was definitely restless; but it wasn’t the kind of behavior she’d expect if there were other horses around—or men. He was right behind her, urging her on, butting her shoulder with his head whenever she slowed to check her footing, or the trees and brush ahead. She climbed the increasingly narrow and steep ravine, ears tuned for the least sound that didn’t belong in a sleepy summer afternoon in open woodland; both her steps and her mounts were padded by the thick grass, though Xena’s footsteps would not have made any sound no matter what was underfoot. Unless she wanted them to.

			After one final clamber between enormous boulders, she stepped warily onto level ground, eyes moving swiftly, one hand on the horse’s muzzle to keep him quiet. Nothing. Four more long steps brought her out of the brushy tangle and into the open.

			There was a small grove to her left—but the young trees were wide-spaced, making it obvious at once that no one could be hiding among the trunks or in the branches. And within the grove itself, she could clearly see the matted, furry-leaved herb that had been planted all around the trees, as well as the narrow, well-tended path that led to a shrine of some sort. She crossed the open ground to the very edge of the rowan saplings. “Ah. Midwife’s shrine to Artemis.” Such places were unmistakable: here an oak branch supported a small set of stag antlers that had been wrapped with a long garland of pale blue flowers. All around the antlers lay the usual kinds of offerings: a woven grass bowl of young apples, a branch sprouting leaves and tiny, hard green olives, wheat still in bud—anything that represented youth was acceptable to the goddess as thanks for ease in labor. Two small crossed arrows with bright fletchings—Xena frowned at that briefly, gave it up. It made no sense to her, but it wasn’t important that she understand it.

			The shrine meant the village they were seeking was quite close. Though it required a grove that was not directly in the path of most of the village life—playing children and men with the herds particularly—any midwife worth her salt would make certain the shrine and its grove were near enough to be properly tended. Village women didn’t have time to waste in long walks through the woodlands.

			Somewhat relieved, Xena turned away. It was most unlikely that any man would attempt to hide anywhere near a grove dedicated to Artemis. Goddess of childbearing, goddess of the hunt—the goddess who seldom showed favor to any man. Her blessing on these trees and this ground would make most males feel uneasy at best.

			At worst—if such a man sought to damage the grove or the shrine and its offerings, if he dared hunt here—Artemis herself would appear to turn him into a stag and loose her dogs on him, Xena thought; a smile curved her lips as she studied the rest of the flat ground before her. Serve him right, too.

			A vast open park ran in all directions for some distance: a lawn of knee-high grass spotted with wildflowers and lightly shaded by a few thin, young rowan trees. To north and west, enormous old olives edged the grassy area, gradually giving way to old and wild woods in the east. Behind her, the ravine, and another tangle of woods, which almost at once dropped sharply downhill.

			A path went in a straight line from the ravine to the grove and beyond the grove to the west it meandered through the grass before vanishing among the olives—the village must be that way. Another path cut through the grass bearing roughly north, wandering as though wild beasts had worn it down. Just short of a massive olive, she could make out a circle of dressed stones that must be the well. Satisfied, she turned and called out, “It’s all right, Gabrielle, he smells the water; come on up.”

			
			An hour later, thirst slaked, the two women walked the narrow, winding path that skirted the shrine grove. Gabrielle paused to look at the offerings; she smiled and pointed at the arrows. “Someone’s just birthed twin sons—healthy ones, too!”

			Xena gazed at them, eyed her companion. “And how did you know that?”

			“Because—that’s how it’s done, at least it was in my mother’s village. Arrows because Artemis is the huntress. Two crossed; that’s for twins—fletched for boys; for girls, the tips would be painted red. And then, a very bright color like that, the dye they used on the feathers?”

			“Good health,” Xena finished dryly. They walked on, entering the tangle of aged olive trees that must have once been part of an impressive lord’s holding. Now they’d gone wild; what ripe fruit there was unpicked, or pecked by birds, branches broken by winter winds and not properly pruned. It was cooler under the trees, and the light breeze that suddenly ruffled the horse’s mane bore the tang of salt water. “I’m not certain I understand why that’s all necessary, though; surely the goddess knows who was just born down in that village, doesn’t she?”

			“Well, of course she does! But anyone who goes by that grove knows about it now, too. And our grove also served a village just across the hills from us. So it was a way to let the women there know. Hardly any of the women my mother’s age could write, and nobody had spare time to just go and trade gossip.”

			“There never is. I grew up in a village, too, remember?”

			“Sure. It’s the honor thing, too, though. The offerings.” They walked in silence for some time, the only sound once more the muted clink of the horse’s fittings; down a slope and across a dry wash, up the far side. The ground here was dusty, the wind a little stronger, the trees now interspersed with brush, wild rowan, young oak. One ancient olive tree lay across the trail; its inadequate roots still tangled with clods of dirt and its leaves withered. Someone had attempted to cut through the massive trunk to clear the path but had only been partially successful; a new path led around the root ball and past a bramble thicket before rejoining the ancient way.

			Gabrielle turned to look at the fallen giant. “It always makes me sad to see an olive tree die,” she said wistfully. “They’re so important and they’re just so—majestic. You can see why the gods have always cared for them. This place needs more men and women to tend it.”

			“Too many lands are like that just now,” Xena reminded her. “Too many men gone to war in the north or the east and not enough of them returning. Too many women with too many duties to manage for themselves and their men, and their families.”

			“True.” Gabrielle looked sad; probably thinking about that farm boy who’d been pledged to her in her home village, so long ago, Xena decided. Not that Gabrielle had wanted the boy then; he’d been a nice, ordinary farmer and she’d wanted—well, just what she’d gotten: adventure, excitement, danger. It was Greek luck at its sardonic finest that had brought her together with that boy at the fall of Troy. Some god or goddess must have been laughing uproariously over the situation: a boy who’d changed from a green youth grieving for his betrothed into a great warrior who’d helped the two of them salvage what little could be rescued from the wreck of Troy. And now he traveled with the legendary Helen. Gabrielle had been as surprised as anyone, how much she’d come to care for this new man he’d become, how deeply saddened when the boy—the warrior—went his own way without her.

			“Ithaca . . .” Gabrielle was pursuing her own, vastly different thoughts. “Isn’t that where that one Greek captain—I can’t remember his name—the Trickster, the Trojans called him? Isn’t Ithaca his home territory?”

			“King Odysseus,” Xena replied promptly. “These are all his lands, though he actually lives on the isle of Ithaca. And Trickster’s a good name for him. You’d like the tale about how he almost didn’t go with the Greeks to attack Troy.”

			“D’you know it?”

			Xena smiled faintly. “I won’t tell it as good as you can, but I know the details. When King Menelaus discovered Helen was gone, he sent word to all the other kings and princes who’d also courted her; they’d all vowed to—”

			“—to aid whoever actually won her, if someone kidnapped her,” Gabrielle broke in, cheerfully impatient. “I know that part, Helen told me, remember?”

			“I didn’t know—I should have suspected she’d confide in you, though. Anyway, most of the other kings put together armies, built ships, and headed for Sparta, but Odysseus didn’t. And when Menelaus sent someone to find out where he was and why he hadn’t answered the summons, Odysseus pretended he was mad. He put on filthy, smelly rags, then went out into his peasants’ fields with a team made up of an old lame ox and a wild ass and somehow he managed to till up a few rows with them. But instead of seed, he began sowing them with salt.”

			“Oh! Of course! Then King Menelaus’ messenger would think he’d lost his mind and go away without him!”

			“Exactly.”

			“Well, it sounds pretty clever—but it obviously didn’t work, because he was there, at Troy, wasn’t he?”

			“His queen had just presented him with a son, his first child,” Xena went on after a moment. “He was happy at home, his lands and his people were doing well, everything was peaceful. The last thing he wanted to do was leave all that behind just to fulfill an old vow made to King Menelaus from back when they were both vying for Helen’s hand and her dowry. But King Menelaus knew his old friend fairly well, so the messenger he sent was the cleverest man in his household. The man watched this foolishness for a while, then had the Trickster’s baby son brought from the palace. He set the child in one of the furrows, just ahead of the plow—”

			“Oh, that is clever!” Gabrielle laughed and clapped her hands. “So, of course, the Trickster would have to stop the plow or turn aside, the messenger would know he wasn’t mad, and he’d have to go, right?”

			“Exactly,” Xena replied dryly. “Which of course meant that not just King Odysseus went to war, but so did most of the men in his guard, and the men in the villages around his castle and grounds.”

			“Oh. Of course.” Gabrielle’s voice was flat, her eyes distant. “Just imagine being a man in one of those villages, a—a farmer or a herder like one of the men from my village—except it’s been peaceful for so long, you’d forget there was such a thing as war—and then being dragged off to travel overseas in a ship, to fight in a land you never even heard of. Knowing all along that you might never get home again . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“And then, being such a peasant, discovering you had done all that so you could reclaim a woman—any woman, let alone the fickle Queen of Sparta?” Sorry, Helen, she added to herself.

			Gabrielle bristled, very briefly, then sighed. “I know—that’s what everyone says about her, don’t they? And all she was really trying to do was avoid the destiny the gods wanted for her. Poor Helen.”

			“Well, yes. Remember to keep that to yourself, though. Wherever she might be, just now, she doesn’t need publicity.”

			“It’s just that I get so angry when I think about it,” Gabrielle began.

			“So do I. But I can hide that; your face gives you away every single time.”

			“I can’t help my face,” Gabrielle said dryly. “Any more than I can help how I feel about—about that. It’s the kind of worth men like that put on women. I don’t think any more of the King of Sparta than I do of his soldiers. Have I mentioned just lately that I have a bruise on a portion of my anatomy that I—well, I’m sitting with care since that last inn, all right?”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. If you ever see your friend with the fast fingers again, yell. All right? Oh—” Xena drew the horse to a halt and pointed toward the west, well downhill of the plateau where they presently walked. “Look. There’s the sea, and just this side of it, there’s a village. We’ll have proper shelter before full dark.”

			Gabrielle halted suddenly, closed her eyes, and clamped her hands around her temples. Xena gazed at her, her eyes, sardonic, and waited for the inevitable “vision.”

			“Oh,” the girl said finally, breathlessly. “I—I can see him! I—wait—” A long silence; she shook her head finally, opened her eyes. “He’s—he’s on an island, partway between the mainland here and Troy, and there’s”—her eyes closed, a frown etched her brow—“there’s the wreck of a ship on the beach, and a—a little building that’s just columns and a roof and a marble floor, and sheer curtains blowing in the warm wind and cushions everywhere, really beautiful ones with gold thread, and—that must be him, he’s tall and lean and his hair’s going gray and so’s his beard, and he’s got a gold band across his brow with a bird on it, and he’s—oh, he’s wearing the little pleated skirt that goes under armor, and nothing else that I can tell except sandals, and he’s sprawled out on the cushions and there’s a lady—oh!” Her eyes fluttered open briefly and she looked very indignant before they closed again.

			Xena cast her own eyes heavenward and waited the girl out. On an island. What a surprising, remarkable deduction—sorry, vision—isn’t it?

			Gabrielle’s words tumbled over one another. “Oh, she’s beautiful! Her skin is very pale and she’s got cheekbones like I never saw, and hair the color of a raven’s wing and it’s all piled in curls above a band of pearls and silver and she’s—oh my!” She suddenly sounded quite indignant. “She’s wearing the thinnest little chiton I ever did see, she’s absolutely indecent, the hussy, I can see right through it! And she’s feeding him purple grapes and now she’s— oh!” With a final gasp, her eyes flew open. “I didn’t think anyone was constructed like that,” she finished primly, and folded her hands across her own bosom. Her face was rosy with embarrassment.

			“If you’re done,” Xena replied dryly, “the village is that way.” She pointed; Gabrielle grimaced cheerfully, took the horse’s reins. Her color was still high as she set out again.

			Another of her usual oracle-like pronouncements, the warrior thought with some amusement. But it was odd all the same—so much detail, and that sort of detail. Curious, if she’d actually seen something for once. Xena brushed the thought aside and followed the horse down the steep, narrow path.

			Down a dry creek bed, between enormous slabs of stone; now the path began to crisscross the slope and the angle became more manageable. Gabrielle stopped suddenly; the horse balked and Xena swore under her breath as she slammed into his withers. “Wait,” the girl demanded. “You—where did you get all that about Odysseus? The trickster-king? I mean, I know how to find tales and all that’s something even I haven’t heard before.” A narrow-eyed suspicious look. “You didn’t make all that up, did you? About his infant son, and the mismatched team, and salt in the furrows?”

			“I don’t make up tales, remember? Besides, I didn’t need to,” Xena replied cheerfully. She edged around the horse, retrieved reins from Gabrielle’s suddenly nerveless fingers. “Can we keep moving, please? I would rather not spend the night in the open if I can help it—not around Ithaca. No,” she added as they moved forward, “most of that I got from Odysseus himself, though of course he tried to put a better face on why he didn’t want to go.”

			“You talked to him? When? Where?” Gabrielle’s voice was a breathy squeak. “And—and you didn’t tell me?”

			Xena shrugged. “I was out on the beach, among the Greek ships; we ran across each other. I—let’s say we each know of the other, though we’d never met. We talked.” Gabrielle gave her a sidelong, disbelieving look. Obviously, there was more to it; as obviously, she’d probably never hear about it. “We were a little busy at the time, if you recall. After we left Troy, you and I, I forgot. Being here brought it back.”

			“I’m surprised either of us made it this far,” Gabrielle said. “After all, he’s under a curse, and if things are going the way they usually do with curses, then everyone around him is just as likely to be struck by lightning. I mean, they say Hera doesn’t like him one bit. He’s irreverent, supposedly. And the gods who sided with Troy absolutely hate him. And then, he’s supposed to be the one who came up with that wooden horse, you know.”

			“It was his idea, which doesn’t surprise me at all. He didn’t like the way it was used, and he pulled out to sea when Menelaus used it; turned his back on them. Now the gods who favored the Greeks don’t like him, either.” She paused. “Shall we?” Xena eased down a steep incline, drawing the horse after her. A moment later Gabrielle came plunging down the track behind her, mumbling under her breath. It was probably just as well Xena couldn’t make out the words.

			
			This east side of the narrow cart road was largely wild: orchards and groves scarcely tended or left to the brambles and beasts, a few narrow, fallow fields presently high with midsummer weeds. Between the track and the sea, fields rippling with ripe, golden wheat sloped away toward a rocky edge and the sea some distance below. A low, rough hedge separated fields from dusty track.

			The road itself was barely wide enough for a small oxcart or pull cart to which the peasant would hitch himself as the beast; it was badly rutted from winter rains, patched here and there with a clod of grass or a handful of pebbles; it ran back south, curving along the edge of the ledge they’d just come down until with a sharp eastward bend it vanished just short of a wild-looking, dark forest. North, it held a nearly straight line, then crossed a rickety-looking bridge before disappearing among a cluster of huts and low buildings. “That must be Isos,” Xena murmured. “It’s changed since I was here last.”

			“Oh? When were you here last?”

			“Before we met,” Xena replied shortly. Before she’d changed, Gabrielle realized she meant, and dropped the subject. Shielding her eyes with her hand, she turned to look over the field.

			“I’ll bet the wind is nasty in spring, out there,” she remarked. “You know,” she added slowly, “I don’t think I see a single man out there. Even in my village, bringing in the harvest was man’s work.”

			“Mmmm.” Xena dismissed the harvest and the village men, turned north, and tugged at the reins. Gabrielle fell in beside her, but she glanced back now and again toward the field, a frown puckering her forehead. Something wrong there; she could just feel it.

			The bridge clattered underfoot; the track broadened just beyond it into a dusty square surrounding the village well and the communal stone trough where the women did the washing. The entire area was deserted; there was no sign of life in the surrounding huts. Xena eyed the huts warily as she led her mount over to the trough. Gabrielle ran to draw water for the horse as the warrior princess stepped into the open, her face tight, her arms away from her body, tense and ready.

			The eyes she finally found in a shadowed doorway were very round, and well below the level of her own. A boy of perhaps eight summers, his only clothing a ragged brown tunic, came cautiously into the open; another followed him. Gabrielle remained where she was, her hands wrapped in the horse’s reins. “We won’t harm you,” Xena said gently. “We’re looking for someone—an inn, the Bright Foam. It’s owned by a man named . . .”

			“Eumaeus,” the second boy broke in; he was tall, very thin, his dark green tunic threadbare but clean and neatly mended, and his hair a fall of soft, pale gold that would shine in the sun. When he spoke, he sounded much older than he looked. “He is my father.” He turned and pointed to a thatch-roofed building well along the track, beyond the square. “That is our inn, the Bright Foam. The food is quite good and the bedding is clean. My mother Isyphus will take care of your needs.” A very small smile tweaked the corners of his mouth. “She’s very easy to find, she has hair like mine.”

			Gabrielle took a step toward them; the boy glanced at her as though seeing her for the first time, glanced at the horse with awe; his friend tugged at the fluttering green tunic and licked his lips, then turned to dart across the square, between two sagging huts. Before either woman could say another word, the second boy was gone, after his companion.

			Gabrielle shook herself and closed her mouth with a visible effort. “Well! What was that all about?”

			Xena pointed. “Bright Foam; if there’s anything to learn, we can probably learn it there.” She was acutely aware that people surrounded them: hiding in darkened huts, or back in the trees, in the deep stable next to the inn, all gazing at them. She could almost smell the fear in the air.

			No visible reason for it, but an obvious one, nonetheless. The lord of the lands had been absent for well over ten years; most of his army was scattered, missing or dead. The villagers and peasants of Ithaca had little or no protection, and by now, every brute and thug in all Greece must know it.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The interior of the Bright Foam was light and airy, thanks to an open doorway and several unshuttered windows. Surprisingly clean for a small village inn—but the reason for that stood in the center of the room, arms folded across her body, watching them. Gabrielle’s eyes went wide; Xena gave her a small, unobtrusive poke and a sidelong look, though she doubted the girl was likely to say anything. Still—this was one of the most massive women she’d ever seen herself.

			Taller than most men, broad everywhere; one of her upper arms was probably as big around as Gabrielle’s waist, or her own. A great curly mass of golden hair tumbled across her shoulders and hung in untidy coils over an astonishment of a bosom. She wore a loose gown of the same worn green cloth as covered the boy in the square, and an ample apron over that. A scarf of the green fabric strove to keep the hair off her face and neck; it wasn’t succeeding very well. The woman narrowed deep blue eyes and gazed intently at first one, then the other of her visitors. Gabrielle smiled nervously and edged back a pace. “Well?” the woman demanded finally; her voice boomed.

			“I’m seeking Isyphus,” Xena replied, her own voice low and even, nonthreatening.

			The look remained hard, the voice loud. “I’m Isyphus. Why looking for me, eh?”

			“Lodging for the night, and food.” She drew a pair of coins from the narrow stash inside her belt, flipped them up and caught them. “We’re on our way to the isle of Ithaca, to see Queen Penelope.”

			“Are you, now? And just why, I’m wondering?”

			“It’s about the king—” Xena began.

			Isyphus let her arms drop and she took a step forward. “The King—praise every god from Zeus downward. You mean there’s been word of him at last?”

			“No. We’ve come on an errand from the King of Sparta. We were hoping to learn something from the queen.”

			“King of Sparta,” Isyphus said darkly. “He’s the one called our king off on a stupid quest to retrieve that hussy Helen!” Xena stepped casually back a pace; one foot came down hard on Gabrielle’s, and whatever angry retort the girl would have made went unsaid.

			“Please.” Gabrielle edged forward nervously, suppressing a yelp. “We’ve come a long way today, and I’m thirsty and my feet are tired. If we could maybe talk about all this sitting down, and over something cold? And if you have it, I’d prefer cider to wine, myself.”

			Isyphus gazed at her for a very long moment, then for answer, shrugged massively, turned on her heel, and crossed to the counter, where several jugs had been placed. She pulled three cups from the shelf on the wall behind her, tipped pale amber liquid into one, deep red wine into two more, then brought them to the nearest table. Xena collapsed bonelessly onto the bench and crossed her long legs before her.

			Gabrielle sat next to her, across from the now expressionless innkeeper and cautiously sipped. “Mmmm. That’s quite good. Thank you. Ah—I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, or nosy or anything, but maybe if you could tell us why you were trying to drive off paying customers.” She glanced up sharply as movement in the back of the large room caught her eye. One young woman with a baby on her hip and a little girl clinging to her skirts hovered near the narrow doorway that led into the stables; a mumbling graybeard hobbled after her.

			“Not everyone who comes here pays, or creates custom.” The innkeeper turned her head; met the younger woman’s eyes, and nodded once, sharply. The young mother took the old man’s elbow and led him to a bench in the corner, then settled the children beside him before going behind the counter. She took down a mug, began polishing it.

			A clatter of horses, a man’s raucous shout; the young woman’s mug rattled on the counter; the little girl began to cry. Isyphus got to her feet and drew an enormous club from under the bench, but Xena was already at the doorway, sword loose in its sheath.

			Gabrielle gingerly tugged at the innkeeper’s apron. “It’s okay, honestly. She can deal with whatever’s out there.”

			“This is in case she can’t,” the woman replied, and hefted the club menacingly.

			Gabrielle’s smile faded. “Oh. Well, sure, I agree, it certainly can’t hurt to have a backup plan, can it?” Her voice faltered to a halt as someone in the street beyond uttered a particularly filthy curse.

			Xena had been leaning casually against the sill, arms folded. She shifted her weight slightly, considered the view along the track. Seven rough-looking, heavily armed men had left two others down in the square, where they were watering two spirited horses laden with heavy packs. The others now strode purposefully toward the inn, all shouting and laughing, trying to top each other’s stories.

			“. . . shoulda seen the look on her face when I shoved my way into the bedroom . . .”

			“Yah! So while you’re back there ‘entertaining’ the lady, I was talking her papa into handing over the dowry—and I ain’t splittin’ those coins, either.”

			“You’re both wet! What real coin they had was down at the headman’s hovel; they just sold the wheat crop—”

			“—so you’re buyin’ for all of us, right, Kalamos?”

			The leader laughed and swore. “Maybe. Maybe we don’t gotta buy nuthin here, eh? Just like the last rat hole!” He pulled up just short of the entry; two of his men slammed into his back and began cursing him heartily. “Shaddup!” he snapped, then, with an ineffective attempt at a smile, he added, “Well, bust my head if it ain’t Xena!”

			“Kalamos,” she purred, and raised one eyebrow. “I’d call it luck, you crossing my path. Astounding luck. Wouldn’t you?”

			Luck, Kalamos thought with a particularly evil curse; his throat was very dry, all at once. Some god or another was snickering at him just now. Of all the hovels in all the villages in all of Ithaca, she has to be waiting for me in this one. Behind him, the men were whispering. He half turned, once again snapped, “Shaddup!” Silence. The smile he offered the lounging warrior felt better this time; it must not have notably improved his face, because Xena’s smile was all teeth, her eyes chill. “Xena! Princess!” His voice cracked; he cleared his throat, tried once more. “Long time, isn’t it? I mean, don’t think I’ve seen you since I left Draco’s camp, ah, um, that is, I, ah . . .”

			“Since I threw you out of Draco’s camp, you mean.” The smile broadened, revealing more teeth. The eyes were still night-blue circles around steely-blue centers; eagle-like. Hawk-like. Kalamos swallowed past a tight throat. Predatory, he thought nervously. Xena’s voice was a low, throaty, ominous growl. “Because you stole from Draco, remember, Kalamos? I certainly do.” The two men down in the square were leading the now unladen horses up the track, coming warily. Xena shifted ever so slightly so she could keep them and the others in view. Behind her a child wailed briefly; the high-pitched howl became sobs, these fainter as a tremulous woman’s voice soothed it; Gabrielle’s concerned, high voice rode over all, very briefly, before the innkeeper silenced her with a brief, snarled word of warning.

			The warrior’s eyes flicked toward the leader of the band of lowlifes: Kalamos hadn’t missed any of it. Women and babes inside: soft, frightened creatures, easy takings. He licked his lips, glanced quickly at those behind him, and cleared his throat. “Ah—so, listen, what about I buy you some wine, we talk about old times?”

			“What about we stay right here?” Xena countered, her voice deceptively soft. Her teeth-only smile raked the milling group. Kalamos, who had drawn breath to make another would-be cheerful remark, found himself suddenly without voice. “Until we get the ground rules straight,” she added.

			“Ground—rules.” Kalamos blinked, shoved greasy hair behind his ears, and tugged at the motley bits of leather and quilted cloth that had been tied together to make up his armor. The men behind him were becoming restless, their whispered remarks increasingly ugly. He couldn’t miss the shift in mood. They didn’t know what they were up against; all they saw was an attractive, dark-haired woman with sweet lips, bare arms and legs, entirely too much pale throat showing above armor, and weapons that might be nothing more than bravado. Make the wrong move here, and his leadership days were numbered. Make the other wrong move, and Xena slits me from gullet to gizzard, he thought gloomily. He pulled himself together and made one last effort. “Ah—rules, hey, darlin’, who needs rules between old friends? You know, I’ve heard the most—ah—amazing things about you lately.”

			“Oh, really?”

			“Yeah, but, ya know? I didn’t believe ’em, I’m a lot smarter than that, believe me, sweetheart.”

			“Are you? Smarter than what, Kalamos?”

			“Right. Did anyone really think I’d believe that Xena the Warrior Princess gets religion or something, then splits from her army, dumps a treasury that would make a grown man weep—and goes out to protect the peasants! Sounds like one of those pointless songs those stupid bards with their cheap lutes are always wailing out. Never could understand it, letting your backside get numb while some guy who doesn’t know a decent drinking song bellows out verse after verse about the names of ships and who’s in charge of them. Where’s the profit in that kinda thing, hey, Xena?”

			Xena laughed throatily. “Wouldn’t be much profit in that, would there? Stupid songs or protecting peasants—not much difference, is there?”

			“None at all,” Kalamos agreed cheerfully. “Now, lookit, we’ve got this great thing going here in western Ithaca, and I’m gonna show you how big a man I am. I’m gonna forget all about that little incident back in Draco’s camp—hey, you men, straighten up and pay attention!” he bellowed as the whispering behind him became an ominous rumble. “You just listen to me! You want this woman on your side, working with you, not on you! And trust me!—you think I’m good at hauling down a profit? I’m a babe in arms compared to Xena! She really knows how to maul a peasant until he squeals!” He took a step forward, lowered his voice.

			Xena’s lips quirked as she listened; her companion obviously thought she was amused, and his men accepted that. Idiots and fools, every one of them. And this is the worst mistake Kalamos has made since he believed he could safely steal Queen Phaedra’s pearls from Draco, she thought coldly.

			“Look, Xena! Sweetheart! We are really onto a good thing here,” Kalamos urged. His face bore that young-boy-telling-a-lie-but-just-knowing-you’d-believe-him-because-he’s-so-darned-cute look she hated most on his class of male. “I suppose you’re here because you heard the rumors. Well, guess what!” He threw his arms wide. “They’re all true! The King of Ithaca never made it home from the foreign war for that slut Helen. All the rumors back in Athens say the gods blew the sea and winds up, sent him so far off course he’ll never get home. Hey, sure, we’re gonna believe that the gods intervene in matters down here, you and me, right? So, anyway, never mind the gods thing, figure that there’s a nasty storm, a whole buncha ships sink, and the King of Ithaca’s ship goes down. Hey, just because a guy’s good with a sword doesn’t mean he can fight winds and high waves, right? So kingie-baby’s making fish food, and there’s this whole—this entire god-blasted kingdom! And the fish-food-kingie guy was so good at running a kingdom that Ithaca is still pushing out coin and trade goods, even with him years dead! And—and it is all ours! With nobody to even shake a finger and tell us, ‘Hey, boys, don’t do that kinda things to the nice people, don’t rape the women, don’t steal the cache pot of coins from the old guys.’ Who’d dare? There isn’t anyone fool enough to say, ‘You fellows go home, let the nice folks keep the profit from the harvest, keep their virgins, keep their craft coin. ’Cause if you don’t, the wrath of Zeus will fry you. . . .’”

			He ran a hand through short, greasy curls, swore as his fingers encountered a snarl of hair, rubbed his hands together. “Right. Zeus never cared about for anyone down here but the pretty virgins—like my friend Malmo, back there. Realistically, this place and time, there’s no more king, no army, nobody but a buncha scared peasants and a few scattered towns, and everything for the taking. Xena, honey, it’s the sweetest party you ever saw, and it runs from northern Ithacan border to southern Ithacan border and right down to the sea. Now, you just listen to me, sweetheart.” He paused and quirked the boyish grin that was said to draw the more innocent of the camp followers to his bedroll—once, anyway.

			Xena raised one eyebrow, but seemed inclined to hear him out. He glanced at his silent following, tried to warn them with a look to keep quiet, so long as he had control of things. She’s buying it. Always knew she was just another dumb girl, under all that armor. Sweet-talk ’em and even the babes with blades fall for you, Kalamos. “Rumor has it you’re traveling with a cute, mouthy little blond girl in peasant’s rags, though no one seems to know why. Hey! I don’t care why you want her, maybe she’s more your type than I am, whatever. You go ahead, keep the kid if you like her, okay?”

			“How kind of you,” Xena murmured. Her eyes bored into him, pale blue fires, but he was beyond noticing.

			“Well, sure! I’m a nice guy that way, ask anyone.” His grin widened, and he suddenly laughed. Home free. Hey, Draco, wish you were here to see this! “Xena! Anything for my good friend, right? Whatever you want—well, almost anything, okay? But listen, Xena, with you at my side, we could bleed this kingdom dry, who could stop us? And even if, say, the worst happens and somehow the king shows up one day with his army at his back—well, we’re already gone, aren’t we? They’ve been fighting gods and the sea and who knows what-all, they been gone so long that first time someone sees their ships, the gossip flies home faster than they can sail. And us? Well, we hear the rumors, too, and we’re halfway to Sparta or Athens before they can shove the ships up onto that island of his.” He swung his arms wide; a foolish grin spread across his face. “Besides, you think after being gone so long, those men are gonna want anything but to get home and stay there? Even old Odysseus wouldn’t be able to force ’em back into armor after their last experience.”

			“You amaze me, Kalamos,” Xena put in flatly as he paused for breath and looked to his companions for an admiring reaction. They were giving it to him, in loud, enthusiastic, and profane fashion; somebody clomped him across the back so hard he choked and fell, coughing harshly, into the doorjamb. He regained his balance and his breath, offered her a crooked grin. “Kalamos, I sincerely apologize for my previous thoughts about you. I didn’t know you were capable of reasoning your way to the latrine and back, let alone remembering why you went there.”

			His smile wavered but the cheers and rude comments of his followers had put backbone in him. Xena closed the distance between them, ran a finger down his bearded cheek and held it under his chin. “Tell me,” she added very softly, “did you think I’d offer you a share of my traveling companion—or did you figure you’d beat me for her, one-on-one?”

			Her sarcasm couldn’t be mistaken by anyone, this time. His grin vanished; Kalamos fumbled at his belt for his sword; Xena flipped her wrist and brought her fist, thumb first, up under his chin, then fell back a short pace and jabbed an elbow into his throat. He collapsed heavily, twitching and whistling for air. She leaped over him, appraisingly eyed the clutch of suddenly silent and wide-eyed grubby ruffians behind him.

			“Well,” she said quietly. “What have we here? You!” she added sharply, and leveled a finger at the short, black-haired, heavily bearded fellow who’d spoken so loudly about the young woman he’d assaulted. “Malmo, isn’t it? You like pretty girls, do you? There are two inside the inn, cleaner, and prettier than anything you ever laid hands upon.” She went to a broad stance, spread her arms, elbows high and hands twitching above her assorted weapons as he swore and took a step forward. “There’s no one in there to protect them but a middle-aged innkeeper and an old drooling man. All you have to do is get through me.”

			He swore, took another step, drew his short sword. Xena laughed unpleasantly, drew her own sword, and tossed it into the room behind her. “Sword to sword—against you? Did you need such a weapon against the girl with the dowry—the one you assaulted? The one you raped? Big man?” Behind her, Gabrielle shouted something; her voice was urgent and frightened both. Xena chopped a hand that direction for silence and tipped her head to one side. “Big man,” she murmured, low in her throat. “I’m really scared—big man.”

			He roared out something, threw himself at her, sword high and to one side. She blocked his upraised arm with her own, driving her elbow deeply and painfully into muscle and nerves, then caught hold of his ears and slammed her knee up between his legs, hard. His eyes bulged and he fell, huddled around his violated personals. Two enormous brutes behind him drew their swords as one, leaped across him, but Xena was already spinning on one heel. With a piercing shout, her free foot shot high, slamming into one chin, then a second.

			Her eyes focused on sudden, furtive movement out by the horses. One of those tending the beasts had drawn a bow. She ran forward; two of Kalamos’ men who were trying to trap her between them stopped short. Xena clamped a hand on the nearest shoulder of each man, launched herself into a tight forward flip; four full, high-speed, open-body handsprings brought her face-to-face with the bowman. His jaw sagged; the bow hung loose and forgotten in his fingers. He cast his eyes sideways; the other horse tender crouched behind one of the beasts and from the sound of things was having difficulty stringing his weapon. She ripped the bow from a nerveless hand, spun it rapidly, and slammed the end into the man’s temple. He staggered back, fell full into the nearest horse. It whickered nervously, danced away, exposing the other bowman, his weapon still unstrung. He giggled nervously, dropped the useless stick, and fumbled at his belt for his knife. She gripped his ear, spun him sideways, and planted a booted foot in his backside, sending him sprawling. The horse shrilled, reared high, and came down in a panic, barely missing his head, then bolted. The would-be bowman shrieked in turn, scrambled to his feet, and ran after it. She spared both a brief glance. Mindless fools, using stolen warhorses as pack beasts.

			She spun around. Several thugs were still on their feet, but she could tell they were no longer in a mood to fight, even if they hadn’t figured it out yet. She sauntered back toward the inn; they moved as a pack, backing away from her nervously. She smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile, and none of them returned it. Can’t let any of them walk out of here; they’d just wait until we left and then come back. Bad idea. If they wouldn’t fight, she’d have to push them. “Well?” she demanded softly. “One woman, all by herself? And what—let me see. Four—no, five of you!” Silence. “Of course, if the odds scare you that badly . . .”

			One of them, who’d been urgently whispering some possible course of action to his companions, turned bright red and launched himself at her with a wordless yell of rage, knife held high in a white-knuckled grip. Xena met him halfway; a sharply placed spin kick caught him mid-chest and sent him flying; the remaining four men were already on her. Xena laughed, slammed one against the building; the next went down from a knee to the belly and an elbow to the back of his neck; another was trying to circle behind her, but a well-placed, sharply jabbed heel took care of him.

			The last of them tried the direct approach, his mouth wide as he drew sword and shouted all the heroic battle cries he knew. Xena mumbled an extremely nasty curse under her breath, grabbed two handfuls of filthy shirt, and slammed her forehead into his face. She stared down, once more expressionless, as he went limp.

			She stood very still for a long moment, eying first one, then the other of the fallen men. From the sounds of things, Kalamos was still having a hard time getting air. Someone beyond him groaned.

			“All right,” she said finally. “I know at least one of you can hear me. You pass the message on to the rest of your friends here. This village—this part of Ithaca—all Ithaca—is mine. I hear about any trouble in any part of this kingdom, anywhere around here, and I’m going to come find you. And next time I’ll be angry. Got it?” She stepped back, waited with folded arms as limping, mumbling, and groaning men helped each other up and staggered north, after the horses. None of them, including Kalamos, would even look at her; none of them made a move toward the fallen packs back in the square.

			At the far end of town, Kalamos slowed and cast a wary glance over his shoulder. Xena merely stood where she was, arms folded; the ruffian shuddered, turned, and let one of his companions help him up the road.

			When the last of them had vanished around a bend some distance on, Xena brushed her hands together and went back inside.

			Back inside, the old man had apparently fallen asleep; his toothless mouth hung open and he snored softly. The little girl sat under a table, peering out warily, and the baby was nowhere in sight. The young woman was still behind the counter, and apparently polishing the same mug; her hands moved automatically and her eyes were fixed on the doorway.

			Gabrielle and Isyphus sat at the nearest table, Isyphus listening with a bemused expression on her face as Gabrielle chattered away. As Xena dropped down next to her companion, the girl laughed cheerfully. “Well, I guess that’s settled, so now maybe we can get back to the long, cool drink and maybe some food?” She glanced at the warrior, laughed again. “See, Isyphus? Told you she’d take care of a few mangy louts, no trouble! Why, I could tell you stories . . . !”

			Xena reached for her abandoned cup, cleared her throat quietly and began to drink, her eyes fixed on the far wall. Gabrielle colored, stuttered, and fell momentarily silent.

			But it was impossible for her to stay quiet long. She took a small sip from her own cup, set it aside, and planted both elbows on the table. “Well, anyway, if we were to stick around for dinner, what would you be feeding us?”

			Isyphus tipped back her head and roared with laughter. When she sat up straight again, her eyes were wet and her shoulders shaking. “By all the gods at once, warrior, how do you keep your ears on your head?” Xena smiled, raised an eyebrow, and drank again. “You’re right, though, lass; you predicted just what she’d do, and I’m beholden to you both—the warrior for sending those brutes away empty-handed, and to you for keeping my mind from dwelling on what might happen in here next, if they overcame her.”

			She turned to the young woman at the counter. “Nionne! Leave the babes here, and the old man, go make certain the stew’s not burning, and add some of that dried lamb to it, will you?” Nionne blinked rapidly, gazed at the cup in her hands as though wondering where it had come from, set it down, and went out the rear door. Isyphus watched her go, sighed, and shook her head, then settled her forearms comfortably on the table. All at once her eyes were worried again. “You said before—the trouble—that you wanted an audience with our queen? Because of the king?”

			“King Menelaus of Sparta wanted to find out about him. Everyone else has returned home, but the Spartan king just received a message from your queen. He wanted someone to find out what was going on in Ithaca, and his messenger found us.”

			“Oh.” The innkeeper’s eyes filled with tears, which she blotted on her apron. “The poor, poor lady: that sweet young lad to care for, and her man gone so long and her not knowing where—and don’t I know just how she feels, poor lady—and then, the past year or so, it seems there are all these filthy, unwashed, evil men, preying on the villages hereabouts, because they know we haven’t a king and his army here to protect us.

			“Now, we were all right for the longest time, some of our men learned to fight for the king, last time the pirates came around here raiding the coast, and one or two of ’em were good enough to teach the younger lads the skills—enough they could hide in the trees and hedges and use slings or arrows to shoot down nasty creatures like those just now. But now—” She sighed heavily, blotted her eyes on her apron once more.

			Gabrielle, visibly confused, glanced at Xena, who shrugged. “Um—Isyphus? I don’t understand what you’re saying. I’m sorry, but you know how it is, sometimes when I’ve been walking all day and breathing a lot of dust or something, I just—” Her eyes went wide as Xena’s foot tapped her ankle, hard. She drew a deep breath, let it out in a gust, smiled uncertainly. “Yes! Well! What I’m trying to say, I guess, is where are all the men from this village? The way you’re talking—I’m truly sorry, but are you trying to say all your men are—are dead?”

			The innkeeper sighed heavily. “If we only knew! But it’s harder than that. Except for the lads and the old men like my daughter’s wedded father over there, almost every man in this village has vanished without a trace.”

			
			Silence for a long moment; it was broken by a raucous snort of a snore from the old man in the corner, who suddenly sat up, arms flailing wildly. The little girl scrambled from beneath the table and ran to him, began talking to him in a soft voice. The ancient grew calm as she talked; he finally patted her cheek with a withered, tremulous hand, his eyes closed, and he seemed to sleep once more. Isyphus smiled fondly. “My granddaughter, Niobe. Resembles her father, mostly. He was the first to disappear.”

			Another silence. Niobe patted the old man’s knee, then came across the room to lean against her grandmother. Isyphus wrapped a protective arm around the child and drew her close. “What happened?” Xena asked.

			Isyphus stroked hair from the child’s brow and shrugged heavily. “No one knows,” she said quietly. “That’s the worst of it, not knowing. Or why—that’s even worse, because if we knew why, perhaps we could prevent the loss of what few men remain in the village. Or—or what if it spreads to Ilyan, across the hill? Or to Ildros, half a day’s walk south of here?”

			“Whatever ‘it’ is,” Gabrielle added somberly. “You don’t know anything at all?”

			“Well—” Isyphus shrugged widely, then wrapped her arm around Niobe once more. The child eyed Xena in obvious astonishment, shifted her gaze to Gabrielle, who winked at her. A shy smile tugged at Niobe’s mouth; she buried her face in her grandmother’s ample bosom. “If we do know anything, I don’t know what it might be. But I’ll tell you all about what’s happened hereabouts, and maybe one of you can see something we can’t.

			“It was late spring, the last seed had gone into the ground, and the oaks were beginning to properly leaf out—they come last, you know. And we women had been gathering young oak branches to begin the ceremony in honor of Athena. Well, you can find any amount of those on the saplings and young trees at the edge of the road, and part way to the women’s shrine, but the men needed to bring in several large, dead branches of oak felled by winter storms, to make the fire. Four of them—let me think.” She leaned back and tugged at one earlobe as she thought. Nionne came back into the large room, and Niobe pulled free of her grandmother’s arm to run to her mother. “My Eumaeus, Nionne’s Andrache, and the brothers just come of age this year—Hectos and Inyos. Well, they came back all wide-eyed and pale with some confused story about a pale blue light in the midst of the old glade and a curious smell. I think it was Inyos who said he’d heard a woman singing something odd in a low voice. He couldn’t catch the words, though.

			“Next morning, Andrache and the brothers went back at first light to investigate—and never came home.” She glanced warily toward her daughter. “When Leander and Olymos went to see if they could find trace of those three, they vanished as well.”

			“Oh, how—how perfectly awful!” Gabrielle whispered. Isyphus gave her a watery smile and patted her hand.

			“You have a good heart, lass. It was bad—and it got worse. The strangeness around the glade vanished that night; I know, because Nionne and I went to see if there was anything we could sense—”

			“Was that wise?” Xena asked dryly.

			“Well—it had only taken men, and full-grown ones. And we both bathed in sacred warding herbs before we went, of course. There’s no wise woman in this village but some of us know a thing or two. Still—after all that, there was nothing to be seen, sensed, heard, or felt. And since that day, men have vanished, one or two at a time, from almost anywhere except out in that square at bright midday, though I’d not be surprised if someone did.”

			Nionne came to the table with a jug, from which she refilled cups. Gabrielle smiled up at her and held a hand over her cup. “I’m drinking your cider, if you don’t mind, it’s awfully good.” Nionne nodded, went back to the counter, and returned with another, smaller jug.

			“My poor Andrache,” she said; her voice was low and throaty, and it gave her a sudden beauty. “If I knew where he’d gone, what evil chance overtook him—” She shook her head, poured cider into Gabrielle’s mug. “It’s been hard for us, this year. Not just these brutes coming through the village whenever they wish and taking whatever they can find. Women’s work is hard enough in a land like ours, there’s little or no rest, spring, summer, and fall, and not much more in winter, and now we’ve our own work and that of our men to accomplish. There are children—frightened children—to soothe and protect and raise; we’ve got to do what we can to protect all of us from the likes of those you just ran off, warrior.”

			“I know about life in a village,” Xena said quietly.

			Gabrielle shook her head, sending straight golden hair flying. “This—oh, that’s awful! How terribly sad and not even knowing what’s become of anyone!” She spun part way around to gaze into her companion’s eyes. “We have to do something!”

			“It would be wonderful if you could do something,” Nionne said wistfully. “But I don’t know what it would be. Mama,” she added as Isyphus drained her cup and got to her feet. “I’ve got the stew nearly ready, but you’d better season it, you’ve got a surer hand.” She paused as Xena held up a hand.

			“There are packs in the square. Someone should bring them so we can find who those men stole from and return things to them. The rest—well, I’m sure you can use it here.”

			Isyphus nodded and turned to her daughter. “We’ll get them in. Daughter, you come with me. You’ll never learn how to season if you don’t watch. Warrior, you and your young friend are welcome at my inn for as long as you wish to remain.” She went out, followed by Niobe and Nionne, who retrieved her sleeping baby from somewhere behind the counter.

			Xena waited until they were out of hearing. “Gabrielle—it’s a sad tale, but don’t raise these women’s hopes without good cause.” Gabrielle stared at her, visibly confused. “Most likely those men are dead. There are beasts—”

			The girl was already shaking her head. “It couldn’t be beasts, not with all that other stuff going on. Lights and sounds, and a woman singing . . .”

			“Imagination, or too much wine, or not enough sleep—there are plenty of reasons for seeing and hearing something that isn’t there. And here, where the villagers are too busy with daily life to keep the wilds in check, where there are no king’s armsmen to oversee problems? Never mind that; the fact is, a large number of men are missing, and not one of them has returned.”

			Silence. Gabrielle gazed anxiously and unhappily at her friend, Xena gave her a brief, would-be reassuring smile in response. “I understand how you feel. But most likely something killed them all. Dead is dead, and there’s nothing I can do about that.” A short, miserable silence. “I’m sorry. I’m not happy about it, either. But there’s no reason we can’t remain here a few days, at least take a look at this place. Maybe there’s a clue they didn’t see. And this is the peak of the harvest; we can probably help them a little with that, ease the burden. At least watch out for more of the likes of Kalamos.”

			Gabrielle nodded finally. “It’s just that—well, it seems so unfair!”

			“Life’s unfair. You know that.”

			
			They went out to the glade early the next morning, with Isyphus in a small oxcart to guide them.

			“Here it was, or so Eumaeus told me,” she said, and dabbed her face with her apron.

			Gabrielle watched Xena slowly begin to explore the glade. “What happened to Eumaeus—I mean, not what but when?”

			“Well, he—he went north on the road not a week ago, he and two other of our men, to drive the best cart to the shore south of the palace island; they were taking the annual two kegs of new wine for the palace. There’d been no sign of problem along the road, we didn’t think that there might be trouble. And it takes a full day each direction, you don’t want the wine slopping in the kegs and ruining the fermentation, of course. So no one was surprised when they didn’t return early the third day, or even on the fourth. Everyone loves Eumaeus, he often goes with the ship to transport the kegs and talk with the palace servants, then comes back . . . but when five days came and went, and there was no sign of any of them . . .” She sniffed loudly, blotted her eyes once more.

			Gabrielle patted her broad back and tried to think of something soothing to say. Nothing occurred to her, so she patted the woman’s shoulder once more, and turned to watch her companion. Xena squatted in the center of the glade, shifting grass back and forth a few narrow blades at a time, her eyes intent on the ground. She got to her feet, studied the area, then moved from broad-trunked oak to tall and graceful rowan, to ancient and half-dead oak, all the way around the glade.

			The sun was near peak when she finally gave it up. “I’m sorry, Isyphus,” she said as she climbed back onto her horse. “If there was something here to give anyone a hint of what happened, it’s long gone. I can’t tell a thing.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The next day dawned bright, cloudless, and already hot. A dozen village women, skirts hiked high for ease of movement and sheltered under broad-brimmed woven straw hats, worked their way down long furrows, one hand bunching wheat stalks while the other hand deftly wielded a curved, long-bladed knife to cut them. The bundles were laid down next to the row, the bent-over cutters backed a pace down the row, another bundle was gathered in and cut. Behind them came other women who swiftly separated one stalk from the rest, wrapped it twice around the bundle, tied it, and dropped it to the ground. Girls and young boys followed them, the girls gathering up bundles and dropping them across outstretched, spindly young male arms. Once a boy’s arms were full, he’d turn and stagger over to one of the sideless carts waiting in the track, drop his bundle on the growing stacks, and return for more.

			Xena was only partly aware of all this as she stood near the end of one completed row. Her eyes moved constantly, checking the track, the paths leading from it into woods or rock or brush; the several cuts that dropped from the fields down to the sea. Anyplace and everyplace where someone might hide.

			At first light she’d been backing along one row with the cutters, but shortly before sunrise, the first filled cart had been jumped by five grubby swordsmen. She’d dropped her harvest knife and drawn the dagger, sprinted across the open before any of them could get the frightened mule that pulled the cart under control, and flattened three men with her fists and elbows. The fourth threw himself from the back of the cart, dagger high, ready to strike; she side-stepped, caught hold of his ankles, and threw him two man lengths down the road. Unfortunately for him, the knife was underneath when he landed. The last man eyed her glassily, backed slowly away, the knife sliding from a shaking hand; she smiled. He caught his breath on a whimper, turned, and hared down the road.

			She let him go. Leave one of them free to spread the word that this village is no easy mark from now on, because there’s someone here to protect the innocents. Bah. Hardly worth the bother, most of his kind would scoff and call him coward or incapable, and come anyway to test their own luck. This becomes boring, she thought sourly, and wiped her hands—and her knife—on the grass. One of the men at her feet groaned and tried to sit up; a small, deadly booted foot shoved against his chest and held him flat.

			“A suggestion,” she said evenly. “Leave the knives and all the rest in a pile, right here. Back away, go quietly. You might live to find another knife, somewhere far from here.”

			Silence. One of the other men let his eyes drop; he pulled several knives, a long dagger, and a short sword from various hidden sheaths and threw them at her feet, backed cautiously away from her on all fours, and waited.

			“You heard,” he snarled finally. “Get yourselves killed if you like. That’s my bundle and I’m going. Now.” One of them was grumbling to himself; Xena cleared her throat, eyed him inquiringly as he glanced up. The silence this time was very uncomfortable. Several more knives, a short bow, a sling, and a bag of stones completed the pile before the other two men stood, arms well away from their sides, and warily backed off. She folded her arms, gazed back expressionlessly, waited. All three backed some distance down the road, turned as if loath to break eye contact, and began walking down the road after their long-departed comrade. Once they were beyond the normal range of a thrown knife, they took to their heels. Xena gathered up the weapons, tossed them into the cart in front of the bundled wheat, and returned to help with the crop.

			The women had stopped work and were watching her warily. Isyphus finally laughed, breaking an uneasy silence. “Well! That was quick.” Xena shrugged, smiled briefly, and bent over the knee-high wheat.

			That night several men snuck into the village and stole one of the carts, but they didn’t get far with it; instead of the expected open track south, they found a still, shadowy figure awaiting them on the rickety bridge. Two of the village boys waited in tree shadow until the bridge was clear and the last of the ruffians had been plucked from the dry creek bed by the least injured of his companions. Xena eyed them dispassionately, gestured sharply with her thumb for them to back away. Someone groaned unhappily as she whistled; the boys emerged from shadow to gather up fallen weapons before taking hold of the cart shaft and turning it back toward the village.

			“The harvest is intact?” she asked. A confused and rather shy mumble was her only response; her brief smile was hidden by shadow. “Good. Get it into the stable, and stay in yourselves. Go now.” She waited until the boys were gone, the cart lurching unsteadily across the bridge, the swords, daggers, and small shields within it clanking against one another. Her eye moved to the huddled, subdued men on the narrow track.

			“I know at least two of you—and I recognize you,” she added, leveling a finger at a ragged brute who nursed an aching head and groaned loudly. Someone else was cursing inventively in a low, flat voice. “Be quiet,” she ordered. Silence she got. “Be grateful you can feel the bruises. Next time you won’t.” She waited. Then: “Get moving while you still can.” Two of them helped the injured leader to his feet; the others staggered up and followed slowly down the track south. Xena remained on the bridge, arms folded, watching until they were long out of sight.

			She spent most of the next morning and midday watching over the women or pacing along the road to make sure the lads taking the carts back to the village were all right. “It’s quiet enough,” Nionne said as she brought the warrior bread and crumbly cheese, a few soft grapes, and a deep wooden mug of cool wine. “Maybe you’ve chased them all away.”

			No point in alarming the woman, Xena thought. She drank, set the cup aside, and smeared cheese over the bread with her fingers, bit into it. “Maybe,” she mumbled. Nionne seemed reassured; she moved into the shade to share food with her babes.

			Gabrielle patted little Niobe’s cheek and got to her feet. “It’s awfully quiet, isn’t it? Do you suppose that whatever he is, that Kalamos, called off his brutes?”

			Xena tucked bread and cheese into her cheek. “What do you think?”

			“Mmmm.” Hazel eyes searched the road, the cliff beyond it, the abandoned olive grove and the tangle of brush and trees. “I think that even if he did, there are probably a lot of other brutes out there who don’t even know Kalamos, and wouldn’t care what he said. That’s supposing he listened to you, of course; he didn’t look too bright.”

			“He’s not bright. Just cunning. That’s why he’s so dangerous.”

			“Oh?” Gabrielle considered this, finally shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to worry about any of that. I just think I’m a lot happier with you out here watching over things. So are the kids. Do you know they were actually listening to my stories this morning, instead of looking around to see where the next trouble was going to come from?” Silence for some moments. “They’ve only got about another day to finish this field; it’s going pretty well, actually. Did you know that a couple carts of this crop are going on to the palace, along with two tuns of wine?”

			“We’re going on the boat to the palace with it,” Xena said. She finished her wine, handed the cup to Gabrielle, and stood. “Take this. I’m going to look around some more.”

			Nionne sat cross-legged in tree shade, nursing her infant, one arm around Niobe, who appeared half-asleep. Several of the other children lay dozing on a sheepskin rug. Gabrielle went back over to join them; she and two little girls resumed a game that involved piles of small sticks and plenty of giggling.

			Most of the women sat in shade, their backs to the pyramid of rocks that had been hauled from the field and piled along the cliff edge. Xena crossed the field, clambered up a massive boulder, and shielding her eyes against the brightness of sun and sea, slowly turned, searching the shore below, the jumble of rocks, the brushy, boulder-strewn cliffs, then the broad, sloping fields, the empty track. No one in sight at the moment. That didn’t mean anything; there was no shortage of riffraff around here. No shortage of stupid riffraff, she thought disgustedly. These people weren’t impoverished but they didn’t have much. Men like Kalamos would have to be desperate or dumber than the average thug to go after a small village.

			Of course, they weren’t all looking for wealth; there were plenty such men who got more enjoyment out of terrifying the helpless than they ever would from bags of gold and gems.

			Just below her, sharp movement. She spun, glanced down at Isyphus, who was staggering to her feet, her face utterly white, staring with wide eyes. Across the track, something or someone was moving into the shadow of vine-entangled young oaks from an open, sunny ledge. Xena leaped from the rocks, ignored the woman’s outstretched hand, her wordless shout, and sped across the half-cleared field, leaped the low hedge, skirted the cart, cleared the ditch beyond it—and stopped short, astonished.

			
			A man in a faded green shirt and neatly patched, worn brown britches was crawling slowly and painfully, his immediate goal the ditch. A ring of graying hair stood up wildly around a sunburned, freckled bald patch. He stopped short as he took in the booted feet planted in front of him, swayed back and forth weakly, then simply fell over. His breath came in harsh, loud snorts. No threat here, Xena decided, kneeling beside him.

			Hurrying feet behind her, a murmur of women’s voices; she turned partway around to shout, “Stay back until I’m certain he’s safe!” The man looked up at her; brown, hurt eyes met hers. Xena stared; the rest of his face was so ordinary she’d not have known him from another such middle-aged villager—but his nose was a pig’s snout.

			Isyphus halted next to her and emitted a faint squawk before dropping to both knees and gathering the man to her bosom. “Eumaeus! It’s my Eumaeus! Where’ve you been all these days?” His arms pressed feebly against her; she leaned back to look at him and seemed to see him clearly for the first time. Her mouth sagged open. “Who’s done this to you, husband?” she whispered. He shook his head, closed his eyes, and nestled into her. Xena laid a light hand against his throat and, when Isyphus whimpered, touched the woman’s arm and shook her head minutely.

			“He’s alive; just exhausted. Let’s get him to the cart, take him back to the village. He’ll need food and water before he can tell us anything.”

			
			An hour later most of the village women were crowded onto the dusty track before the inn, murmuring worriedly. Xena stood motionless near the back door, watching for Nionne or Isyphus—both women were sitting with Eumaeus in the one-room family hut, waiting for him to recover enough that he could speak. Gabrielle paced back and forth, gazing out the main door, then out the narrow window slit in the south wail, then into the stable, where Xena’s horse dozed in the farthest stall and boys packed the bundled wheat into large straw baskets for transport to the palace.

			Gabrielle sighed finally. “What do you think could do that to a man?” she asked quietly.

			Xena shrugged. “That’s more a question for you to answer, isn’t it? A god, a wizard? I don’t deal with those any more than I have to, and I don’t know much about any of them. Sit and think about it while we’re waiting, why don’t you?”

			“I’ve thought,” Gabrielle said, “and I can’t think of anything, and I honestly don’t feel much like sitting.”

			“Sit anyway,” Xena growled. “You’re making me dizzy.”

			“Oh. Sorry!” Gabrielle dropped onto the end of the bench. “You’re right, it could be either, or something else. Still,” she added, but turned as Isyphus clomped into the room.

			“Warrior, he wants to talk, if you’ll come?” For answer, Xena rose swiftly and strode across the chamber to follow the woman, Gabrielle on her heels.

			The poor innkeeper looked even more odd and out of place freshly washed and brushed and tucked into bed in a clean nightshirt. Nionne held his head while he sipped from the cup in her other hand. Isyphus took her daughter’s place and cuddled him briefly against her bosom. After a moment she touched his face, gestured toward the silent, still Xena. “Husband, this is the warrior who protected us from ruffians the past days. She’s trying to help us still, if you can tell her what happened to you?”

			“Ahhhh.” He blinked, swallowed, and burrowed against Isyphus, much as little Niobe had. “That’s—so good, Issy. I’ve thought of little else these past days, just to get back to you. I didn’t even think about how you’d see me, what you’d think. . . .” His voice trailed off.

			The woman’s arms tightened around him and he squeaked faintly. “Eumaeus, no one ever called you a handsome man,” she said in a mock-severe voice, “even when you were a lad, and the village headman’s son. You’re something much better; even with a pig’s snout, you’re my man, and a good one. No one here, including little Niobe, will consider you less a good man because you’ve—you’ve changed. But, Eumaeus—the other men, all the others—” She gave him a gentle little shake before clasping him to her bosom once more. “The women out in the street, they’d like to know where their men are, what’s happened to them.”

			“Some of them,” he murmured faintly. With an effort, he pushed away from her and sat up straight; one hand rubbed thoughtfully against the bridge of his snout. Gabrielle eyed him sympathetically, then eased away to sit with her back to the far wall. “We’d gone to deliver the wine to the boat, the special shipment for Queen Penelope. Now, a man daren’t push the oxen at such a time, road isn’t much good, the kegs’ll stir up, and the stuff won’t be drinkable until it settles again. Affects the price, but that isn’t the main thing. It’s never been said of village Isos that we sent the queen dregs-tainted wine, have we, wife?” Isyphus shook her head, then whispered against his ear. “Oh, I’m sorry, warrior; my mind’s still wandering. Well, we couldn’t go fast, so we drove long hours to make up for that, and so it was well past dark, the moon a mere sliver, and that nearly sunk into the sea when we heard it.” He licked his lips nervously. Isyphus held the cup for him, but he pressed it aside.

			“At first, I thought it must be the wind, though young Aleppis has keener ears than I and he named it a voice—woman’s voice, high and with odd words in it. Foreign, maybe. Though maybe just with an odd accent. Well, wife, with so many of our men gone who knows where, I slowed the team even more—and was about to turn the cart and come back here, fast as the oxen could manage it, and be damned to the wine as well. But—but somehow, I couldn’t do it.” His eyes flickered across Gabrielle, mildly curious, fixed on Xena. “Was the strangest thing, altogether. The cart went on as if someone or something had a stronger hand on the oxen than I did, and then all at once, we stopped. I could hear it now, clearly: a high, thin woman’s voice but not irritating somehow the way a screechy girl’s voice can get to you, though it hackled the hair on my arms, I can tell you. Well, young Aleppis and his friend Hesper were off the cart and gone, striding into the woods before I could so much as snatch at ’em!”

			He drew a shuddering breath; his eyes were wide and all pupil as he relived the moment. “And then, imagine it, I could truly not stop myself, I was following after the young fools! Now, wife, I had no urge whatever to discover what or who was singing, but my feet weren’t mine to direct anymore. I slid from the cart and started into the woods, but there was a dry rill just inside the trees; my ankle turned—the bad one, you know? And I went down, the leather strap on my sandal snapped and the heel flapping. So I clutched at my ankle with one hand and cursed under my breath and tried at the same time to either fix the strap or shed the sandal because that voice kept telling me somehow, even though I couldn’t make out a word—well, I just had to go, didn’t I? And I could hear the lads crashing through the brush blindly, falling down, and one of them went nose first into a tree and swore—why, I didn’t know any man of us knew curses like those! But all at once the sandal came free, and I threw it aside, got to my feet somehow, and went after them, hands in front of me so I wouldn’t flatten my nose. So for all my years and their lack of them, I wasn’t far behind when they moved into an open place. All at once there was light—nasty, green light it was—and I could see Hesper quite clearly, and then I could see her, too.”

			“What did she look like?” Xena asked quietly as he paused for breath.

			“Well . . .” He considered this, one finger rubbing his snout in what must be an habitual gesture, though at the moment it looked quite odd. “Well, not very tall, and very slender, not a genuine curve to her, so as I could tell.” He smiled, leaned into his wife with a happy sigh. “Not like some,” he murmured, and with a visible effort brought himself back to the moment. “She was pale, and her hair—why, I’ve never seen anything quite the like. It was redder than bronze armor or a new copper coin and it shone with flecks of gold. And it hung straight as a waterfall, nearly to her feet. She wore something so white it hurt my eyes, and her own eyes were the color of the sea on a cool, cloudy morning—or the green of new wheat.

			“Odd you could see so much at a distance,” Xena put in.

			Eumaeus considered this. “So it is. And I saw truly—you’ll hear in a moment. At the time it didn’t seem odd, though it does now. Well, I wasn’t far behind them, but still within the trees when she raised her hands and said something that made my bones ache. And then she laughed. My legs went weak and my head spun, and I fell down. But even though I was almost too afraid to breathe, I had to see what had happened to those two lads. Well, do you believe me if I tell you there was that woman still, and she was still laughing nastily—but instead of our lads, there were two pigs—pretty, plump pigs, one brown with a darker spot along his back, the other black as Aleppis’ hair, and why, I don’t know but I could all at once understand what she said.”

			Silence. Isyphus gave him a little more wine and murmured something against his ear. The innkeeper patted her arm and managed a smile for her and for his daughter. Nionne smiled back, but Gabrielle noticed she wasn’t looking at him directly.

			“And what did the woman say?” Xena asked finally.

			“Say? Oh . . . Was such odd things.” He blotted his brow, swallowed hard. “I’m—I’m sorry, warrior, my head felt so strange, and everything was confusing, nothing like anything I’d ever seen before in my life. . . .” His voice trailed off, he closed his eyes.

			Xena glanced at Gabrielle, who raised her eyebrows and shrugged. No god or wizard I know, the shrug said.

			But after a moment Eumaeus spoke again, eyes still closed, obviously quoting as best he could recall. “‘My, what handsome pigs. You are handsome, aren’t you, my sweet little pigs?’ There—was a lot more like that,” he added in a small voice. “Didn’t think she’d ever be done, cooing love words at them, though she didn’t look the type to fuss over pigs, and she didn’t sound as though she meant a word of it. All at once, though, she turned and stared out through the trees, and she sounded so angry, I couldn’t look at her anymore.” His voice changed, hardened. “‘So King Odysseus wouldn’t accept my hospitality? Good enough for his men, but for him—oh, no! Sweet little piggies, wouldn’t you like some cold, hard, raw acorns?’ And then she laughed.” He shuddered; Isyphus wrapped her arms around him and murmured soothing words. “And she said, ‘Of course you wouldn’t. You’d like nice, dull peasant fare, vegetables in broth and roast vegetables, and common, dull, ordinary dirty peasant fodder! Because you know who you really are, still, don’t you? However you look to outside eyes?”’ He drew a sharp breath, was quiet for a moment. “The way she laughed made all my bones ache, I couldn’t watch another moment. I felt so weak, so ill. When I looked again, she was gliding across the open ground with all the grace of a snake and the pigs trotted along behind her. But—but the oddest thing,” he added in a small voice. “Do you know, the black-marked pig slowed and looked back and I would swear he looked at me with Aleppis’ eyes?”

			“No!” Gabrielle sat up very straight indeed. “It must be . . .” Xena cast her a warning glance and a shushing gesture, not to break the innkeeper’s concentration, but he hadn’t even heard her, so intent was he on his tale.

			“Well, of course, I was light-headed, wife,” he went on after a moment. “And how could a pig have Aleppis’ eyes? But where had two pigs come from in the first place, out there in the woods? And proper, fat, well-tended pigs they were, too. But those pig’s eyes made me feel so strange, the world spun all around me and went away, and when I woke next, it was dark and damp, the moon gone, and no sound but owls in the distant trees and a snap and snort nearby from a grazing stag. I felt my head because it ached so curiously, and all was well until my hands came upon my nose—and,” he finished in a small voice, “it wasn’t mine at all!”

			Isyphus held him close and cooed at him softly for some moments. He finally sighed and sat up once again. “Well, warrior, your pardon for a waste of your time with such a mad tale, and I doubt you’ll believe a word of it. But my nose wasn’t so before I stepped down from that cart, and look at it now!” Gabrielle started, but Xena cast her another warning glance.

			Isyphus patted his shoulder, ruffled his hair affectionately. “But, husband, how is it you made it home?”

			To her visible surprise, he chuckled, though the sound had a definite snort to it that clearly embarrassed him, and he fell momentarily silent. “Well, wife, I had a long day and a night to think about it while I found enough strength to return to the road—and then once there I discovered the cart wrecked, the oxen gone, and the kegs vanished, not much to my surprise. So I had more time to think while I found my slow and unhappy way back home, and even so I’d given up when I saw this honored warrior and then your face. No, wife—lay it to my years and my ankle and my sandal; if I’d been on the heels of those two lads and in the open, no doubt I’d be a pig as well, yoked to her will. And I don’t doubt it that every man missing from Isos has gone the way of Aleppis and Hesper.” He spread his arms wide, sighed faintly, and fell back against his wife’s bosom, a smile curving his lips. Xena got to her feet, gesturing for Gabrielle to join her.

			“Innkeeper, you’re exhausted and no wonder. Rest now. I’ll do what I can to aid your village—though I don’t know exactly what I can do. My friend here will tell the other women what’s happened, then we’ll try to think how best to mend matters. Rest if you can, and eat.” She touched his arm, turned, and left. Gabrielle, her face solemn, patted the woman’s shoulder, smiled at a very worried-looking Nionne, and followed her friend.

			Gabrielle remained silent and thoughtful while Xena talked to the village women and watched them disperse; she was still quiet when Xena tapped her arm to get her attention and gestured toward the inn. Once within the large room, she crossed to the counter, filled one cup with wine and the other with cider, brought them to the table, and dropped into a chair. Gabrielle took the cup and drank, her eyes fixed vacantly on the far wall. Xena moved a hand across her line of vision, back again. The girl blinked.

			“So. You’re the teller of tales, Gabrielle. What ideas did you get from that story?”

			“Ideas,” Gabrielle echoed vaguely. She shook herself, blinked rapidly. “It’s awful! That poor man! Imagine—did you see the look on his daughter’s face? I mean, Isyphus didn’t even seem to care that he’s got that—that nose,” she finished in a small voice. “But Nionne—”

			“Nionne should be glad she has a father, whatever he looks like at the moment,” Xena said firmly.

			“All right, I know that. But ordinary people don’t always see things that clearly, do they?”

			“Maybe not. But you might be surprised how quickly people accept what’s put before them, whatever it was like previously,” Xena said evenly. “That isn’t our problem, that’s for Nionne to sort out. What did that to him?” And as Gabrielle gazed at her blankly, Xena tapped the back of her hand with one hard finger and added, “God, goddess, enchantress—what?”

			“Oh. I thought I had something back in there, but—well, all right, a god could do that, of course, but most of them stick with plain old straightforward violence. That kind of subtle thing might be more the tool of a goddess, but . . .” She buried her face in her hands, mumbled to herself for some moments. “Only Artemis does much of that magic— shapeshifting, you know?—and she usually goes after specific men who’ve violated her rules and then she turns him into a stag, not a pig. The shrine way back up on the plateau—it hadn’t been violated. I could’ve told if it was, but it wasn’t. So probably not Artemis. But—” She rubbed her eyes, shoved hair behind her ears, drummed fingers on her cheekbone and then her shoulders.

			Xena waited her out patiently; Gabrielle could talk a lot of nonsense, and at times it seemed she rambled on like this on purpose. Maddening at worst, irritating at best. But she really did know such things. One just had to be quiet, and let her sort through her stock of knowledge in her own, confused, loquacious fashion.

			It worked. Gabrielle suddenly sat up, snapped her fingers. “Got it! At least—” The gaze she turned on her friend was extremely confused. “It can’t really be anyone else, but what is she doing here?”

			“Tell me,” Xena said evenly. “I’ll find a motive.” She drained her cup, got up to refill it, and dropped back onto the bench.

			“Well—shapeshifter. And with a fondness for pigs,” Gabrielle said. “Circe. It’s the only possibility.”

			“All right. Who’s Circe?”

			“You don’t—?” Gabrielle began, astonished. Xena cast her a dark look; the girl smiled uncertainly, shrugged, and said, “All right, she’s not that well known. Mostly because she lives on an island . . . um, sorry, can’t recall the name of it . . .”

			“Not important.” Xena waved that aside. “Circe. Who, what, and why?”

			Gabrielle grinned crookedly, held up fingers, and made a visible effort to be direct. “Who.” She turned down one finger. “Powerful sorceress, said to be half-immortal, but they say that about all magic users, don’t they? What: she’s a shapeshifter, but not an ordinary one because she doesn’t change her own shape, she changes others. Why.” she ticked off the third finger, paused a moment, then sagged. “Why, I simply don’t know.”

			“All right. Good enough.” The warrior sipped her wine, leaned back to stare at the smoke-darkened ceiling for some moments. “If I recall correctly, Eumaeus said something about this female talking to the pigs, saying Odysseus wouldn’t accept her hospitality?”

			“Oh!” Gabrielle was halfway to her feet in her excitement. “Oh, I got it! Yes! All right, this is a bit complex but I think it works, give me a moment.” She got to her feet, turned away, and after a very still moment, began to pace. “All right. Circe can turn any human into any kind of beast—but it’s almost always men, and she usually sticks with snakes or pigs. And they say her spell changes their bodies, but nothing else; so a man she caught would look like a beast but he’d know what he really was.” She spun around, looked at her companion anxiously.

			“Makes as much sense as sorcery ever makes,” Xena allowed. “But what about the king? You mean, he’s back on some island running around on all fours and eating acorns? But then, why is she here?”

			“Wherever he is, in whatever shape, that isn’t it,” Gabrielle said excitedly. “The spell didn’t work on him. Nothing else makes enough sense!”

			“Somehow, it didn’t take on the king, and that made her angry?”

			“Sorcerous types usually have low boiling points, don’t they?” Gabrielle retorted. “Maybe he was behind the others, like poor Eumaeus, except none of the spell reached him, or maybe—wait. There’s supposed to be a way to keep shapeshifting magic from working. . . .” She considered this for some moments, finally sighed. “Sometimes—I heard about it, I think it’s an herb you eat or drink because only another sorcerer would know. So what if the trickster king had warning about what was happening to his men and found a way to avoid being caught in the trap?”

			“Circe might be angry,” Xena allowed.

			She didn’t look convinced about any of this, Gabrielle thought in mild exasperation. “Angry! People—beings like that aren’t used to being thwarted, you know; she’d be furious, I’ll wager you anything.”

			“Mmmm.” Xena considered this for a long, thoughtful moment, finally shook her head. “It’s possible she’d be angry enough to come to Ithaca and take vengeance on his people, especially since he’s away.” A smile quirked her mouth. “I don’t suppose she’s the thin-clad hussy from your—ah—vision?”

			“I don’t know.” Gabrielle was pacing again. “But I doubt it. Would you play smooch games with someone who turned your soldiers into pigs?”

			“Maybe if I had been enchanted in another way.” Xena swung her legs down from the table and turned so she could watch her companion pace.

			“Well—but she’s only supposed to have this one kind of magic.” She was quiet for some time, pacing the length of the room, her eyes unfocused; now and again she mumbled something under her breath. Finally she sighed, came over, and sat once more. “I’m sorry. None of that is for sure, and I know I heard once about the herb that counters such magic, but I just don’t remember what it is.”

			“Never mind, Gabrielle, you’ve done just fine so far.” Xena drank the last of her wine, shoved the cup aside. “Maybe you were right after all. It might just be possible to restore those men to their village.” She held up a warning hand as Gabrielle turned an eager smile her way. “I’m not saying for certain. Just maybe. It’s worth the try.” She grinned crookedly. “Better to go against a sorceress than a goddess, don’t you think?”

			“Um—well, sure. Maybe.” The girl’s smile was fading fast. She made a visible effort to rally her sagging spirits. “Besides, according to Eumaeus, this copper-haired creature did mention the king. So maybe if we can get close enough to her and find a way to talk to her, we can learn where he is, and at least have something useful to pass on when we finally get to Queen Penelope, right?”

			Xena’s smile broadened; her eyes were wicked. “Talking’s what you do, remember? You figure out what to say to a sorceress to keep her entertained.”

			“Oh. Right,” Gabrielle managed. “And while I’m doing that, where will you be?”

			“Working out everything else, of course.” She rose to her feet in one lithe motion and set the drained cup aside. “I want to go back and talk to Eumaeus again. Maybe he’s remembered something else. Anything at all could be useful.”

			“Useful,” Gabrielle mumbled darkly, but when the warrior turned and raised a questioning eyebrow at her, she merely shook her head.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Nionne met them in the doorway, and held up a hand. “The healer’s with them. She won’t be long, though.” She blotted red-rimmed eyes on her sleeve. “My poor Andrache, wandering in the woods on all fours! And—and what can the healer do with something like that?”

			Gabrielle drew a deep breath, hesitated only a moment. “Nionne, honestly, your father’s not really that bad.”

			“Did you get a good look at him?” Nionne demanded bitterly.

			“I did,” Xena said evenly. “It’s no worse than the kind of bad scars you can pick up in battle. It’ll draw stares for a while, then no one will notice. At least he’s alive.”

			Nionne snorted and blotted her eyes again. “Maybe that’s how things are among soldiers and warriors,” she said. “In a village—well, I guess you don’t realize how things are in a village, once you warriors have moved on. Nothing big ever happens, so anything small is talked about and talked about—just now my mother’s saying the same thing, at least he’s alive. Once the gratitude for that wears off, and people have to look at him and—and that— that—”

			“That snout,” Xena said deliberately. Nionne and Gabrielle both winced. “I know more about village life than you’d think. People might gossip and stare, but in a small community like this, they aren’t deliberately unkind.”

			Gabrielle rallied at that, and squared her shoulders. “You know, she’s absolutely right, Nionne. I mean, I grew up in a village myself—a little bigger than this but they’re all really the same, aren’t they? I mean, the same crops to plant, weed, harvest—animals to deal with, goats to milk, babies born, people die, a fever comes in and half the town gets ill, the weather goes bad or soldiers come, and everyone’s afraid. . . . So whenever someone changed a lot, like my uncle who had a tree fan on him and after that he didn’t really walk, he just kinda scrambled and crawled around—” She blinked rapidly, remembered where the thought was supposed to be headed, and picked up the thread. “Sure, it got talked into the ground, and some people were really gossipy, just like you’d suppose. But no one actually came out and said rude things where my uncle or his people could hear it. Because they knew they’d still be living together in the same village next year and the year after that, and honestly, where’s the sense in alienating your neighbor so much that you split the whole town in half? Over something like that?”

			Nionne merely looked at her, her mouth twitching unhappily. Gabrielle blinked, shrugged, and tried to smile. “Well, all right, that’s maybe just how I see it, but if you can’t change anything, what’s the point of being unhappy about it? Weeping won’t make your father’s nose normal again, will it?”

			Nionne sighed heavily, then turned as the healer came out of the hut.

			She was young, with a girl’s reed-like figure, her plaited hair tied together with a simple leather thong at the base of her neck. Shaking her head, she said, “I did what I could to cheer your mother, Nionne, but there’s nothing I can do to heal an enchantment—and that’s exactly what this is.”

			“Oh—wonderful,” Nionne said flatly.

			“Go home,” the healer ordered, as flatly. “Take the babies and go home, Nionne, until you can look at your father and smile and possibly even mean it. Go on, shoo.” Nionne grumbled under her breath, swept past them all, and stomped into the inn. The healer glanced at Gabrielle, fixed her attention on Xena.

			“You’re certain it’s enchantment?” the warrior asked. “Or was that a guess?”

			“It’s as good as any diagnosis, isn’t it?” Sarcasm edged the healer’s voice. “It’s not a reaction you’d get from eating the wrong mushrooms, or shellfish out of season.” Her gaze shifted to Gabrielle, who was looking at her in surprise. “Well?”

			“Um—I’m sorry, didn’t mean to stare,” Gabrielle replied with a brief smile. “It’s just that—if you’re the healer and midwife, you seem so—ah—well, so young.”

			“The infants prefer someone nearer their own age,” the healer replied dryly. Gabrielle considered this as if uncertain whether to laugh or be offended; she finally laughed. After a moment the healer’s lips twitched and she smiled. “I’m touchy on the subject, sorry. My grandmother was the last healer for the villages around here. She properly trained me, though, as well as she’d have trained my mother, if Mother’d had any trace of the gift.” She held out a hand. “I’m Epicaste, glad to meet you.”

			Gabrielle met the hand halfway. “Pleasure.”

			“I know who both of you are, of course; I’ve been over in Ilyan, tending a difficult first pregnancy, only just got back this morning. Kind of you to chase off some of our less pleasant guests, warrior.”

			“My pleasure,” Xena said dryly. “Did he talk to you, about what happened?”

			“Some.” Epicaste shook her head. “It’s all new to me, men into swine, but there’s always something new to come along.”

			“I need to talk to him,” Xena said. “That all right?”

			“Can’t hurt him any, that I can tell.”

			“Good. Gabrielle, why don’t you and the healer go talk about herbs while I’m here?”

			“Herbs . . .” Gabrielle said vaguely, her brow crinkled; it cleared as she remembered. “Oh, Those herbs. Gotcha. Healer—Epicaste, you have a few minutes, share a little cider, maybe?” She was already talking rapidly, waving her arms as they crossed to the inn. The young healer looked a little glassy-eyed; plenty of people did, their first conversation with Gabrielle, Xena thought. She smiled after her young friend, then went into the innkeeper’s hut.

			Isyphus had fallen asleep, her head at an uncomfortable-looking angle against the wall. Eumaeus lay with his head against her shoulder, but as Xena stopped at the foot of the bed, he carefully eased away from his wife and sat up, then swung his feet to the floor.

			“It’s all right, innkeeper, I can come back—”

			“No.” He pushed himself upright, walked slowly across the room, and dropped onto a low bench against the far wall. “She needs the sleep, poor lass,” he added, with a fond glance at his sleeping wife. “But she won’t hear us over here. Poor Issy. It’s not been easy here of late. But she tells me we have you to thank for ridding us of the ruffians.”

			“Some of them. They’re not all gone, you know.” At his gesture, she sat down on the end of the bench, turning so she could watch his face and the only door at the same time.

			“I know. We won’t be free of ’em until we get our king back, if we ever do. But this other thing—” He grimaced, touched his snout. “What can we do about that female, about our men?”

			“We’re working on that,” Xena said. “My young friend has an idea or two. If we can decide who the woman is and how to repair matters, will you show us where she was the night you saw her?” He went pale under sun-darkened skin and there was fear in his eyes. She’d have to push him. “Once she has all the grown men from around here, what’s to stop her from taking the boys—or the women and girls? Your son deserves a better future than that, doesn’t he? And your granddaughter?”

			He was quiet for so long, she wondered if she’d offended him. Not that she could let it matter, someone would have to give them a place to start, and there was only Eumaeus at the moment. But after a long silence broken only by a gentle, whuffling snore from the bed and the distant cries of boys playing a game, he sighed and nodded. “You’re right; I don’t like it. Who would? And I don’t believe she’ll still be in that place, warrior—”

			“She might not be,” Xena agreed. “She probably won’t leave any trace of her passing, either; not if she’s a sorceress. But I can track a pig,” she added flatly. He looked curious but merely nodded again as she got up and left him. She was muttering to herself as she strode off behind the inn, across the dry creek bed, and into the nearest field. “Tracked pigs for my mother when I was still in plaits. Can’t stand pigs.” She considered this. “Hate pigs.”

			The field was empty at this hour; the ugly rows of stubble would eventually be chewed down when they loosed the goats and oxen here, and after that the villagers would replant. If there were enough of them left to replant. She strode through the cut stalks, leaped onto high-piled rocks, and stared down at the sea and an ever-narrowing crescent of wet sand.

			Three days in this village already. But she couldn’t turn her back on people in such need. King Menelaus would simply have to wait for an answer to his message. “Old brute,” she growled, and turned back to study the track, the rock and woods beyond it; the back side of the village. Four boys sprinted briefly into sight, vanished beyond the inn, and distant cheers greeted the footrace.

			Too bad the Trickster hadn’t made it home yet. Be too bad, of course, if he didn’t make it home at all; his people needed him desperately. “Too bad he couldn’t have found a better way to trick that messenger in the first place. I can’t remain here forever, though.” Get the men of Isos back, get them restored to man shape, if possible. Then she could teach them basic weapon skill and, more important, how to use stealth and tricks to overwhelm trained soldiers and skilled thugs. They’d be as able to care for themselves as any villagers in times like these. “And King Odysseus will owe me one.” She smiled faintly. She’d liked the wily Odysseus despite herself; unlike his friend and fellow king Menelaus, he didn’t take himself seriously and didn’t lord it over others. And he used his head for something besides a place to pour ale.

			The sun was low in the sky, casting a golden sheen over the sea, when she finally climbed down from her perch and sauntered back to the inn.

			
			Nionne was in the yard behind the inn, stirring a large pot that hung over a spluttering fire. Fragrant steam wafted on the evening breeze: herbs and garlic, some kind of soup or stew. The woman gave her a sidelong, rather nervous glance, then went back to her stirring. Embarrassed about her earlier outburst. Nothing she could do about that; the woman would either get over it, or not. And that only mattered to Eumaeus, in the long run.

			Gabrielle and Epicaste were hunched over a pair of empty cups, Gabrielle listening intently as the healer and midwife named herb after herb, pausing at each; each time Gabrielle shook her head wearily. “Thyme—not the common but the red-flowered—”

			“No. None of them, actually.”

			“Self-heal, hypericum, scutelary?” Gabrielle merely shook her head. “Valerian—no, no, wouldn’t be that. Yarrow—wait, I’ve left something out.” Xena poured herself a mug of ale, then leaned against the counter to watch them. The healer was muttering to herself, ticking off the fingers of one hand then the other, back again. “Got it. Absinthe—you might know it as wormwood?”

			“Wormwood!” Gabrielle shouted, and slapped both hands on the table, then yelped and shook her right hand. “Ow! I hate splinters!” She began working it free with her teeth.

			Epicaste laughed and grabbed her hand. “Stop that, you’ll make a mess of it. Let me.” She squinted at the girl’s outstretched fingers, scratched gently with a nail. “You think absinthe, really?”

			Gabrielle nodded. “Ouch!”

			“Hold still, then! I can’t retrieve a tiny bit of wood if you’re twitching like that! Wormwood . . . hmm. I don’t use it much, there’s too much can go wrong if it’s not prepared properly. And it’s not good for much of anything—”

			“My mother and her sister dosed the village children every spring, for—ah—parasites. Ouch!” She yelped as the healer’s fingers jerked; Epicaste dropped something tiny and dark on the table between them. “You got it? Thanks!”

			“You can use wormwood for that,” Epicaste allowed cautiously. “I wouldn’t. But—”

			“They added lots of water,” Gabrielle said. She wet the tip of one finger, touched it to the table, squinted at the splinter. “But someone—I remember someone saying something one of those times when they were steeping the stuff about how else you could use it, something about strong enough and it would prevent a shape change.”

			“Mmmm. Maybe.”

			Xena set her cup aside, crossed the room, and dropped onto the bench, settling her shoulders against the wall and crossing her ankles on a corner of the table. “Do you two really have something, or is this all speculation?”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “It’s the thing I was trying to remember—wormwood. And the one tale I heard about Circe, there was something said—let me think.” She closed her eyes briefly, suddenly smiled. “Got it. ‘The bitterness of silver Artemis spread so within his body that even Circe’s spell could not bear to taste it, and so was turned aside.’”

			Xena eyed her sidelong, her face expressionless. “That’s it? But you called it wormwood, and you said absinthe?”

			Gabrielle’s smile turned apologetic; she spread her arms wide. “It’s got at least three names; tell me about an herb that doesn’t. Artemis is the really old name for wormwood, which is what the people around my village called it; they apparently call it absinthe here, and I’ve heard that name, too. But—yeah. Unless you have a better idea, that’s it.”

			“That’s not half it,” Epicaste said darkly. “The stuff is as difficult to work with as poppy or valerian—one tiny mistake in the preparation and you’ve killed the person you’re trying to heal.”

			“It’s not that hard,” Gabrielle protested. “I used to watch my mother do it all the time.”

			“Impasse,” Xena put in neatly as she paused for breath, before the argument could heat up. “Maybe if one of you explained the problem to me?”

			Gabrielle glanced at Epicaste—who looked from her to the warrior—finally shrugged. “All right,” she said. “It’s a plant you can find on the edge of the woods, pretty thing, silver gray, tough as those rocks out next to the wheat fields. You harvest the leaves and sometimes the stems or the tough branches, though I don’t recommend that last; make a tea with the leaves, or shred the stems, break up the branches and let them soak for a few days. Then, if you’re at all a kind healer, you have to find something neutral in usage and strong in taste and scent to conceal the flavor, the stuff is absolutely awful.” She held up a hand and began ticking off points. “You don’t want to over steep the tea, or use boiling water on the leaves, or leave any of the leaves in the tea, or—” She paused, frowning. “You certainly don’t want to distill it, though a few fools have.”

			“Why?” Gabrielle demanded. “I mean, why not?”

			“Makes a liquor a hundred times stronger than ale; you see monsters and purple spots and you want nothing else to eat or drink but that—and it finally kills you. Rots your insides completely away.”

			“Messy,” Xena put in. “But with a little care . . . ?”

			“Look,” Epicaste said earnestly. “I can’t tell you from personal experience, and her experience is from the days she was still playing with dolls. A ‘little care’ can get your patient very dead.” Xena merely looked at her, and waited. The healer sighed heavily. “All right. I can send word to my grandmother over in Ilyan, see if she has any real knowledge of it. If there’s a use like you say, Gabrielle, she’ll know about it—her mind’s still good, it’s her legs that won’t carry her back and forth anymore.”

			
			Four days later Gabrielle and Epicaste found a place to build a fire north of the village, so the seldom-shifting west ocean winds would blow the odor of steeping wormwood away from the houses and fields. Eumaeus’ son and several of the other boys spent the morning bringing in bundles of wood—logs and kindling, enough to complete the task—and Nionne and several of the other young women came near midday with baskets full of feathery, silver-leaved branches. They left quickly; the word had already spread about the smell involved in steeping the stuff. Gabrielle looked at the piles of things at her feet.

			“All right. Now what?”

			Epicaste dropped down to the ground, cross-legged, and unrolled the scroll her grandmother had sent. “You get the fire going and start separating the leaves into a pile; I’m going to read this out loud one more time.”

			“Then we’ll make half as many mistakes,” Gabrielle agreed cheerfully, and reached for the nearest basket; the healer gripped her wrist and eyed her somberly.

			“It had better do more than that. I already told you—”

			“Hey.” Gabrielle knelt and dropped her hand over Epicaste’s. “I’m just trying to lighten the mood here, I’m not making light of what we’re doing. I know how dangerous the stuff is, and believe me, I’m going to be more careful than even I think I can be. It’s just that—well, it’s easier for me if I’m not so tense when I’m doing things, I make fewer mistakes.”

			“I’m sorry—”

			“No, don’t be sorry. You just read, and I’ll get started stripping leaves.”

			
			Back in the village, Eumaeus sat behind the counter, dispensing wine, ale, and cider to women and the few remaining older boys who’d all been out in the square, threshing the first wheat. Isyphus ladled the last of the soup into Xena’s bowl, then carried the pot back to the kitchen. She was quiet until only Xena remained, then snorted inelegantly. “Never saw such mannerly people!”

			“Now, wife,” Eumaeus began, but Isyphus cut him off.

			“Did even one of ’em look properly at you?”

			He shrugged. “I’d rather they didn’t, just now. Don’t worry it, wife; I don’t mind much. Except for Nionne, of course.”

			“Shame to her!” Isyphus sounded very near tears. Eumaeus slid from the tall stool and came around the counter to clasp her close.

			“There’s no shame,” he said. “She’s just—she’s not strong that way, and you are, Issy. You can’t blame her for that; she’s always minded when things were different, even when she was a babe. I don’t expect her to change now.”

			“Her own father!”

			“Well,” Eumaeus said thoughtfully, “it’s still a shock to me, and I don’t need to look at myself, do I?” He looked past her as Xena finished her soup and got to her feet. “Warrior, you really believe those little girls? That this stuff’ll make things well again, somehow?”

			“I’m working on the somehow,” Xena replied as she set the bowl down and resettled her sword belt. “And it may not work, but at least there’s a chance. If you do nothing—what then, innkeeper?” She gave him a brief smile. “For what it’s worth, I think we’ll win out.” He really had a nice smile, she thought as she stepped into the street; it warmed his whole face, odd nose and all.

			A rather subdued crowd in the square; they were busily threshing the grain heads, the boys pouring the separated kernels of wheat into loose-woven bags or enormous baskets, the little girls carting the cloths full of chaff over to the inn stable where older girls poured the oddments into feed bins; still other children and one or two of the old women gathered up the straw, which would be dried for now, softened in water, and woven into baskets over the wet, dark winter months. Out the other direction, she could just make out a tall column of smoke bending eastward: the healer and her helper busy preparing wormwood.

			“If this works . . .” Xena muttered as she crossed the bridge to make a wide circuit of the town. It had to work; an angry and powerful sorceress wouldn’t give them a second chance.

			
			The same thing was visibly on Eumaeus’ mind four days later, as he, Isyphus, Xena, and Gabrielle rode and walked north along the track that led to the boat landing where the queen’s wine should have gone. The innkeeper and his wife rode in the small village cart behind a tired and aging donkey. Gabrielle now and again rode in the back of the cart, facing the way they’d come, more often walked ahead with the warrior, who stalked quietly along the road, her eyes moving constantly, watching for any hint of movement among the trees or ahead on the road.

			Behind her, she could hear the man talking in a low voice but couldn’t make out the words. He sounded worried—no real surprise there. When she’d laid out the plan he’d been extremely skeptical; the healer’s reassurances hadn’t noticeably helped. What little courage he’d shown earlier was clearly failing. When Gabrielle joined her a little while later, she confirmed this.

			“I guess he forgot I was back there,” she said quietly. “He’s sweating, he’s scared half-silly, he keeps saying things like, ‘They’re both younger than Nionne and we both know how clever she isn’t, wife.’ I wanted to shake him, but I understand what he’s going through. I guess it didn’t help any, just the four of us coming.”

			It was a familiar argument. Xena sighed and ran down the other side of it yet again. “Why would we be any safer bringing Epicaste? She doesn’t know the first thing about magic and she’s the only midwife and healer for three villages. If we’ve done everything so far right, then four of us will be more than enough—and if not, why waste more lives than four?”

			“Oh. Thanks,” Gabrielle replied dryly. “I agreed to that, remember? I just don’t really think I want to hear about it all the way out here.”

			“Whatever makes you happy,” Xena muttered, and fell quiet. The only sound for some time was the harsh breathing of the donkey and the creak of the cart.

			She could hear Eumaeus mumbling again all at once: “Just about—no, we’d passed that oak, the one with the funny growth by that fat root—and then there was—now, were we already beyond the small grove of plane trees, or not?” He went on in this fashion for some time. Isyphus might have been nodding or shaking her head; she wasn’t making any sound, though. Finally, he cleared his throat and announced, “This place—well, I think so, warrior.”

			“You think,” she replied evenly.

			“This or another just a ways up,” he replied unhappily. “It was dark, I told you that, and there are several places look just like where we stopped; I can’t recall which of them we might’ve passed that night. And—if this is where we were, the cart’s completely gone.”

			“No surprise there, husband,” Isyphus grumbled. “Someone’s got new firewood, that’s all.” She fell quiet as Xena held up a hand and Eumaeus drew the donkey to a halt. Both they and Gabrielle watched as the warrior, bent nearly double, walked back and forth along the track, now and again going to one knee to study something none of them could make out. She finally stood and shook her head. “No sign of anything here.” There was no sign of a splintered cart at the next place Eumaeus thought he recognized, but at the third, even Gabrielle could make out the scattered chips of wood along the right-hand side of the track, a dribbling trail of them crossing to the seaward side and vanishing into the trees.

			“No villages hereabouts,” Isyphus volunteered. “Could be anyone.”

			“Not so important at the moment,” her husband reminded her. He sounded nervous. She patted his hands and both looked at Xena, who sent her eyes toward the thick woods east of the track. Eumaeus sighed and got down from the cart, took his wife’s hands, and kissed them. “Remember what is important,” he urged her quietly. “No cart and beast is worth your life, woman.”

			“Don’t fuss over me,” Isyphus replied gruffly. “I’m not going to challenge a pack of ruffians for it. I’m just making sure none of my fellow Ithacans see the opportunity for free transport; carts like this don’t grow on trees and neither do donkeys! Mind you take care yourself!” she added tartly. Her eyes were very bright as Xena fished a large water bag on a heavy strap from the back of the cart and settled it across her shoulder, then led the innkeeper and her young friend off the track, around heavy, thorny brush, and across an area only marginally less impassable than the brush. Once in the clear, she stopped.

			“You’re certain this is the place?” Xena asked in a low voice. Eumaeus, his eyes wide and all pupil, nodded. Gabrielle glanced behind them, then cautiously to both sides. “Which way next?” He thought a moment, then pointed due east. Xena resettled the strap, shifted the large bag against her hip, and eased her way through a thicket of sapling oak trees and tall, furry-leaved berry bushes. A deep-cut streambed barred their way a short distance beyond this; she scrambled down to damp ground and smoothed stones, turned only long enough to make certain her companions were still with her, then clambered up the far bank to watch and listen. Aside from a distant bird or two, the woods were very quiet. Watchful, she thought. Not particularly a good thought. She shrugged it aside, waited for Eumaeus to point the way, and set out again.

			A few paces on, she found a narrow deer path and, in its midst, a broken sandal, which she scooped up and passed back to Eumaeus. He nodded once, dangled it by the broken strap, then stuffed it into his belt. His face was damp, the hair clinging to his brow, even though it wasn’t particularly warm at the moment. Gabrielle kept glancing warily across her shoulder, as if she sensed or feared someone might have crept up on her. Xena gave her a brief, reassuring smile, looked to the innkeeper for direction, started walking once more.

			It seemed an hour, probably it was only half that long, by the angle of shadows, when they came to a small meadow. Eumaeus caught at Xena’s wrist, pointed at the clearing, nodded vigorously. She held up a hand, pointed down: Sit and wait, the gesture said. Eumaeus did so immediately; Gabrielle looked briefly rebellious, but the warrior glared at her and she dropped down cross-legged at once. She smiled up; a corner of Xena’s mouth quirked as she pressed an open palm the girl’s direction: Stay put. Gabrielle nodded, leaned over to whisper against the innkeeper’s ear. He nodded vigorously, but the warrior was already on her way around the meadow, moving silently from shadow to shadow, gazing into the open, back into the trees. She’d made over half the circuit when bent grass drew her attention, and she went to one knee, a hand out to gently touch the stalks. They were dry, but not completely dry—whoever had passed here, going generally north, had done so in the past one to three days. Any wetter, the grass would stay completely flat for a week or more; too dry and it would either be broken off at the base or back upright again. Either way, much more difficult to gauge time. Or numbers: or even direction. Just the right amount of moisture, she thought with a smile, and gazed in the direction the bent grasses pointed. One to our side.

			Several paces beyond the meadow, among the trees, a depression in the ground had held just enough water for two prints to form in the damp dirt: a pig’s unmistakable, two-toed mark, and a small, narrow, dainty sandal. The smile broadened, became a momentary flash of white teeth; she remained where she was for a long moment, listening and watching, but there was no further sign and the prints themselves were at least a day old. Finally, she got to her feet and went back to her companions. A gesture brought both to their feet; a few whispered words explained the situation. Eumaeus was, if anything, even paler than he’d been, the ruddy-brown snout and the deep red hairs sticking out of it a stark contrast to his pallid face. There were freckles across the bridge of Gabrielle’s nose; something seldom visible.

			“It’s all right,” Xena whispered. “No one close by. Save the worry for when we find them.”

			“Right,” Gabrielle said dryly. Eumaeus merely nodded, and even then, his head wobbled, but his hands were steady as they started across the meadow.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			The wild animal track went on for some distance, then crossed another track, and another; the going was slow here, since the ground was very dry, and what few tracks remained were faint, crisscrossed with stag, rabbit, and wild boar prints. Late in the afternoon, the path began to climb. Xena sighed, shifted the bag on her shoulder, then thought better, slung it to the ground, and gestured to her companions to drop and stay put. Eumaeus seemed too tired even to be afraid at this point. Gabrielle merely nodded, gathered the bag close, and leaned back against a tree trunk so she could pull off one supple brown boot and massage her foot. The warrior caught her eye, glanced meaningfully at Eumaeus, and took off up the hill, moving swiftly and in utter silence.

			Wants me to make certain he doesn’t panic and run, Gabrielle realized. She bit back a sigh. As if I could do anything to stop him, if he wanted to take off, or yell. She looked in his direction, realized he was watching her through exhaustion-dulled eyes, and smiled reassuringly. His expression didn’t change. She set the boot aside, scooted closer to him, and whispered, “She’ll be back. But you know what, I think we’re pretty close if she wanted to scout.” He nodded once, licked his lips; his eyelids sagged closed and he rubbed the bridge of his snout. Gabrielle felt a deep surge of pity that left her eyelashes damp. Poor man. If he has to live like that forever . . . Well, he’d just have to manage if that was the case. And villagers really did accept things when they had to. But Nionne still couldn’t bear to look at him. Her attitude is bound to affect how little Niobe looks at her grandfather. How awful. She couldn’t think of anything to say; finally she sat back, removed her other boot, and flexed a very overheated and sore foot.

			She could hear the cry of a distant hawk high above their heads; a scurrying in the brush nearby that meant something like a mouse had heard it, too. The cry repeated directly overhead, shrill and wild, then faded, and was gone. The mouse or whatever had gone to ground. Somewhere a breeze soughed through high branches, though none of it reached the people on the ground; somewhere behind them and to one side, she could faintly hear the tinkling of water over stones.

			Between one breath and another, Xena was with them again, crouching to settle the bag across her shoulder. She beckoned; Eumaeus blinked at her sleepily, and Gabrielle leaned close so the warrior could whisper against her ear. “She’s up there, on the plateau; there’s a nice little grove and pigs everywhere, at least fifty of them.”

			“That’s too many,” Gabrielle protested softly.

			“Mmm. More than one village.” Xena shook her head. “Not important. We go, now.” She touched the innkeeper’s chin, caught hold of his ear, and drew it close to her mouth. “Eumaeus, you had better stay here for now. One of us will come for you.” If they prevailed against Circe, and could coerce or persuade the sorceress to remove the spell from him.

			“Zzzznnnrrk!” He started, eyes wide, and clapped a hand across mouth and snout. Gabrielle bit back a grin. “Sorry,” he whispered. “Tired. I’ll stay—here.”

			“Good. Under the brush there, wait for us. If we aren’t back by the time shadow’s here”—she drew a line in the dust—“then go back to the track, take your wife, and go home.”

			“You?” he murmured.

			Xena smiled faintly, shook her head. “Nothing you can do for us then,” she whispered. “But it won’t come to that.”

			Gabrielle forced tired, hot feet back into her boots, leaned close to the innkeeper’s ear. “It’s all right, honestly; she’ll fix things, she always does.” His lips twitched, but he didn’t say anything. Xena was already on her feet, eyes searching the vicinity. Gabrielle got up slowly and cautiously, groaned faintly as her feet took her weight once more. Xena met her eyes, laid a finger across her lips; Gabrielle cast her eyes up and grimaced, but nodded, and was utterly quiet after that. The warrior put her lips against the girl’s ear.

			“Ready to talk?” she murmured. Gabrielle grimaced cheerfully, though her eyes were worried. After a moment she nodded cautiously. “Good. I’ll dispense this stuff as quickly as I can. You talk fast.” She turned and led the way up the narrow, winding path. Gabrielle squared her shoulders, swallowed hard, and followed.

			The last of the climb was a hard one. Dry dirt dribbled from around plenteous stone; the least wrong move would bring down a deafening fall of rock. Not a good idea, Gabrielle thought dryly as she tucked a corner of her skirt into her belt and wrapped one hand around a sapling. All at once, instead of nothing but tree branches, limbs, and leaves, she could see sky, and then, as suddenly, the slope leveled out, became something comfortably climbable. Xena dropped to her hands and knees. Gabrielle bit her lip, tucked the other side of her skirt up, and went down almost flat. Moments later she came up beside her friend and slowly raised her head.

			Xena tugged at her hair; Gabrielle allowed herself to be yanked down until she could barely see across level ground. There was grass—tall grass, mostly trampled flat here. A few wildflowers dotted the grass; mostly she could see stems or stalks, leaves, and bitten-off heads. There, the little jagged-edged, round leaves that marked spring red-berries, but many of them were gone as well, and there wasn’t one faded berry to be seen anywhere. Beyond the edge here, perhaps worth twenty of Xena’s long-legged steps and twenty-five of her own, stood a grove of slender young trees not much more than a tall man’s height. In the very midst of these someone had piled gorgeous cushions: richly woven, embroidered, tassled. Gold thread glinted in the late-afternoon sun. It took a moment for her to spot the woman reclining among the cushions; from this angle, mostly, she could see pigs.

			There were red pigs, pale pink ones with glistening snouts, black ones with pale spots. One gray-skinned, skinny-flanked old boar with heavy white bristles sprouting from the tips of his floppy ears tottered across open ground, cutting off her view for a long moment while it pushed its snout through the grass, searching for something it could eat. It finally snorted and moved on to collapse in the sparse shade of a low rowan. A black-spotted, sleek brute chased after another solidly black pig, who squealed sharply as the chaser bit his tail. A pack of them, at least fifteen pigs in a solid mass, stood at the north end of the grove, swaying slightly back and forth, their beady little eyes fixed on the pile of cushions.

			Xena tapped Gabrielle’s hand to get her attention, pointed to the center of the grove. Gabrielle squinted, stared, finally lowered her head to a point below ground level, and nodded. “I see her,” she breathed. Xena’s eyes were pale, sardonic fires; she pointed at her companion, made rapid open-and-shut gestures with her hand. Gabrielle wrinkled her nose and grinned ruefully. Yeah, right, I talk. She pointed to the large water bottle, jerked a thumb in the direction of the pigs and then toward her open mouth. Xena grinned wryly, gave her shoulder a hard pat, then slid away. Gabrielle counted under her breath. Three minotaurs, four minotaurs, five minotaurs . . . Time. She drew a deep breath, expelled it in a rush, and got to her feet, forcing a cheery grin. Across the meadow, beyond more pigs than she’d ever seen in one place, a pale-faced, red-haired, utterly gorgeous woman scrambled to her feet, scattering cushions everywhere. Pigs squealed and ran in all directions, but those coming Gabrielle’s way squealed again and veered around her. The woman was staring, her eyes wide, her lips parted in visible shock.

			“Hi, there!” Gabrielle called out cheerfully as she gained level ground and started forward. “I’m Gabrielle, and you know what? I’d know you anywhere, you just have to be Circe! Ah—can we talk?”

			Dead silence; the few remaining pigs edged away as she came across the meadow. The red-haired woman stood very still, her bearing almost regal, arms at her side, her chin high. The effect would have been even more majestic, Gabrielle thought critically, if her hands weren’t bunched into fists.

			The woman’s eyes were banked green fires. All right, keep the smile where it is, keep the chatter light, keep it friendly, be pleasant. Set her at ease; strange woman, foreign country, who knows if the old boyfriend’s gonna show up to fix things or not? Who knows, she could be nursing a broken heart and just waiting around here to see if Odysseus might ride by. Stranger things had happened, on the earth, above and below it. And remember, she told herself cautiously, some magic wielders could read the thoughts of those who confronted them. . . .

			She smiled very widely, waved again, and came on, cheerfully determined.

			Circe hadn’t moved yet, except to flex one tiny, white-fingered fist. Gosh, Gabrielle thought, her own eyes wide. She’s the tiniest woman I ever did see! Hair fell from a gold-and-pearl band, a red-gold waterfall that stopped just short of her ankles; her gown was an eye-dazzling blue white edged in a gold-threaded, embroidered key pattern, the corners touched with pearls or little gold wire arabesques.

			The face beneath the band and under all that wonderful hair was rather plain, actually: her mouth was quite small and dissatisfied looking; her eyebrows heavy and dark, and drawn together so they almost formed one bushy line; her chin receded, and it was spotty. But her eyes would be nice, Gabrielle decided judiciously—that wonderful, rich green—if they weren’t so angry looking.

			She suddenly couldn’t think of another thing to say. When Circe finally spoke, she’d covered most of the ground to the edge of the grove; the sorceress’s voice was a low, throaty purr. Like Xena at her most dangerous. Ouch, not a good thought. “How do you know my name, mortal?”

			“Well, I didn’t at first,” Gabrielle confessed. “But it was just so obvious after a while, especially once someone described you. There can’t be two women in all the world with such hair, or such wonderfully tiny feet, or such a little waist . . . and of course, I’ve heard so much about you!”

			“Oh. What have you heard?” Circe wasn’t used to talking to women, Gabrielle thought; the realization steadied her, all at once. I can do this!

			“Well—I’ve heard all about your island, and all the men you’ve captured and turned into beasts. . . .” She very carefully didn’t look anywhere but at Circe. The sorceress spat out a word; the remaining few pigs squealed and scattered. “Well—ah, yes! Sure! And then, you know what I heard? Most recently they say you offered lodging and food to some of the Argives and they acted just like—” She faltered, searching for a word. Circe smiled coldly; Gabrielle felt the hair on her neck hackling.

			The sorceress’s smile broadened, but her eyes were as cold as a midwinter sea. “—like pigs,” she said softly. “They drank my wine, and ate my fruit, and drank more wine, and spewed everything upon the carpets and the sand; they accosted my servants, pummeled the men and the women—well, you have the look of a virgin, girl, so I won’t go into detail about that.”

			Gabrielle primmed her lips and rubbed a certain bruised portion of her anatomy. “I know more than you might think. But I’d rather not hear about it anyway.” Circe caught the gesture and laughed; the few pigs inside the grove squealed and scattered, and Gabrielle held her ground only with a strong effort. “And, um, I’d really rather you didn’t use the V-word quite so loudly, okay? It’s not exactly my finest accomplishment, it’s just something that’s happened—okay, something that hasn’t happened! Whatever! I just—”

			“Save yourself,” the sorceress broke in wearily. “Men aren’t worth it.”

			
			A distance away, Xena moved slowly, cautiously, and in utter silence through the bushes north of the sorceress’s meadow and glade. Finally satisfied with her position, she glanced warily around, listened intently, then knelt and slipped the strap of the heavy bottle over her head, settled it on the ground, and scratched softly against a tree trunk. Moments later she scratched again, a little louder. A pig came warily into sight, eyed her with visible doubt. She smiled, lips together, nodded, and uncapped the bottle. The pig’s snout quivered as steam from Isyphus’ soup wafted into the air.

			“That’s right,” Xena whispered. “Come here, I have something for you.” The pig quivered all over, launched himself at her. She poured a capful of soup on the ground, watched as the little beast lapped it all up—along with a generous mouthful of mud and dead leaf bits—then eased slowly to her knees.

			“All right, my friend,” she murmured in a non-carrying voice. “I know you’re a man under that exterior; go out there and tell your comrades to come and have a mouthful of Isyphus’ soup.” She caught hold of an ear, bent to speak against it. “And prove to me you’re really intelligent. Remember, there’s a sorceress out there who’d probably kill you all, if she knew what I was doing here. Don’t let her know.” She released the ear, swatted his ample backside. “Go!” The pig eyed her wildly, turned, and scrambled out of the brush.

			For a long moment she wondered if he’d had the least clue of what was going on here, but a moment after, she could see him, rubbing against a pig with very similar markings, his snout moving rapidly. For one moment she wondered how—and if—they were communicating; a breath later she dismissed it with a hard and silent oath. Her nose wrinkled as she suddenly became aware of the faint but unpleasant odor of unwashed pig. I loathed pigs back in my father’s village; I have no reason to like them now. Pigs who’d been men—but these weren’t just any men, were they? They were villagers, honest husbands, sons, and grandfathers, men who protected their wives and families from men like Kalamos, at whatever cost to themselves. Who worked the plows or cut wood, doing the physical work beyond the strength of most women and children. She set her jaw and her eyes were chill blue fires. Next time, pick men like Kalamos for your toys, Circe, she thought blackly. Half a dozen pigs threw themselves into the thicket, panting, their eyes wide, frightened and imploring, all at once.

			
			Gabrielle shoved hair off her forehead and tried again. “Look, the virgin thing isn’t an issue for me, it’s not that important. But, you know? I’d really like to try to understand why you turned all those men into—well, why pigs? I mean, why not butterflies? They’d take up less room, they’d only go after your flowers, drink the nectar. . . . Well, it’s an idea, don’t you think?”

			Circe laughed sourly. “They’d find a way to wreak havoc among the blossoms. Don’t you understand, girl? The shape doesn’t matter! You can make them snakes or bugs, bats or leopards, lions or rabbits, it still—does— not—matter!” Her voice rose querulously. After a moment she regained control and the timbre dropped sharply to that throaty purr Gabrielle found most unnerving. Seductive! she realized all at once. That’s what it is! She doesn’t know any other way to deal with something two-footed, except to seduce it— She swallowed, hard. Or turn it into a pig.

			“I’m sorry.” She did a little nervous dance, flung her arms wide, and smiled deprecatingly. “I really don’t understand why pigs. I—don’t get me wrong, it’s not you, it’s me, I’m just dense that way, I guess!”

			Circe laughed shortly, ran her hands through long, brilliantly red hair. “Silly little girl. All men are swine. Ask any woman, she’ll tell you the same thing.”

			But Perdicas wasn’t a brute—even if he did find his own life without me! Gabrielle thought suddenly. And that boy, Agranon, he was so sweet. And just think of big, bosomy Isyphus and cute little Eumaeus, even if he does have a snout instead of a nose! She drew herself up straight, squared her shoulders, raised her chin, and smiled proudly. “Listen, I’m not half as little as you are. And you know what? You might have been around the island a time or two more than I have, but you’re wrong.”

			Circe’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits and her mouth was ugly. “Are you trying to start an argument with me, mortal child?”

			Gabrielle sighed, shook her head. There was a long, uncomfortable silence. “Look, I’m going about this all the wrong way,” she said winningly. “I don’t want to argue with a neat person like you. I wouldn’t want to even if you didn’t have such an—ah—unusual talent. But I think I know what your problem is, Circe. You just don’t get out enough.” The sorceress cast her a wild-eyed look, as though the conversation had just turned on its head. “No, honestly! Because you’re meeting all the wrong kinds of guys. Now, personally, I think you’ve done the right thing, coming to the mainland and getting away from that island of yours. Out there, you’re stuck with whatever the waves toss up, right? But you have all the choices you’d ever want now, you can find yourself a nice-sized town or a city, check out some fellows who aren’t sailors or fighting men. I mean, look at why you’re doing all this.” She flung her arms wide to include the meadow; there wasn’t a single pig in sight. Circe frowned slightly, but a moment later sank to her cushions, fascinated by the flow of words from the girl before her. “Let’s see if I got it right; you’re angry and making pigs out of Ithacan peasants because a middle-aged, married man with gray hair turned you down, is that it?”

			“Well, but, I wanted—” Circe began sharply. She stopped as Gabrielle shook her head.

			“Well, sure you wanted him—he was probably the best-looking man on the whole ship, or at least he was the captain, right? Did you know he’d just come from another island where he was—well, he was lying in an open pavilion and this—this floozy in a tiny little sheer chiton was feeding him grapes, and—”

			“How do you know that?” Circe demanded.

			“Oh,” Gabrielle said airily, “I had a vision; saw it all. Shocking, I call it; I mean, if his poor wife ever found out!”

			“Calypso!” the sorceress growled.

			Gabrielle blinked at her. “Oh—oh, you mean that Calypso? That’s the floozy? Ah—you mind if I sit down?” she added, and plopped down on the grass. “My feet hurt,” she confided. “It’s a long walk from Isos, you know. Calypso!” she went on thoughtfully, and tried not to notice that the little flame-haired creature was grinding her teeth. “Well, that explains it, then! I guess you probably think he was cozying up with her but you weren’t good enough—”

			“I didn’t know he’d been with her until you told me just now,” Circe gritted out.

			“Oh. Right! Well, all the time he was with her, Odysseus didn’t know who he was, she does that to men—”

			“She—what does she do?” Circe felt blindly for a cushion and drew it under her elbow.

			“Didn’t you know? It’s her one magical talent, she makes them forget, that’s all. I’ll just bet you that’s the only reason he had his head in her lap so she could drop grapes on him. But by the time he got away from her somehow—”

			“How?” Circe demanded sharply.

			Gabrielle shrugged. “Probably one of the gods coming to his rescue. There are plenty of gods interested in that man just now, and not all of them in a friendly way.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Sorry, I have a—a bruise; someone pinched me.”

			Circe snorted and primmed her lips angrily, but after a moment the corners of her mouth twitched in something suspiciously like a smile. She fished a cushion from the stack and tossed it over.

			Gabrielle caught it. “Thanks! Well, you know, I’ll bet it’s just as well you didn’t keep that man around. I know Poseidon doesn’t like him at all, and unless your island’s all mountains . . .” She paused meaningfully. Circe seemed to be considering this; her eyes were very wide. “I think you’re much better off without him,” Gabrielle added persuasively. “I mean—gosh, just look at you!” Circe did, as best she could, then stared at her companion. “You’re one of the most gorgeous women I’ve ever seen!”

			Circe blinked. “You think I’m—pretty?” She shook her head. “It’s the gown, the hair, the gems—”

			“Oh, nonsense! Your eyes are wonderful and that hair—! Wow!”

			The sorceress caught hold of a length warily, between thumb and forefinger, and looked at it. A corner of her mouth twisted. “Really?”

			“Trust me,” Gabrielle urged. “You don’t need magic to find yourself a really nice boy.” She leaned forward and smiled. “I think you just don’t have enough self-confidence.”

			
			Down in the brush, Xena poured out the last of the stew, hung the bottle from a nearby branch, and gazed into worried pig eyes. There must have been thirty in the little clearing; her nose twitched. “That all of you?” she asked very softly. The first to drink the stuff lowered his head awkwardly, slowly brought it back up. “Didn’t miss anyone?” The gesture for “no” seemed to be beyond him. She held out a hand, fingers splayed. “Stay here. I’ll call.” She backed away from them, watching; they stayed put. She turned, eased her way back toward the grove.

			Once away from the pack, she paused and took a deep breath. A breeze would’ve been nice; one preferably blowing from her across them. She set out once more, finally eased two heavily leafed branches apart, peered cautiously into the open. Gabrielle was talking, her hands waving, the hair swaying across her back. Good. She was sitting cross-legged in the grove, near enough that the sorceress could probably grab her—not so good. But Circe looked utterly stunned. Buried under an avalanche of words. Better yet. Xena grinned, then settled down to study the terrain across the meadow. Some place where she could jump into the open, no more than a few paces from that grove . . .

			It took a moment to locate something suitable, several long moments to backtrack so she could reach it without being seen.

			
			“Self . . . confidence . . .” Circe repeated blankly. With an effort, she shook herself. “You said you knew about me! It doesn’t sound like you do at all!”

			Gabrielle waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, I know all that stuff. Like that you live on an island where you don’t have any competition for whatever men show up, and where anyone who washes ashore hasn’t got much option for leaving.” She smiled and leaned closer. “I think you owe yourself better than that, honestly, Circe. I mean, Calypso does that—you know, picks up whatever washes onto her island—and we’ve already decided what she is, haven’t we?”

			“Shameless hussy,” Circe muttered.

			“Well, but you’re not. You’re—you’ve got lovely skin, and those green eyes and that wonderful hair. And you look really nice in that fancy chiton, but I’ll bet you’d be even prettier if you wore just a plain blue one. And just think about it—instead of a gray-haired, set-in-his-ways old stump like Odysseus, you could find yourself a handsome young man who likes the same things you do.”

			Silence, as Circe considered this. She shook her head finally. “My face—”

			“There’s nothing at all wrong with your face,” Gabrielle said firmly. “We can’t all be the beautiful Helen, after all—” She hesitated, but Circe merely shrugged and waved Helen aside. “And you know, most men I’ve talked to are put off by that much prettiness. They think, ‘Well, she’s so beautiful, why is she here with me?’ You’ve got wonderful eyes, you know, and”—she gathered her courage in one deep breath— “and I know an herb or two that would take care of your—ah”—she touched her own chin—“those,” she finished lamely. “But I’m telling you, any man gets to know and love his woman, and he won’t care what she looks like.” Or the other way around, she thought wistfully. Poor little Eumaeus.

			“Really?” Circe sounded wistful, and her eyes were very wide.

			“I swear it. No, you need a man who deserves you, and who will have something in common with you. And, you know what? I would wager right now, it won’t be pigs you have things in common with. Right?”

			“You know,” the sorceress replied thoughtfully, “I really don’t like pigs very much. Odd—never thought of that before.”

			Gabrielle laughed. “Of course not! You never had a reason to. But imagine a boy you could do things with, talk to, play with—somebody who’d listen to you. A friend, maybe?” She stopped, raised her eyebrows.

			Circe was laughing sourly. “A man as a friend? You’re mad, girl!”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “It’s not common, but that’s only because men and women don’t often try to be friends, they just—well, they just manage, that’s all. I have men who are very good friends.”

			There was a long silence. Circe eyed her sidelong, clearly uncertain whether to believe all this; she let her gaze shift to her hands then. Gabrielle glanced quickly around the grove, and was rewarded with a quick flash of a hand not many paces away, and directly behind the sorceress. Xena there, letting her know everything was ready.

			It’s not right, she thought suddenly. I’ve been gaining her trust all this time, the poor lonely girl, and I just know I’m right about her, and then—if we do it this way, trick her, it won’t change anything, except then she’ll really be angry. She eyed the brush where the long-fingered hand had just shown, rubbed the side of her nose cautiously, and sent wide, rather wild eyes toward the sorceress, who was still quietly contemplating her fingers. Hope she understood that—that she’ll let me handle this my way.

			Xena freed a long blade of grass that had found its way into her boot, eased down onto her haunches, and considered the strange look that had greeted her signal. She sighed then, very quietly. She’s up to something, well—maybe it was just a “I’m not ready yet, give me a little time.” Who knew? she thought gloomily, then eased forward so she could at least keep an eye on things.

			Circe stirred. “You aren’t just making that up, are you?” she asked suspiciously. “Men as friends?”

			“Cross my heart,” Gabrielle said, and suited gesture to words. “I—well, see, I’m a bard; not an official one, of course, but I know a lot of the tales and the myths and I tell them, and, well, a lot of people like to listen when I do tell them. And a couple of my very dearest friends are bards—they’re at the Academy in Athens, actually—and they’re men.”

			“I—I see. How odd!”

			“It’s not so odd, you’re just not used to the idea yet. Once you try it, though, trust me, you won’t want to go back to coercion again. Although—I suppose if you really wanted to, you could, of course.”

			“Of course I could,” Circe replied, but she no longer sounded threatening. The silence was a friendly one this time, and when the sorceress met Gabrielle’s eyes, she smiled, rather shyly. It transformed her from a rather menacing little presence into a very attractive one.

			“Um—listen,” Gabrielle said suddenly. “You know what, Circe? I like you. And just to show you how much, and how I think this little talk has gotten to you, I’m going to trust you with something.”

			
			Back in the woods, Xena clenched her teeth to keep from swearing aloud and glared in an ice-eyed fury at her companion. Blue Hades, she’ll ruin everything! And I’m going to have to sit here and let her; if I jump in now, it won’t help one single thing. Gabrielle, I’m going to . . . to . . . Even a usually vivid and murderous imagination failed her at the moment. She clutched branches with white-knuckled hands and listened.

			
			“We had a plan,” Gabrielle began; Circe held up a hand.

			“We? Plan?”

			“Um—well, let me explain, it’s complicated.”

			“Oh?” The suspicion was back in her voice, Gabrielle thought nervously. Oh well, too late to change back now.

			“You know all the villagers you lured away and—and changed? To get even with Odysseus? Well, we—okay, my friend and I—we had this plan to help those poor women get their husbands and fathers back home and on two feet again. We were going to feed them wormwood and—I wish you wouldn’t glare at me like that,” she added in a quiet little voice, “it’s making me nervous.”

			“It’s supposed to make you nervous,” Circe growled. “Wormwood!”

			“Ah—sure! They call it hyssop around here—”

			“I know what else it’s called. What plan?”

			“Well-ah-oh, right. Feed the pigs wormwood and then trick you into changing them back to men. You know, ‘I bet they aren’t really men, you’re just saying that’—so you’d make them men once more and then you couldn’t shift them back. . . .” Her voice trailed away. Circe’s eyes were narrow slits, her mouth tight. “Look,” Gabrielle began again, “I’m telling you about it, aren’t I? Because once I came over here and started talking to you, Circe, I realized you weren’t an evil sorceress, or a bad person: you just— you just didn’t know what you really wanted. I realized that I could like you, as a friend. Well, cheating you that way isn’t what friends do to each other.”

			Silence. Circe’s eyes slowly opened a little more. She tipped her head to one side, studied the girl from under a single brow. “It’s not?”

			“That’s what I’ve been telling you, isn’t it? Maybe the trickster king does things that way, but I don’t. I’d like to be your friend, Circe, maybe help you break free of your old life, if I can.”

			The sorceress gave her a crooked grin that transformed her entire face. “I see. And all I have to do is change all my nice little pigs back to men—is that it?”

			“It would be nice, if you did,” Gabrielle said.

			For answer, Circe flowed to her feet, put two fingers in her mouth, and let out a piercing whistle. Pigs came flying from across the meadow to mill nervously before the grove. She looked at the pigs, frowned down at Gabrielle. “Nice?”

			“Nice. I know some women who’d be really happy, if you did.”

			“They don’t know any better, that’s all,” Circe snapped, but the fire had gone out of her. She raised her hands and murmured quietly for some moments. One of the pigs squealed shrilly, another snorted. Gabrielle slewed around just as Eumaeus dragged himself into open ground, moaning and clutching his snout. A breath later he let his hands fall. The nose wasn’t in great shape; it was thick, oddly upturned at the tip, and had visibly been broken and healed wrong at least once in the past. He ran a trembling hand over it, then smiled and sat down on the grass rather as though his legs had given out.

			Gabrielle sighed happily; when she looked away from him, scores of men were sitting up feeling their arms and shoulders gingerly, or staring at other men in astonishment. One of them suddenly caught sight of Circe and her blond companion and shouted a wordless alarm. Men scrambled weakly to their feet, ready to run, but Gabrielle jumped up and hurried toward them.

			“It’s all right!” she yelled. “Ask Eumaeus, I’m a friend, and so is this lady!”

			A black-haired, beardless young man pointed a trembling finger. “All right? Are you mad? She turned me into a pig!”

			“Oh, that wasn’t anything personal, and she’s not going to do that again. In fact, if you want to leave right now, feel free. Eumaeus can get you back to the road.” She didn’t need to issue a second invitation; most of the men were out of sight, yelling and swearing, before she finished speaking.

			Behind her, Circe sighed. “I don’t know. As pigs, they were at least quiet.” A faint sound behind her, someone clearing her throat. Gabrielle turned, and the sorceress spun around.

			Xena stood very still at the edge of the grove, arms folded, a corner of her mouth twisted into a sardonic half smile. Oops, Gabrielle thought. But she couldn’t be too angry; it had worked. She took a step forward and wrapped an arm around the tiny redhead’s shoulders. “Circe—meet Xena.”

			Circe’s head tipped back; her eyes were enormous. “That’s your friend?”

			Xena’s smile broadened; it wasn’t noticeably much warmer. “Fortunately for her,” she said quietly.

			Gabrielle laughed and patted Circe’s shoulder. “She’s such a kidder!”

			
			
			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			Early evening, the following night, the single dusty track of Isos was brilliantly lit. Smoky torches smudged the air between the trees, blocking early starlight. To the west, a ruddy line marked the last hint of sunset, while just above the shoulder of the eastern hills, a new moon rose, casting faint shadow across stubble-covered fields. The inn was brilliantly lit, and from the open entry came the sound of music—a slightly out-of-tune lute nearly overwhelmed by exuberantly pounded drums, and a wavery young male voice occasionally smothered by both.

			Gabrielle and Xena wandered slowly down the track and, at the far end of the village, paused and turned to listen. “That’s great,” Gabrielle finally said softly. “Listen—they’ve made a song in your honor, for saving them all.”

			Xena sighed very softly; her eyes were fixed on the horned moon. “I thumped a few stupid thugs. You’re the one who convinced Circe to change the villagers back to men.”

			“Well—sure. But if you hadn’t thumped the thugs, I wouldn’t have been around to talk to Circe. Remember? You fought. I talked, and hey! It all worked out just fine, didn’t it? You know,” Gabrielle went on thoughtfully as they slowly ambled back toward the inn, “it’s a shame Circe couldn’t have seen this—” Xena stopped short, and the girl glanced back at her. “Oh, I know she couldn’t have, they probably wouldn’t have wanted her around, after all that.”

			“Probably not,” Xena replied dryly.

			“But she could’ve learned a lot, just watching all those happy reunions.”

			“I just hope everything works out the way you think, Gabrielle.”

			“Works—oh. That. Well, I can’t think of any reason she’d be happy around this part of the world; no one particularly likes what she did and there aren’t any decent-sized towns. And, you know how it is, things are easier when you have a goal, right?” Gabrielle glanced at her friend and smiled cheerfully. “So all I did was put those things together, and it was obvious she should go to Athens, find the Academy, and look up Homer.”

			“And if she encounters someone halfway there, like, say, your friend the Spartan?”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “Well, she can take care of herself, obviously. But we talked about that before she left this afternoon. It’s a matter of degree, really. One guy like that Spartan—poof!—he’s a pig or something, she explains the ground rules to him, and changes him back. You’d have to be stupider than any thug I’ve seen lately to try that twice.”

			“They’re pretty stupid in packs,” Xena reminded her. “In fact, the larger the pack—”

			“Sure, the dumber the average thug. But even someone like your old buddy Kalamos would understand one of his men suddenly walking around on four feet and squealing, wouldn’t he?”

			“Maybe—”

			“So she turns one of them and warns ’em to back off or they all go the same way. But I also explained to her what you tell me all the time. You avoid them when you can, it’s easier on everyone. I think she liked the sound of that.”

			“I wish I had your confidence in her.”

			Gabrielle grinned impudently. “Oh, I really wouldn’t worry about her. Everything I told her about Athens, she’s really excited about getting there, seeing all the sights, checking out the shops, maybe finding herself a nice, plain blue chiton before she goes in search of Homer.” They walked in companionable silence for a few paces, weaving a way through happy villagers, who stopped singing and dancing to call out, “Xena!” or “Gabrielle!” or “Here come the heroes!” Xena greeted this with a faint smile and a wave of her hand, Gabrielle with a wide smile. “You know,” she said as they stepped beyond the pool of torchlight and walked past the stable, “I would just love to see Homer’s face when he gets a good look at Circe. And when he hears her story—wow!”

			“Maybe.”

			“Oh—I think so. Once she stopped scowling so ferociously, she really was rather pretty, you know. And she has beautiful eyes. And that hair—imagine having hair like that!” She sighed wistfully.

			Xena snorted. “Imagine having to comb it every day.”

			“Ah—yes. That’s a point.” Gabrielle ran a hand through her hair. “Good one, too. But I can see her with a friend or maybe a lover or a husband who’ll want to comb it for her, it’s so beautiful.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.”

			“Well, I would. And you know, I just have a feeling, Circe isn’t going to see that island of hers again for a very long time.” She sighed happily. “But you know, I certainly hope Nionne learns something from all this. I mean—who’d’ve thought her father had a nose like that normally, and then she was upset about . . . ?”

			“Yeah. It isn’t a pretty nose, but it’s all she’d ever known. Remember what you told Circe about looks, why don’t you? Besides, you know villagers; most of them don’t care for change of any kind. Especially since change usually means something bad’s just happened.”

			Gabrielle nodded and cast her companion an impudent grin. “I never forget it—why do you think I’m here with you, instead of back home, married to Perdicas? Dealing with flood or drought, or more thugs—and probably already the mother of three or four howling babies?” She shuddered. “Not that I have anything against babies, they’re adorable! Like little Gabriel. Did I mention I think that’s a really sweet name for him? But—no babies for me, not just yet, I guess.”

			“Mmmm.”

			They passed the inn, edged through a mob of villagers crowded around the well, clapping time for three men who had linked arms and were dancing something extremely athletic. Gabrielle’s eyes were wide. “Gosh! How do they do that?”

			Xena glanced that way, shrugged. “Hard work and practice, like most things.” They finally broke free of well-wishers and celebrants, walked slowly up the rickety bridge, and gazed toward the distant, smudgy purple line where sea and sky met.

			Gabrielle, as usual, broke the silence. “Do you think the trickster king will ever get home?”

			“Don’t know. He has a lot against him.” Xena considered this, raised one shoulder. “He might already be dead, and who’d ever know?”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle sounded so unhappy, the warrior turned and laid a hand on her shoulder, gave her a smile.

			“He’s good, though, very good at surviving.” Her smile broadened. “I notice you haven’t mentioned it, but I owe you an apology. About Calypso.”

			“Oh. Well, it’s not really important. Except that now we know he was alive not that long ago, and he was at least as far from Troy as Circe’s island.” She sighed. “But there’s so much ocean between there and here, and we know Poseidon’s really angry with him. And—well, almost everyone but Hermes, and he’s just a messenger!”

			“Hermes isn’t the only one,” Xena assured her. “If you recall, Athena’s said to be quite fond of him, even if she can’t always protect him. But I don’t think he needs that much protection, he can take care of himself. And if I believed in wagering, I’d put the odds on Odysseus.”

			“Good,” Gabrielle said. “I think. Um—when do we leave for the palace?”

			“The new wine won’t be ready for nine more days; that gives me a little time to teach these people how to protect their village. When the cart leaves for the north coast, we’ll go with it.” She drew a deep breath, let it out, flexed her hands. “I wish we could go now; Odysseus’ island is pretty much unprotected, and that includes his queen and his son.”

			Gabrielle snorted angrily. “Hmmph! You’d think since old King Menelaus was so eager to have his friends drop everything to go grab his property that he’d offer to pay for a guard to take care of his friends’ palaces!”

			“You’d think that way,” Xena reminded her. “I would. Menelaus wouldn’t.”

			
			By the time the cart started north, the day had turned hot and muggy. Gabrielle rode in the back, next to the rectangular baskets of wheat, her back against the enormous, padded basket that held the thick clay jugs of wine. Progress was necessarily slow so as not to jostle the wine and render it undrinkable. Xena strode alongside the cart, constantly checking the track ahead and the woods enclosing it on either side. By midmorning, even she had relaxed—a little; there was no sign of trouble anywhere. Any trouble that did jump them would still be extremely sorry. “How much further to the sea?” she asked finally.

			Hesper started nervously; it was the first thing anyone had said almost since leaving the village in the blue-gray hour before dawn.

			His friend Aleppis cuffed him across the ear, good-naturedly. Gabrielle smiled. They picked on each other the same way back in Circe’s meadow, when they had four feet and tails. The kind of friends who couldn’t express friendship in any other fashion. “She asked a question, you dolt! Princess—”

			“Just Xena,” the warrior replied flatly.

			Aleppis cast her a nervous, sidelong glance, then nodded, and cuffed his friend’s shoulder. “Xena. It’s—well, we’ll be there just after midday, even as slow as this.”

			“Ah. Good. Any sign of trouble there?”

			“Trouble?” Hesper snorted, very pig-like. “There’s been nothing but trouble in all Ithaca since our king left his wife and baby son, and his responsibilities, to go chase after that strumpet Helen!”

			Xena cast her young companion a warning glance; Gabrielle cast her eyes up and grimaced, but kept quiet. “Trouble,” the warrior prompted after a moment. “Recent. Any?”

			“Not that we’ve seen, Xena,” Aleppis replied. “But we don’t go out to the palace. We deliver goods to the ship, make certain they’re loaded correctly, instruct the sailors if there’s anything like the wine that requires special care, then we turn the cart and go home.”

			“Might be nice to see that palace,” his friend said wistfully as he shoved a thatch of blue-black hair out of his eyes. “They say it’s a wonder, all spread out across the hillside, white marble and columns, fine statues, and a grotto dedicated to Athena, and the queen’s tapestries—”

			“Ahhhh, and what does a peasant like you know about fine tapestries?” Aleppis demanded.

			“Just enough to know I’d like to see one,” Hesper replied, and punched his friend’s arm.

			Gabrielle chuckled; both young men cast her a slightly startled glance, as though they’d forgotten she was there.

			The road began to slope up as the trees came to an end. Here, gray-green, scraggly brush lined the track; as they climbed, it was gradually replaced by rock—boulders, slabs of stone, precariously balanced rock piles. The donkey slowed, and slowed again as the track narrowed and became even steeper; the brush grew very tall here, and finally grew so thick most of the rock could no longer be seen. A hawk’s piercing cry rent the air, and Gabrielle started.

			Other than the hawk, there was no sound for some distance, except the creak of harness and wheels, the twig-against-twig noises made by the basket of grain, the donkey’s labored breathing. As they neared the summit, Xena held up a hand for the cart to slow even more, then bounded up the track, easing into brush shadow along the western edge of the path. Gabrielle twisted around to watch her, one hand shading her eyes. The warrior’s hair blew wildly, streamed briefly straight out behind her; she then dropped below the crest of the hill, shoved the dark strands behind her ears with an impatient hand, and gestured them on.

			Aleppis urged the donkey on; it didn’t want to go. Hesper finally jumped down and hauled at the headstall, his feet firmly planted. When the beast finally decided to move on, Hesper’s feet went out from under him and he fell flat on his back; only a quick roll to one side kept him from being run down. He staggered to his feet, swore, and jumped onto the back of the cart, next to Gabrielle, who grinned at him crookedly.

			“Nice work,” she said.

			“Stupid beast,” he replied darkly, but after a moment he glanced at her from under his brows and an answering grin tugged at his lips. A moment later the cart crested the hill; a swirl of strong, cool wind blew Gabrielle’s hair in all directions, and when she drew a startled breath, one strand went into her mouth. Hesper retrieved it neatly. “I’d hold on to the stuff, or find a way to tie it,” he shouted over the sudden roar of wind. “It’s usually strong out here, but this is worse than usual, straight up the coast from the south. Could mean a storm.”

			“Wonderful!” she shouted back, dragging her hair behind her ears and wrapping it around one hand; the other hand clung to the side of the cart as it began jolting downhill. Xena suddenly appeared at her side.

			“There’s a boat waiting on shore,” she said. “We seem to be in luck.”

			“I think that’s Socran down there, waving,” Aleppis called out over his shoulder. “He looks excited.”

			“Socran—excited?” Hesper slewed around and crawled forward to look. “Socran was never excited a day in his life. He’s half-asleep most of the time. I think something is wrong.”

			The boat pulled up on shore was one of the new, squat types, a partial deck at her bow and another across the broad stem, and narrow benches at the rear for the tillerman and at the fore for a watchman. Midships, three steps down from deck height, benches on both sides for two or three oarsmen flanked the central single mast and the large central opening. At the bottom of this opening, planks had been wedged into place just above the piled ballast stones, forming a platform to hold cargo. The ship was small, maneuverable, reasonably fast, good in a rough sea, operable by only a few men, cheap to build, and eminently practical. At the moment it had been drawn up on the sand, and three men moved around topside, two of them attending to the sail and oarlocks, while the third kept watch, gazing up the hill or out to sea or along what could be seen of the narrow beachline. The fourth man came striding rapidly across the sand as the cart drew to a halt.

			Aleppis held the suddenly excitable beast in check as Hesper jumped down. “Socran, what’s wrong? You’re as pale as your shirt!”

			The gray-haired but still sturdy Socran was nearly stuttering in his haste to get the message out; his eyes were wild. “Men—men on the island! They came out of the sea, a dozen small boats, swarmed over the palace, we had no chance against them! They’ve taken control of everything!” Hesper clapped him on the back; the shipman clutched his arm so hard the boy winced and tried to free himself. “Ugly, crude men, they are! Why—they’ve threatened the queen herself, and ever since the prince tried to escape, they’ve been—who’s that?” he gasped as Xena came from behind the cart, Gabrielle right at her heels.

			“She’s a friend, Socran,” Aleppis said. “Helped us—well, never mind that. We owe her our lives—”

			Socran eyed the two women with visible disbelief, then shook his head. “You’d joke at your mother’s funeral, boy, I know you. This is serious—this is real! It’ll be our lives, and those of our families, if we don’t load this ship immediately and return to the palace. They said so, and I for one believe them!”

			“Believe who?” Xena asked quietly. For a moment she thought Socran might try to ignore her, and it seemed that was his intention, but Hesper freed one hand and caught hold of his shoulder.

			“This is serious and real, too, Socran,” he said flatly. “Tell her.”

			“It’s—they haven’t said his name, most of us haven’t even seen him, and they don’t call his captain by name, either. He’s an ugly brute, twenty men or more under him, and all of them ready with their fists, or their knives. They said—”

			“You already told us that,” Xena said quietly. “What does this captain look like?” Socran’s eyes were enormous, pale gray and they protruded rather like a frog’s. The warrior bit back a sigh and suggested, “Tall?” He nodded. “Taller than I am?” A shake.

			The sailor finally found his voice again. “About so high. “ He measured with one hand, not much above his own head. “And so”—he spread both well apart—“in the shoulders. He wears black leather and—and dirty bronze plates sticking out from his shoulders, so they look even broader. And—and wait,” he added excitedly. “His hands! This”—he held up his right, shook his head rapidly—“no, this one!” He folded down the index finger, eyed Xena warily.

			“Missing one, left hand,” she murmured, and smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile.

			Gabrielle wrapped both hands in flying hair and squinted against the sun. “Let me just guess,” she said resignedly. “You know him, right?”

			Xena’s smile broadened, but her eyes were chill slits. Socran swallowed and backed a pace away, nearly falling in the thick, soft sand. “I know him,” Xena replied. “He’s Draco’s man.”

			“Draco—oh, right. Great,” Gabrielle said. “Ah—let me guess again, this means Draco himself is probably—”

			“Draco!” Socran staggered forward and caught hold of the warrior’s arm with a white-knuckled grip; she freed it easily, transferred his hands to Gabrielle, who winced as he held on. “That’s—everyone knows who Draco is, he’s—he’s a—”

			“Exactly,” Gabrielle said. “Um—if you don’t mind, that hurts,” she added. Socran blinked, confused, then with a muffled oath, released her. She smiled. “Thanks. But your worries are over, okay? This is Xena, you probably didn’t know that, but she’s a warrior and she can fix everything.” Xena cast her eyes up slightly, and met the man’s wide-eyed, obviously frightened gaze with a smile that was meant to be reassuring.

			Her own gaze shifted, out to sea, fixed thoughtfully on the slight darkness well to the northwest that might have been Ithaca. “Draco,” she murmured. “Well, well.”

			Gabrielle eyed her unhappily, wondering if she hadn’t spoken too quickly. But Socran looked so scared. . . .

			Hesper caught his attention and nodded once sharply. “She saved the men of Isos—well, it’s too long a story to tell you now. One day, when all this is over. But believe both of us, you can trust her, Socran.”

			Aleppis came up beside his friend, one hand still restraining the mule, and nodded. “Truly, Socran.”

			“Truly, Socran,” the islander mumbled under his breath, then glanced sidelong at the warrior to see if she’d caught that. He managed a shaky smile. “Sorry. I mean—”

			“Sure,” Gabrielle broke in cheerfully. But her face darkened as she turned to look at Xena, no less anxiously than Socran had, but for a different reason. “Ah—can we talk, for just a moment?” She glanced at Aleppis, who still had a death grip on the reins, though the ass no longer seemed likely to bolt. “Maybe if you three started getting the baskets out to the ship, there wouldn’t be any time wasted while we’re discussing a few matters?”

			Xena nodded once. “Load the ship. We won’t be long.” She led the way back from the sand onto sparse, wind-bent grass. “Well?”

			Gabrielle was quiet for a moment, her eyes distant and a frown etching her brow. “Don’t tell me what you have in mind, I could see it in your eyes back there.”

			“Oh?”

			“You’re gonna walk up to Draco and his goons and you’re gonna tell them you’re the same bad, old Xena they knew and loved, right? Just like with that louse Mezentius, and all the other times . . .”

			“You have a better idea?” Xena asked softly as Gabrielle’s voice faded.

			“I might, if you let me think for a bit.”

			“We don’t have that kind of time, Gabrielle. You heard the man. Draco wouldn’t lie about a little thing like killing hostages.”

			Gabrielle spread her arms in an exasperated shrug; hair blew wildly in all directions. With an oath that raised her companion’s eyebrows, she recaptured it and firmly wound it around one hand. “Yeah. I guess he wouldn’t. But, you know, if you ask me, one of these days, you’re going to try that trick once too often, and—”

			“Maybe,” Xena broke in. “This isn’t that time. Draco will be suspicious; that’s his nature. Polyces won’t—he’s gullible.” She held up a left hand, index finger tucked against her palm and smiled unpleasantly. “He’ll believe anything I tell him.”

			“But—”

			“Gabrielle, I appreciate your concern. Truly.” Xena laid a hand on her arm. “But there are innocents out there—women, children, servants who’ve never needed to use weapons, who wouldn’t know how. Any armed men Odysseus might have left behind to protect the queen wouldn’t be a match for Draco. We’re all they have—unless you want to send a messenger to King Menelaus, and wait for him to send us an army.”

			Gabrielle snorted. “Oh, right; he’d be sure to do that for his old friend, wouldn’t he?”

			“He might. King Nestor might. It would take weeks; those people might not have weeks.” She stalked across the sand. Socran’s attention was divided between the crate of wine, the ship, the two women, and what he visibly imagined on the distant palace island. He was all but wringing his hands as Xena came up and nodded to Hesper.

			“Set that down; we need to talk,” she told him. Socran began to stutter. “I’ll be quick; stay quiet and it’ll be that much sooner we can leave. Better yet—go get your shipmates on deck and we’ll all talk.” She gave him a small shove that sent him scrabbling for balance; he righted himself and ran. Xena took his place between the two villagers, balancing the wine basket while they hefted it by the woven straps at each end; Gabrielle cast her eyes heavenward and followed.

			Two of the shipmen were barely adolescents; the tillerman was older than Socran—a frail little white-haired fellow with a very strong right arm from steering vessels most of his life. To his credit, he silenced the others with a gesture and a low word as the warrior came aboard, and another sharp word against Socran’s ear silenced him as well. Hesper and Aleppis struggled to stow and fasten the basket on the hold planks; Xena spared them a quick glance, then eyed each of the sailors in turn.

			“Are there any of you who don’t have family back on the island?” The boys glanced at each other and timidly raised their hands.

			“My father went with the king, my mother died last autumn. My only family is my cousin—” He indicated the other boy with a sidelong jerk of his head.

			“Rozenos’ mother raised me; my father went with the king, too. My mother died birthing me.”

			Gabrielle blinked rapidly, turned away to quietly blot tears.

			Xena nodded. “That’s good. You two will remain here.” She indicated Gabrielle. “We’ll take your places.” Before either boy could protest, she turned her attention to the tillerman. “What happens when you go back? Is there a guard on shore?”

			He gazed beyond her for a moment, nodded. “They told us two men would be waiting—one on foot where we draw up, a horseman behind him on solid ground. The one on foot would come aboard and check the ship thoroughly; the one mounted is to ride to the palace or their camp if there’s anything wrong.”

			“Wrong. Like, say, he finds half an army with the cargo?”

			“Or any of us missing, or the cargo not what it’s supposed to be. Anything at all, they said.”

			“Mmm. What’s your name, tillerman?”

			“Melaeus, warrior.” He pointed into the hold where a black-haired, black-bearded bear of a man wrestled ropes around the wine basket. “And that’s Xoran.”

			“Well, then, Melaeus. Let’s set these two lads ashore and get this ship back in the water. Wait—we’ll need what cloaks and hoods you two have. You can keep ours for now.”

			“You can return to Isos with us,” Hesper said as he clambered back onto the deck.

			“Return to Isos as quickly as you can,” Xena told them. “And send a message out to the south, to Pylos. Use my name when you reach King Nestor’s palace, tell him what’s happening in Ithaca. Tell them Xena strongly suggests he send messages to the other kings that the alliance owes aid to the house of King Odysseus.” She took one of the proffered tightly woven and lanolined blue cloaks, fastened it around her shoulders, and handed the other to Gabrielle. “Go,” she said. Hesper looked as though he wanted to say something, but let Aleppis tug him away without further word. The two island boys were already down on the sand, shoulders against the bow of the ship, ready to shove it back into the sea.

			Gabrielle stuffed her hair into the blue hood, snugged it down, and gazed around her with a sour look. “Gods, but I hate boats!”

			Xena cast her a sardonic smile. “You can walk, if you prefer.”

			The girl laughed, though she didn’t sound wildly amused; she flailed for balance, caught hold of the rail as the ship slid backward through the sand with a series of bone-rattling jerks. “Well, all right, here we are. Wonderful travel accommodations, which oar’s mine?” Socran snorted with laughter but clapped one hand over his mouth as both women turned to look at him.

			Xoran pointed to the port side. “The front oar. Warrior, you can take that—” He indicated the back starboard place.

			She was already shaking her head. “I’ll stay port, help Gabrielle.”

			“Mmm—ah—of course,” he murmured. Melaeus shouted as the ship wallowed across low waves; Xoran ran to free the sail and Socran for his oar. Gabrielle was staggering, wildly off balance. Xena caught hold of her arm and walked her across to the low port-side bench and settled her under the long oar, then eased under the oar just behind her. Melaeus nodded sharply, glanced over at the starboard oars where Xoran was just taking his seat, and began to turn the boat to sea. It fell into the wave trough, sloshed awkwardly across the crest of the next, rocked alarmingly back and forth. Spray wet the small deck and the benches.

			“Oooooh. We’re facing the stern,” Gabrielle moaned. “We’re riding backward, and I can’t see anything except sky!”

			“It’s how you do this kind of thing,” Xena said easily. “Row on my count, you’ll forget all about it.” She eyed the two men across the open cargo area, braced her right foot against the block, and tapped against Gabrielle’s seat with her left, setting the beat.

			It wasn’t going to work for long, she knew. Gabrielle’s face had been bright green most of the way to Troy, and she’d been sick twice during the very calm return journey. To the girl’s credit, she held out for at least an hour before she groaned again and fell across the oar.

			Xena laughed mirthlessly, and increased her pull on her own oar, to compensate. “If you’re gonna be sick, do it over the side.”

			“Sick! I think I’m dying.” She managed a breathy little laugh. “Maybe I’ll walk after all.”

			“Even you aren’t pure enough to manage that,” Xena countered cheerfully. “You just need some air. Go on up on deck, breathe deeply. It’ll help. If it doesn’t, you’ll be close enough to the rail you won’t throw up on me.”

			Gabrielle moaned again, but finally slid from the bench, nearly cracking her head as a wave lifted the oar blade outside and lowered the inner portion. She gave the hold one wild-eyed look, dropped to all fours, and crawled slowly toward the stairs. Xena glanced at the starboard side; both men were watching Gabrielle with amusement, but as they caught the warrior’s cool gaze they went immediately back to close concentration on their work.

			“Oooooh.” Gabrielle dragged her skirt from under her knees and swarmed shakily up the steps, edged out onto the deck. “It’s even worse up here, the deck is moving like a—ohhhh, I’m gonna die.” The wind picked up her hair and sent it swirling around her face as she neared the rail; she caught hold of as much of it as she could and, one-handed, edged the rest of the way over to the railing, slewing around to sit with her face against the wood. “Hey,” she announced brightly after a moment, “it’s not so bad up here; really, I feel a lot better. The air’s nice and cool and it’s—oh, gods,” she added in a sudden change of mood. “That’s disgusting! The water’s white on top!”

			“Don’t look at it, then!” Xena shouted. “And don’t forget to stay out of sight once we get close to land. That hood and cloak won’t fool anyone once they can see what’s under it!”

			“Gotcha,” Gabrielle moaned; she caught hold of her hair firmly in both hands, shoved it back under the hood, and snugged the hood down tight around her face. The ship lurched into a trough as Melaeus brought it around to stay with the wind; she groaned deeply and fell back flat on the boards. Xena bit back a smile and dug her oar more deeply into the rough water.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			It was very late afternoon by the time they came near enough to the palace island, and Gabrielle soon gave up. Keeping out of sight, she crawled back down to the rowing level. “I can just make out someone on the sand,” she said quietly. “There’s a bunch a tents back a ways, and smoke from a fire. I could see the palace but not anyone around it. The sun’s right at the edge of the sea.”

			Xena flexed her hands, gripped the oar again, and nodded. Gabrielle eyed her nervously, looked momentarily as if she intended to say something—probably start the argument about Draco again, from the look of her—but she finally shrugged and dropped down onto the rower’s bench. She took hold of the oar rather gingerly.

			“Save your hands,” Xena muttered. “I’ve got it.” But she freed one hand to gesture urgently at the rowers on the opposite benches. Socran braced the inside end of his oar beneath the lip of the hatch and scurried around to crouch at her side. Gabrielle eyed the arrangement, tugged at her own oar, and managed to get it out of the water and shoved down to match Socran’s.

			The graybeard was utterly white, his eyes all pupil. Xena gave his shoulder a rough pat before gripping the oar two-handed once more. “You remember the plan?” He nodded. “All of it?” He nodded again. She kept reservations behind her teeth, smiled at him. “Good. Stick to it. Exactly. Understand?”

			“Or we’re—” He licked dry lips, swallowed.

			“Dead. Right. Don’t worry; you’ll do fine, all of you.”

			Socran nodded one last time, glanced forward nervously, and scuttled toward the bow to watch as they neared shore.

			Gabrielle muttered something under her breath as the ship rode up a wave and slogged awkwardly down the inland side. Several sloppy shifts in direction later, it nosed onto the sand with a faint scraping noise. Melaeus called out orders from his place at the tiller; Xoran ran to secure the wildly flapping sail. A moment later, he swore, and Socran ran back to help.

			Gabrielle shifted her weight and turned to face her companion, but as she opened her mouth, Xena tapped her lips and shook her head. Half a breath later a deep bellow came from shore.

			“That the shipment of wine from the mainland?”

			Melaeus turned back from fastening the tiller to one side and crossed the deck to lean over the bow. “Yes!”

			“I see two of the men who went with you. Where’s the other two?”

			“Down below, making certain the basket didn’t shift just now.” He looked back across his shoulder; Xena was letting Gabrielle down onto the wine basket. A moment later she followed.

			“All right!” Another voice, higher and a little more distant. “You remember the rules here, tillerman? We know each of you, where your families are, what would hurt you most if you’ve done anything you shouldn’t, this trip!”

			“No one’s done anything against orders! None of us would dare!” Melaeus shouted back.

			“Good. We understand each other! Metrikas is coming aboard to check the hold, the decks—each of you. If he doesn’t like any little thing he sees, he tells me, and I ride to the palace. And we know what happens after that, right, tillerman?”

			“We know!” Xeros shouted after it became obvious the man was awaiting an answer.

			“Good. Metrikas?” Down in the hold, Gabrielle flailed wildly for something to hold on to as a very heavy object landed on the ship’s port deck. Xena grabbed her arm, held her up until she regained her balance, then with another warning touch to her lips, let her go, and gestured urgently toward the shadows behind the large grain basket. Gabrielle closed her eyes briefly, shook her head, and moved. Xena risked a quick glance overhead, then eased quietly back into the shadow cast by the deck.

			“All right, tillerman—there’s three of you here, where’s the other two?”

			“Down there, I told you.” Heavy footsteps rattled the planks and stopped directly above her.

			The loud, deep voice echoed through the hold. “I don’t see them. If you’re tricking me, tillerman, you’ll pay—and so will they.”

			“They’re shifting stone back where it belongs; some of the ballast broke free as we came in. You don’t want this ship holed as well, do you?” A moment’s silence. “Does me no good to call them, before you ask; they’re both deaf.”

			“Deaf?” Metrikas laughed harshly. “What’s the good of a deaf sailor?”

			“They know what to do, and when. I don’t ask anything else.”

			Xena let her gaze move across the open port; it was starting to get dark out there. A faint, grim smile curved her lips, and she flexed her hands. Melaeus and his friends were doing just fine; much better than she’d expected. Any moment now . . .

			“By Hades, they’ll hear me!” The entire ship shook as a great red-haired brute leaped into the hold, barely missing the wine basket. “Where?” he demanded. “I don’t see them, tillerman!”

			“Right here,” Xena murmured against his ear; he squawked in surprise, spun on one heel. Her elbow cracked immediately into his windpipe—no point having him yell for help—then she buried both fists in his vast belly. He clutched at his throat, whooping for air, but the second punch didn’t even seem to faze him—unless the narrowing of small, pig-like black eyes meant anything. The warrior cast her eyes briefly heavenward, muttered a curse, and leaped. Someone his size probably wouldn’t be quick in the best of circumstances, and caught by surprise in a small space while trying to remember how to breathe was among the worst. Her hands clamped onto the opposite lip of the hold, and she spun around, caught it backhanded, and used the momentum to swing back and then forward, booted feet tucked close as he staggered after her, ready to flatten her with one enormous fist. She slammed both legs out, hard; this time the blow doubled him over and swung her back once more.

			She dropped free, leaped across the distance between them, and brought her arms down across the back of his neck. He staggered and fell to his knees, still clutching his throat. Xena swore, slammed a boot heel into the side of his head. He fell over on his side. She drew a deep breath, expelled it in an exasperated gust, signed to Gabrielle to remain where she was. She glanced up; the lower sky was a sullen red from this angle, the sun well down by now. Xoran was staring down from the rower’s platform, wringing his hands; just behind him, she could barely make out the other two. She gestured urgently in the direction of the bow—and the shore.

			Xoran shook himself and ran to obey, as Socran shouted into the hold. “Hey! You down there! Are you all right! Hey! Oh, gods, what a mess!”

			Xena smiled briefly, took a pace away from the fallen brute, and listened; Xoran certainly sounded urgent. “Hey! Your friend just tripped and fell into the hold! He’s unconscious, and he’s bleeding from a cut on his head!”

			“If this is a trick . . . !” came the reply from shore.

			“Why would it be a trick?” Xoran shouted back desperately. “He’s bigger than all five of us together, and besides, we know the penalty for trickery! He’s hurt, I tell you; he got his big feet tangled up in one of the oars and fell, headfirst, didn’t you hear him land?”

			The rider sounded uncertain. “I—I’m going back to the palace!”

			“Not without your friend you’re not! We can’t get him out of the hold, he’s too big! And he’s going to bleed to death, so you might at least toss up a clean length of cloth so we can bind his brow, if you’re going to leave him here!”

			Momentary silence. Finally: “All right! I’m coming aboard. You back away, right back to the tiller, every mother’s son of you. Otherwise—”

			“We have no reason to trick you, aren’t you listening?” Xoran shouted frantically. “No reason at all! I don’t want my wife and sons murdered because you were afraid to come see to your friend!”

			“Back away from the bow, all the way back—” The guard sounded nervous.

			From below, Xena watched all three men retreat warily. Silence. Then a thump, footsteps in the bow. They stopped. Xena eased back into shadow and drew the hood over her head.

			“There’s only three of you up here.” The guard again.

			“The boys were down there when he fell, shifting ballast. They’re still down there, trying to see if they can help him.” Silence. “They’re boys, Krinos! You looked them over before we left, what threat could they possibly be?” Another silence, broken by slow, cautious footsteps coming down the deck. They stopped, just short of the rowing deck and the hold.

			“Hey, you down there. Step away from Metrikas, let me see him.”

			“The boy’s deaf, weren’t you listening to what I told your friend?”

			“He’s not my friend, he’s Captain Meronias’ brother,” Krinos replied sourly. “So the boy’s deaf, is he?” He bent to set one hand on the edge of the hold. “We’ll see about that,” he added grimly as he leaped down next to the large wine basket and just behind the supposed boy. A swift glance up reassured him; the fool sailors were almost too scared to blink. They wouldn’t dare try anything, even with both of them down here and one of them injured. Krinos swaggered forward, squared his shoulders, and tapped the boy’s arm with a hard finger.

			The boy turned; pale, oddly familiar eyes met his. “You—you aren’t—who are you?” he demanded. A positively wicked grin was his only answer. “I know you!”

			“Oh?” The voice, a deep, throaty, dangerous purr—that was familiar, too. He blinked; she suddenly wasn’t there. He swung his head wildly, searching; a faint creak overhead, and he looked up just in time to see her launch from the lip of the hold, straight at him. It was the last thing he saw for quite a while.

			Xena brushed her hands together, eyed Krinos with satisfaction, then softly called out, “Melaeus, one of you: get rope, lots of it. And cloth to gag them!” At her feet, Metrikas moaned; she cast her eyes up, swore under her breath, and kicked him once more, as hard as she could. Silence. A moment later the sailors dropped into the hold with a quantity of rope and two rags tom from Socran’s long, grubby shirt. She nodded, pointed to the enormous mound of Metrikas. “Twice as much rope on that.”

			Gabrielle emerged from shadow as they finished gagging him. “Oh, my—he’s really big, isn’t he?” Xena nodded shortly. “So now what?”

			Xena glanced at what sky was visible. The last red had faded; nearly dark. “We wait. You—Socran. These two actually know where your families are?”

			“No. I don’t think so. They threatened—we couldn’t take the chance.”

			“They didn’t call any of you by name, which means they probably didn’t know you from anyone else on the island, and they didn’t know the boys were orphans, did they? But we won’t take any chances. Is there anywhere you can hide?”

			“Um—there’s the Nymph’s Cavern—it’s on the western shore, the entrance is hidden during all but low tide. We can’t stay there forever, though, warrior.”

			“You won’t have to. Get your people, take what food and water you can. I’ll send someone to let you know as soon as it’s safe. Now, how many men did Draco actually bring?”

			“Um—” Xoran shook his head but after a moment began counting on his fingers as he muttered under his breath. “There were twenty-two ships the size of—a little larger than this one. Each carried enough men that they all rode low in the water.”

			“Just men—not horses?”

			“Men. A few tents, a few bags of supplies, but not many. After they had the palace, they sank every boat but this one and two small fishing boats—so supplies could be brought in, you know.”

			Gabrielle was busy working things out on her fingers; what Xena could see of her face in the gathering gloom was anxious indeed. She held up a hand. “Save it, Gabrielle. Let’s get these men away to their families first.” The girl bit her lip and nodded. In turn, Xoran and Socran took Melaeus’ strong tiller arm up; Xena caught hold of the lip and swung lightly to the deck after them, then turned to help Gabrielle.

			“Ah—the wine?” Socran asked.

			“Leave it,” Xena replied tersely. “Go home.” The three men moved quickly down the deck, slid over the side, and moved across the narrow sward of sand. Gabrielle waited until she could no longer see them, then drew a deep breath and let it out in a gust.

			“Do you have any idea how many men we’re talking about here?” she asked crisply, and held up a hand. “Twenty-seven ships, this size, filled with enough men that they’d ride low in the water means—”

			“It means a lot of them,” Xena said. “We aren’t playing rope tug with them, you and I against all of them. So numbers don’t matter.”

			“Right.” Gabrielle’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “So what next?”

			For answer, the warrior held up a hand, then melted into the shadows near the bow. Gabrielle dropped to her knees and edged up against the rail. Silence, then a faint, scrabbling sound, as though someone were trying to haul himself onto the boat using the dangling anchor line. She could barely make out a flash of pale face, a quickly upraised hand as Xena warned her silently to stay put. She huddled hard against the wood, hands tucked in her armpits for warmth as a sudden gust of cool wind blew in from the sea, and waited.

			Another scrabble of noise. Xena held her breath, listened carefully. One person, not too handy with climbing ropes, trying to be quiet but not very good at that, either. She flexed her hands, waited. A muffled oath, then the stealthy sound of leather on wood. Whoever it was had managed to get his body braced against the ship’s hull and was climbing the anchor line hand over hand while his sandaled feet edged up the side. Moments later heavy breathing, and then a cloak-shrouded body clawed at the rail, scrabbled with both feet wildly, and fell to the deck. Xena got to her feet and tapped at the gasping bundle with one boot.

			A faint, airless squawk; the bundle quivered, then drew itself upright. “All right, you have me again. I told your filthy captain I wasn’t giving up.” It was a boy’s voice: mostly deep and very sullen, except on the last words, when it broke and sailed into soprano. The boy clapped a hand across his mouth and gazed at his feet.

			He barely came to her shoulder, Xena realized. She reached, caught hold of his chin, raised it so she could look into his face. It was so dark now she had to lean close, but the features were unmistakable—even without a graying beard. “Prince Telemachus, isn’t it?” she asked softly.

			
			For a long moment she thought he wasn’t going to answer; then he squared his shoulders and stared directly into her eyes. “Who wants to know?” He peered more closely at her, then eyed what he could see of Gabrielle in the deepening gloom. “You’re—you’re women!”

			“Very good!” Xena applauded quietly, then stepped past him to gaze along the beach in both directions. “Would you mind if we continued this conversation down by the oars? We stand out where we are.”

			She turned, started down the deck; turned back when she realized he wasn’t moving.

			The young prince glared at her. “What of it? Who are you, to come sneaking onto my father’s lands?”

			“I’m the person who didn’t break your neck just now,” Xena replied softly. “I think that makes me a friend.”

			“Friend,” he said bitterly. Xena gave him a long, chill look, tapped Gabrielle’s shoulder, and murmured against her ear.

			“Talk to him; if he’s not down there ready to listen in short order, I’m coming back to dump him in the tide.”

			“Got it,” Gabrielle said flatly, and stalked over to join the boy, who stood irresolute in the middle of the deck. “She’s right about one thing; anyone coming along shore could see us both. How about sitting down here and listening for a moment?” He hesitated; she dropped down cross-legged and patted the deck in front of her knees. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid?”

			“Of you?” he demanded rudely, and settled down where she indicated. “So who are you, and who’s she, and why are you here?”

			“I’m Gabrielle, and that’s Xena—you’ve never heard of me, but I’d wager her name is familiar.”

			He shrugged, apparently bored, but his eyes were suddenly bright. “Sure. She’s that woman warrior, I guess. So?”

			“She came on behalf of King Menelaus—”

			“Him,” Telemachus growled. “If it wasn’t for him and that—that—”

			“Never mind,” Gabrielle said hastily. “He sent us to find out how things were going here. Obviously, they aren’t going too well.”

			“Oh, everything’s great,” he replied sarcastically. “There’s a big party going on and—”

			Gabrielle leaned forward and tapped his knee. “Did anyone ever tell you that you have a bad attitude? We already figured out there was trouble here. Xena’s here to take care of it.”

			“Oh. One, or maybe two of you against—you know how many men are out there?” He waved an arm.

			Gabrielle grabbed it and brought it down to deck level. “We were going to stay out of sight, remember? Matter of fact, I have a good idea how many. Not my kind of odds, but then, I’m not Xena.” Silence.

			Telemachus sat back and gathered his feet under him. “Look, if you two aren’t going to let me have the ship, do you mind if I just go now?”

			“You were gonna sail this all by yourself? Where?”

			He sighed, but stayed where he was. “I was watching; I saw the older men get off but not the boys. They don’t have family here to worry about. I was pretty sure I could convince them to help me sail her. She’s not so big. I thought we could make it across to the long bay and get her as far east as—well, almost to Corinth. There’s only a little land to cross then, and hardly any distance to Athens. They’d expect us to head for Pylos, if they thought we had the ship—but they’d never catch us in those little open fishing caïques.”

			“Not such a bad plan.” Xena had come up behind them, unnoticed. She eased down beside the boy. “All right, I can see you have brains, and you’re brave and clever both. Obviously Odysseus’ son, even if you didn’t resemble him.”

			“My—my father.” The boy’s mouth twisted. “He should be here; he should never have gone to Troy.” His voice cracked again; emotion, this time, Gabrielle thought. Poor kid.

			“He didn’t really want to,” she said.

			“How do you know that?”

			Xena shrugged. “He told me. I have a message for your mother also.”

			His shoulders sagged. “You aren’t going to let us have the ship, are you?”

			“Your friends are back on the mainland, partway to Pylos, to ask King Nestor for help for you. We could use you here,” Gabrielle said. Xena gave her a sidelong, dubious look but said nothing.

			Telemachus gazed from one to the other of them in silence for a very long moment. “You—you could?”

			“Well.” Gabrielle shrugged. “For starters, if you could get us into the queen’s apartments, that would be real useful.”

			“My mother.” The boy sighed. “If she’d let the guards teach me how to use a sword—but all I have is this knife, and I had to sneak that from father’s old panoply and keep it hidden.” He brandished a broad-bladed dagger, the handle curved to form a snake.

			Gabrielle leaned away from it and smiled nervously. “Ah—really nice! Um—if you’d kind of stow it again; daggers make me nervous. Not just yours, any of them . . .”

			Xena leaned back and folded her arms. The boy might actually have potential under all that sullen, stubborn, irritating demeanor. She didn’t really owe the Trickster anything—but anyone coming home after such a long absence deserved a better greeting than he’d get right now from this son. “A deal,” she said softly. “You help us out. You do what I tell you, when I tell you. And once those men are off this island, I teach you how to fight.”

			“You would—” he began eagerly, but the pleasure left him almost at once. “My mother would never allow it.”

			“I can deal with her,” Xena promised.

			“She can’t protect you forever,” Gabrielle added. “We’ll just have to explain that to her.” She glanced at the sky. “I don’t think it’s going to get much darker than this. How do we get to the queen?”

			“I—well, I can get in to see her whenever I want,” he said doubtfully. “They don’t take me very seriously.”

			“That’s good,” Xena told him. “It’s that much more of a surprise when you prove yourself.”

			He eyed her with patent disbelief, finally shook his head. “There was a passage to the outside from her apartments, but they caught her trying to sneak out, and they’ve broken the wall, closed the corridor. There’s a balcony, but it’s on the second story. The only other way—that warlord has a man of his on duty in the main passage, all me time. He says, to make sure no one bothers her. They won’t let her come out at all, and only two of her women can move around, for food and water.”

			“Mmm. We’ll get in,” Xena said after a moment.

			“We’ll find a way,” Gabrielle assured him quietly. He gazed at them, eyes narrowed in the gloom. Finally, he shook his head. Dark curls bounced around his ears. “There are only two of you,” he said finally. “And you are both—well—”

			“Women,” Gabrielle said as he hesitated. “Don’t let that fool you, Prince.” She indicated her companion with a nod. “She’s very good at this rescue thing.” She glanced up. “Besides, now there’s three of us, right?”

			“Right,” Xena whispered. She looked out across the island. Most of it was dark, and in the distance, she could just make out a line of sharp, low peaks against sea and sky. To the right, a few lamps burned on the ledges of deep stone windows—clearly the palace. Not far from it, almost directly ahead, fires dotted the landscape, flickering red against pale tents and casting black male shadows over tents and trees alike. “We’d better go, this isn’t any place to be. Gabrielle, go with the prince.”

			“Sure. Fine. And you?”

			“I’ll be right behind you.”

			
			Once they were off the ship, Prince Telemachus pulled Gabrielle back against the bow. “Out there—see all those fires? That’s where most of them are, especially this time of night.” He made a face. “Drinking, mostly. By the time the moon is up tonight, at least half of them will be snoring.”

			“Where are the guards posted?” Xena murmured close to his ear.

			“Besides the one to make sure my mother doesn’t get away again?” He shook his head. “There’s two at the fishing caïques, someone sleeping in them all the time, or sitting in them, so no one can steal them. There aren’t any other guards.”

			“You’re kidding!” Gabrielle protested.

			Xena laughed, very quietly. “They don’t need guards. Against women and servants and a boy?” The prince stiffened; Xena touched his arm. “That’s how they see you, remember? It’s what you want them to see.”

			“Oh, right.” He nodded once, then pointed eastward, along the sand. “The road to the palace goes that way, and up into those trees, but there are some tents there. I stay down here, on the hard sand; they can’t hear you moving around over the waves, but none of them watch this way anyway—not after dark, because everyone knows ships don’t sail after dark.”

			“Good thinking,” Xena whispered. “You lead the way, Prince.” He nodded briefly and set off, crouching low and moving fast along the very edge of the receding waves. Gabrielle followed, slowing as she passed the warrior to murmur, “See? He’s all right, really.”

			“Really,” Xena replied dryly, and gestured for her to keep moving. She waited until she could no longer hear their footsteps, held her breath to listen as she gazed all around the vicinity. Nothing moving. Behind her, in the hold of the boat, she could just hear someone moaning, very faintly. She sighed. But they wouldn’t stay unconscious forever, and unless she killed both men and dumped the bodies at sea, eventually someone would know what had happened to them. She wouldn’t kill them, though; even bodies dumped well out to sea were known to float back to shore. “Leave it,” she mumbled. She’d deal with the situation when it arose. She came up from her low crouch, started after Gabrielle and the Trickster’s son.

			
			They were waiting in the deeper shadow of a hedge of shaped laurels; Telemachus’ mouth twisted as she slid into the darkness between them, but he kept the words behind his teeth. Just as well, the warrior thought; the urge to smack him one was almost overpowering. Leave it. He pointed toward a dark corner of the long, low, whitewashed two-story building, nodded once, then, with a quick glance all around, slipped the sandals from his feet, tucked them into his belt, and ran barefoot along the hedge. Gabrielle tucked up her skirts and followed, Xena right behind her, her eyes moving constantly, making sure no one had seen them.

			So far as she could tell, the boy was right. She could hear drunken singing, someone bellowing abuse at someone else, men laughing—but all the sound was distant, off by the fires and the tents. It was very quiet around this end of the palace.

			Prince Telemachus gained the low steps, then the covered porch, and finally a darkened hallway before he stopped, drew Gabrielle close, and tugged at her sleeve. “Servants’ quarters, and the kitchens,” he whispered against her ear.

			“No one here?” Xena whispered.

			“No—home at this hour.” He gestured toward the northwest—the direction Socran and the other sailors had taken when they left the ship. Xena nodded. The prince pointed up a narrow flight of steps, then led the way, taking them by twos. But instead of following the barren, empty corridor at the top, he kept going, across a deserted chamber filled with stacks of huge baskets and open crates of clay jugs, onto a long, narrow balcony. He tugged at Gabrielle’s sleeve, pointed again, but this time said nothing. Xena nodded; there was another balcony a distance beyond the end of this one—not unreachable by a halfway decent jump. Beyond that was another, as dark as this one, and then another, wrapped around the building’s northeast corner. It was there that light spilled through sheer, pale pink curtains onto the white plaster rail. She indicated the distant balcony; Telemachus nodded, then pointed down and tapped his lips. She listened, then looked. No one down there at present; apparently there was, now and again.

			“Guard?” she breathed against his ear.

			He nodded, then stood on tiptoe to place his mouth close to hers. “At moonrise, and every hour after until dawn.”

			Xena smiled. Moonrise wouldn’t be for hours yet; by the time a guard began pacing around down in the king’s shrubbery, she’d have reached the queen’s apartments, talked to her, and be long gone.

			Gone where, though? She glanced up, smiled again, touched the prince’s arm to get his attention, and pointed. “Safe there?” she murmured. He nodded once. Gabrielle looked up.

			“The roof?” she breathed.

			“Best view,” Xena assured her. It earned her one of those sidelong, rather exasperated looks; she bit back a smile and climbed onto the broad, plastered railing of the narrow balcony.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			Xena could tell Gabrielle wasn’t pleased with acrobatics high above the ground on a dark night; no doubt she’d hear about it later, and at length. For now, the girl gritted her teeth, tucked up her skirts again, and with the prince’s help managed to scramble from balcony to balcony without making too much noise. This entire end of the palace was dark, only the queen’s windows showing any hint of habitation, though Xena could hear male voices somewhere below and behind them—reasonably sober men’s voices. Kitchens, probably; Draco’s men or the palace servants getting a meal for him. He didn’t keep much of a rein on his army in a situation like this one, but food—his own food—was another matter; he was notoriously fussy about what he ate, and how it was prepared—when he’s not fighting, that is. In a place like this, with a king’s pantries to raid, he’d be indulging a supposedly refined palate.

			That was good, though; at an hour like this, he’d be drinking fine wine, sampling the best and most exotic sweetmeats and delicacies available, probably explaining minute differences in taste and texture to some poor underling who was bored half to tears and desperately trying to look both interested and knowledgeable, and all the time longing merely to get out and guzzle the strong, sour ale his raucous friends were swilling down. The last thing Draco would be thinking about just now would be an invasion of any size—unless a full army came roaring up from the beach, trebuckets, siege machines, catapults, and all.

			She smiled grimly at the picture it all made—including Draco leaping up and splattering rare wine everywhere—but it wouldn’t do, even if she had an army. Not with so many unarmed, helpless people on the palace island and the grounds; it would be slaughter—Draco’s slaughter of the servants, the queen, and her son—before he ever turned to fight the outsiders. Another way. It’s there, she assured herself. You’ll find it.

			One final leap; the queen’s balcony and this last were a little farther apart. Xena went first this time, landing in a silent crouch; she turned partway, waited for Prince Telemachus to come next. He easily made the jump, then turned to face the last ledge. Setting himself a long stride back from the railing, he braced his feet and held out his arms. Gabrielle cast an imploring glance toward the starlit heavens, squared her shoulders, and jumped; she teetered on the edge of the railing, then fell forward, taking the prince with her. It was Xena’s turn to cast her eyes heavenward as their feet shuffled loudly on the rough surface.

			A startled, resonant cry from within, followed by a high-pitched voice. “’Twas nothing, lady, I’m sure on it. I’ll go and just see, though.”

			Xena dragged Telemachus upright and propelled him across to the billowing curtain, then reached down a hand to Gabrielle. The girl slewed around, winced as her backside made full contact with the floor, and gave her companion a cross look from under lowered eyebrows before she grasped the proffered fingers and let herself be hauled to her feet.

			“I didn’t need another bruise right there,” Gabrielle hissed. Xena laid a finger against her lips, then turned to close the short distance between herself and the prince as a woman in servant’s practical dark blue peered cautiously around the edge of the length of sheer pink. She caught her breath as Telemachus gave her a wry grin and wiggled fingers at her, but then her eyes had fixed, wide and frightened, on the warrior-clad woman at his back. The prince nodded, as if to assure the servant everything was all right, then stepped forward and gave her a gentle shove, propelling her back into the chamber.

			The room was light and airy; pale walls painted top and bottom with exotic blossoms, pale carpets on pale tile floors, the only large furniture a bed swathed in the same sheer pink fabric as curtained the windows, though chairs and piled cushions had been drawn near the open, circular fire pit. It was swept clean at the moment; a cool breeze drifted down through the smoke opening in the ceiling, high above. A small table with beautifully carved legs stood against one windowless wall; it held a gold-framed mirror and bottles of cosmetics. A loom obviously carved by the same craftsman stood near the opposite wall, between two large windows and beneath two strategically placed torches and an oil lamp that lit the stretched work. Seated at this loom was a slender woman clad in loose, sleeveless red. Her skin was an unexpected deep bronze, her blue-black hair untouched by silver. As Telemachus came into the room, followed by Gabrielle and then Xena, she dropped her shuttles and combs and rose gracefully to her feet, arms outstretched.

			“My son, you gave me such a fright! Have they finally forbade you to come here, that you must chance the balconies?” Her eyes moved beyond him, then. “Son—who are these women?”

			“Mother, no.” Telemachus smiled at her, then gave her a gentle hug, a son clearly proud of the still-young and still-beautiful Penelope. Though, so close now to the fabled queen, Gabrielle could make out faint lines between her brows and at the corners of her brown eyes. “It’s all right, I just didn’t want any of them to see us. They’re—these women say they’re friends, Mother.”

			“Friends?”

			“I believe it. But I brought them to you mostly because they said they had word—from Father.”

			Penelope felt for the frame of her loom with a suddenly trembling hand and lowered herself to the cushioned chair. Troubled, dark eyes searched Gabrielle’s face, then rested on Xena’s. “You—you have seen him? My husband? Odysseus?”

			“We both did, in different ways,” Xena said quietly.

			“He’s—he’s alive?”

			“He was. Very alive, when I saw him last.”

			“Where—?” The queen couldn’t manage any more; her hands went to her throat. Telemachus knelt beside her and captured her near hand between both of his.

			He really was beautiful, Gabrielle thought judiciously. All that crisply curled hair, dark as his mother’s—he didn’t resemble her much, except possibly that straight, fine nose, and he was dark, though his eyes were the gray of a winter-storm-tossed sea. He had lovely shoulders and good cheekbones, long, well-shaped legs. Young, but without the usual awkwardness of a young male just come into his first chest hairs and the deepening voice. Without the sullen tone to his voice, or that spoiled twist to his mouth . . . But be fair, she ordered herself as Xena told the queen about her meeting with the Ithacan Trickster, on the sands of Troy. He’s had so little chance, no father to raise him, a mother who wants to protect him from anything that might hurt him—a boy would hate that. I’d have hated that. And then, Draco . . . Besides, he’d just been caught trying to pull off the first stage of a very well-thought-out plan of escape; since those first few minutes aboard ship—when he’d been furious over his capture by what he saw as a pair of girls—he hadn’t pouted, whined, or snarled. Well, not much. Just as well, too; Xena wouldn’t put up with much of that kind of behavior from a mere kid, no matter what his rank. Not with so much at stake here.

			It was suddenly quiet in the room, except for the muffled sound of weeping; Xena had finished speaking, the queen had buried her face in her hands, and Telemachus hovered over her, visibly unsure of what to say or do. Xena glanced at Gabrielle, sent her eyes toward the loom and the two huddled together there, and the warning was clear in her face: Tell her about the vision—but not all of it. As if I would do that to such a sweet lady, Gabrielle thought indignantly. She frowned slightly, considering how best to present her story.

			Xena passed by the loom, patted the queen’s shoulder gently. “My friend can tell you the rest of it. I’ll be on your balconies, looking things over.”

			Penelope drew a shuddering breath and sat up a little straighter; her dark eyes were red-rimmed, and her lips trembled as she tried to smile. “I already knew he’d survived the battles, that he’d left with the others. King Nestor sent a message once he arrived home—and there was a short message from my old friend Agamemnon, just that he’d sailed long after my husband, and that he looked forward to seeing us once again, after he’d settled his own household. I knew his queen wasn’t happy with him for going to Troy in the first place, but she’s foreign, we never corresponded. When I didn’t hear from any of them but Nestor . . .” She blotted her eyes, blinked rapidly, and gave her son a watery smile. “It’s all right, Telemachus.”

			“Mother,” he said softly, and touched her cheek; she captured his hand and held it against her face while Gabrielle marshaled her thoughts. All right. Circe, yes; anything about Calypso—forget that.

			“It probably won’t sound like much,” Gabrielle began with an apologetic smile. “But I’m bard-trained, and you know how it is, you go where someone once walked and sometimes when your footsteps cross his, you have a vision.” It didn’t sound wildly probable to her ears, but the queen hung on her least word, and as she listened, her eyes dried and a faint smile touched the corners of her full, bow-shaped mouth.

			“Oh,” she whispered finally. “How wonderful, to have a vision like that! I—well, but the gods haven’t blessed me that way, only with patience, and a determination to endure until my Odysseus comes home.” She released Telemachus’ hand. “Son, why don’t you go help the warrior make certain all’s quiet outside?” He nodded and went. Penelope watched him slide past the thin curtain, lowered her voice, and beckoned Gabrielle closer. “That—that warlord, calls himself Draco. He told me I had no choice but to wed him, name him king and my son’s guardian. He said there was proof he could give me, that my Odysseus had died not far from Troy.”

			“That’s a lie,” Gabrielle murmured indignantly. “And it’s wise of you not to let the boy know what Draco wants.”

			Penelope uttered an unhappy little sound meant to be a laugh. “I protect him as best as I can. It’s—well, it’s nearly impossible now. He’s so—so angry! Telling me what he’ll do to—but it’s an entire army out there!” She swallowed hard, blotted her eyes once more. “He’s so far from manhood, I know it’s difficult for him to stay with me—but it’s safest. I know.”

			Gabrielle smiled, glanced over her shoulder to make certain they were quite alone, then said, “Ah—Queen Penelope. You know, if I were you, hard as it might be, I’d go ahead and let Xena take charge of him while this crisis is going on—” She held up a hand as the other woman stared at her, and began shaking her head. “No, I understand how you feel! I don’t have a son yet, but I can tell he’s very precious to you, with the king gone so long and anyway, your only child, and you remember him when he was just a baby, and barely able to walk. . . . But he’s old enough to want to protect you—”

			“He can’t do that! They’d—they’d murder him!”

			“Well, they might,” Gabrielle conceded. “Especially if he goes about it his own way, without anyone to restrain him, or point out a better way. Boys feel protective of beautiful mothers; I could see it from clear across the room, when we came in here.”

			The queen sighed. “I know he wants to protect me.” She ran a hand down her cheek. “Beauty, though—my poor Odysseus, if he ever does come home. To see this.”

			“He’ll be very proud,” Gabrielle said softly. “You might not look like the young girl he married, but you’re a very beautiful woman. And—well, from my vision, what I could see of your husband, I don’t think he would be even a little bit interested in a gorgeous young woman without a trace of character in her face, or a thought in her head.” Penelope smiled rather sadly, began to shake her head; Gabrielle took her hand. “No, honestly. I’ll bet you two used to talk—I mean, really talk—about things you both liked.”

			Her gaze went across the girl’s head, to fix on the distant bed rather absently; the smile that curved her mouth erased fully twenty years from her face. “Music,” she said dreamily. “We both liked the comic tales the bards brought, but not the tragedies. Much too sad. And we’d walk out to the peak. You can’t see it at this hour; but it’s grassy and you can see the mainland from there. We’d take a picnic and argue jokingly about—oh, about anything: the flowers, where they came from and why, or clouds, or fish. We both liked a good, silly argument where I could explain to him what god protected what thing, and how it had been created, and he’d just pooh-pooh that and point out lineage and so on, how you could have all the gods you wanted but a flower still needed dirt, and rain and bees to make it grow and fruit, and what else would gods have time for if they did all that personally? He really was the most irreverent man. And—ah, well” She sighed again, but it was a happy sigh this time. The eyes she brought back to Gabrielle were warm this time. “Thank you, my dear. You’ve done me a world of good, given me something I haven’t felt in a long time.”

			“I—but I didn’t do anything,” she protested.

			“You listened. That’s a wonderful gift, you know; there aren’t many who can listen the way you do.” She looked up; Gabrielle turned as Xena strode across the room and went to one knee by the loom so she could speak quietly.

			“No guards around the palace, not on these two sides, at least.” She gestured. “Most of the men seem to be out with the tents and the fires.”

			The queen nodded. “The warlord—Draco—he told me so long as I warned my people to cooperate, he’d keep his army under control, and my women and I would be left alone. He sometimes has a man patrol out there late at night, but he says that’s to make certain no one forces his way in.” Her shoulders trembled.

			The warrior laid a hand on her ann. “There’s a way out of this. I’ll find it.” She stood as Telemachus came up; his eyes were bright and his shoulders squared. They sagged a little as Xena turned to him and shook her head minutely. “Wait here. I’ll need you later; your mother needs you just now.”

			“You won’t—” he began.

			“I gave my word. But I need to see Draco alone.” Her eyes moved, met Gabrielle’s. “You stay here, too.”

			“I don’t like it—”

			“Gabrielle—you wouldn’t like Draco’s men, either. Stay here.” She strode silently across the shining tile floor, listened intently at the heavy, carved door. Her eyebrows went up as she glanced down; a thick bar effectively locked the door against anyone from the hall—a bar as old as the door itself, from the look of it. She shrugged, slipped the bar, glanced over her shoulder at the three watching her, at the servant who still stood where Telemachus had left her when they first came in from the balcony, gestured meaningfully at the length of wood. The prince came across, waited until the warrior had slipped into the hall, and replaced it.

			“My Odysseus had it put on the door when he first brought me home to Ithaca,” Penelope murmured. “At the time it reassured me so much; a very young girl brought three days by sea from her family, a young king she barely knew. We used to joke about it, even after Telemachus was born. I kept it there—just as a reminder. I never thought I might need it one day.”

			It wouldn’t hold against a real attack, Gabrielle knew. But to keep some drunken lout from gaining entry . . . Telemachus came back from the barred door, his shoulders squared and arms away from his sides, ready to grasp a weapon. Gabrielle bit the corners of her mouth to hold back the laugh that would only offend him; he was so clearly trying to move like Xena. “Mother,” he said very quietly. “You stay here; I’ll be on the balconies—watching.”

			The queen nodded silently and was very quiet for a long moment, but as soon as her son stepped onto the dark balcony, she bent down to muffle laughter. “Oh, dear. What shall I do with him?”

			“Don’t worry too much,” Gabrielle said. “Xena would never, ever put him into real danger, if she could help it. That isn’t how she does things. She’ll make him feel good about himself and she’ll do what she can to teach him how to protect himself. She won’t let him go up against Draco’s army all by himself. And, you know, he just might do that, if no one redirects the way he’s thinking. An angry, untrained boy in a situation like this—well, it’s pretty dangerous.”

			“Oh—dear goddess,” Penelope moaned, and twisted anxiously at her hair.

			“No, honestly, listen,” Gabrielle urged. “Sometime he’s gonna have to learn how to fight. If the king hadn’t gone to war, he’d have trained the boy in some of the combat skills already, wouldn’t he?” The queen sighed, and reluctantly nodded. “So wouldn’t it be best to have him trained, just like the king would have? The king might not be embarrassed by a son who didn’t have that training, but Telemachus would be.”

			“I—I know you’re right. It’s just—well, it’s hard. You feel as though if he doesn’t know any of that, then he can’t be taken from you, the way they took Odysseus away.” She sighed again. “I know, that isn’t right. You’ll think I’m a fool, to act this way.”

			“You aren’t a fool,” Gabrielle said warmly. “And mothers can’t help feeling protective of their sons. At least you aren’t being silly about it, the way some mothers have been. Haven’t you heard the tale about how your husband tricked Achilles’ mother when she tried to keep him back from going to Troy?”

			The queen stared at her. “I—of course, I—” She blinked, let go of her hair, and began to comb through the tangled mass with her fingers. The servant came across with a comb, but Penelope waved her away with a faint smile. “When did he do that?”

			Gabrielle settled her back against the wall. “Well! It was just after King Menelaus’ messenger tricked the king into going to Troy. Now, I hadn’t heard about that until Xena told it to me, just as Odysseus told it to her. But I think I was in Athens when I heard about what happened after that. Anyway, Odysseus began assembling his army, and when it came time for him to get some of the heroes to join him, Achilles’ mother, Thetis, was so afraid for her son that she made him dress up like a girl and hide in her apartments. Well, Odysseus knew he was in there, and he had a hunch what Thetis had done—she’s a Neriad, you know, and they can be a little, well, flighty.” And Thetis knew, because the gods told her, that her son would die if he went to Troy, she remembered with a sudden pang; well, the queen didn’t need to hear that part of the story. “So, your husband got himself up as a peddler in a plain tunic and a ragged old hat to shield his face, and he came in with boxes of silks and threads and ribbons, and one separate little chest of fine daggers. Poor Achilles; he was all muscle and hot temper, no brains. He didn’t have enough sense to coo over the silks like the women were doing, and leave the knives alone.” Silence, as Penelope considered this story, and finally shook her head in bewilderment.

			Gabrielle spread her arms wide and resettled, cross-legged, on the cool floor. “Well, your son isn’t like Achilles; he’s got brains and looks. But he’s got that male thing, you know, he’d hate having his hero father finally coming home from the wars and discovering a son who’s hiding behind his mother’s robes.” She paused. “But that isn’t important right now. The important thing is that Telemachus feels coddled, and babied, and you know how hard young people that age take things. He’ll try to be a good son to you, but eventually he’ll get upset that nothing’s going right, and he’ll do something, anything, to make it better. But he won’t know how to do that right.” Silence.

			Penelope sighed deeply. “And he’ll die. Yes, all right, I can see that. I suppose. It’s just so—it’s so hard to let him walk into danger—”

			“He’s doing that anyway, he can’t help it, with Draco and an army here on Ithaca,” Gabrielle reminded her pointedly. She got to her feet and stretched. Penelope rose with her, set her shuttles and combs on the cushions, and covered the loom with a cloth.

			“I’m forgetting my duties to a guest,” she said, and clapped her hands once for the servant, who came hurrying over. “Ismene, is there any fruit left?”

			“Fruit, and a little of the bread. It might be a bit dry, lady,” she added to Gabrielle, who shook her head.

			“After that boat trip over here, dry bread sounds just like the thing,” she said.

			
			With the door barred behind her, Xena moved quickly, through the queen’s lavishly painted and well-lit corridor, then down a narrow, plainly whitewashed tunnel of a hall lit at odd intervals with small clay oil lamps. Servants’ access. She paused briefly, sniffed the air. Lemon and spices teased her nostrils; the lamp oil had been scented. But underneath this, the pleasant odor of well-cooked meat, and bread. The kitchens—that way. She strode light-footed down the tunnel, paused at the junction of another, equally narrow corridor. This one went more or less the way she’d come but sloped down to the next level, and finally vanished around a corner. She could hear voices down there; men conversing in low tones—nothing of what they were saying yet. She set her shoulders against the near wall, glanced behind her and along the rest of the corridor. A door at the end; storage, perhaps. Barred from the outside. No other doors that way, no one in sight, either direction, or down the ramp. Another long look; she had an unexpectedly good line of sight from here, and the floors were plain tile, the kind of surface that would make plenty of noise when someone walked over it in boots; the sound would echo. More than enough early warning. She moved quickly down to the sharp bend, listened intently for a moment, then eased around the corner.

			The floor sloped even more steeply for a short distance, five or six long strides’ worth, then flattened out. Here was a torch jammed into a bracket, and an oil lamp guttered, well back in a small niche. Cooking smoke eddied in the yellowish, wavering light before sliding across the ceiling and out through a high, narrow slit in the wall. The smell of freshly baked bread overcame almost everything else from here. Can’t remember when I last ate. She smiled grimly. What better way to break a fast than this? She paused just outside the partly closed door to listen, then moved so she could see into the room.

			The kitchen was a vast chamber; clay ovens and braziers took up the far wall, where large window openings allowed the sea breeze to take the smoke away. Tables and benches lay everywhere; there was room enough here for a dozen or more cooks, and for twice that many servants or apprentices to manage the lowlier tasks of peeling tubers or washing. The two black-clad men who worked over something in a steaming pot in the far corner looked very lost indeed. The smile widened briefly; she pulled the door open, stepped into the kitchen, and hauled it closed behind her.

			The two whirled around as one, knives in hand. Xena waved empty hands at them and leaned back against the door, arms folded. “Lemnos, isn’t it? Nothing nice to say to an old colleague?”

			Lemnos, a very small and extremely dark man—nearer blue black than brown—with a shaven skull and neat little hands, gaped at her. She didn’t recognize his companion—he looked Egyptian, that bronze coloring, the arrogant, pale eyes, the hawk’s beak of a nose. Silence for a long moment; Lemnos finally uttered a nervous little laugh, jammed his knife in the wooden rack behind him, and spread his arms wide. “I’ll be—Xena! How’d you get here?”

			“Xena? I’ve heard of her, what’s she doing here?” the other asked suspiciously, and shifted his grasp on the knife hilt.

			Lemnos caught hold of his wrist and laughed again; Xena smiled and gritted her teeth. I’d forgotten how irritating that nasty little giggle of his is.

			“Rammis! Hey, it’s all right, I know her. She’s—” He seemed to remember something; the light went out of his face, but he rallied almost at once. “Draco and her was pals a while back. He’ll be glad to see her. I’m glad to see her. C’mon, pal,” he added in an urgent undertone. “Drop the blade before she does you, will you? I don’t wanna have any part of some fight you pick—not with her.”

			“Pals, huh?” Pale brown eyes held hers. “Seems I heard some other things about her. Seems to me Draco might wanna see her, but not necessarily like a friend.”

			“One of the perils of a competitive business,” Xena murmured throatily. Rammis stared at her blankly. “Sometimes we want the same thing—and neither of us wants to share. That isn’t always the case, though. Like maybe now.”

			“Now—” Lemnos seemed to be struggling with the idea. He brightened suddenly. “You mean, maybe you’re gonna rejoin us? Hey, would that ever be great!”

			“Yeah,” Rammis added suspiciously. “Great.”

			Lemnos nudged him with an urgent elbow. The Egyptian took a wary step backward as Xena sauntered across the kitchen; she stopped behind an enormous cutting table, leaned forward on her hands, and settled her shoulders comfortably. The little dark man’s eyes bulged.

			“I’d really like to see him, Lemnos. I know he’s here somewhere—I just don’t know where.”

			“I—well, I—well, sure—” Lemnos stopped short, swearing under his breath as Rammis nudged his ribs.

			“How’d you get in here, anyway?” he demanded suspiciously. “Out here to the island? There’s no way through mainland Ithaca, and we sank all the boats. And there’s men everywhere out on shore!”

			She smiled at him; he swallowed and fell silent. “I walked.” She waited, but the little Egyptian seemed to have no answer for that. She then turned the full force of an extremely seductive smile on Lemnos. “So, where is he?”

			“Ah—yeah! Well!” The little man was sweating, all at once, despite a cool wind blowing through his end of the kitchen. “Ya know, Xena, maybe you’re right, and he’d really like to see you, too. But right now—well, you know how it is,” he added with an abashed little smile, “he just hates it when someone breaks in on his dinner.”

			“Fine. Then tell him dessert’s here.”

			Even the suspicious Egyptian was taken aback for a moment; Lemnos tittered nervously then, and his companion brought up the knife in a menacing grip, taking a step forward. “Dessert—right. In real small pieces!” he shouted as he hurled himself forward. Xena threw herself across the table in a tight tuck, dropped just in front of him, and went to one knee just as he brought the knife around in a slashing arc. He yelped; the knife went one way and he went sailing the other; a small bench collapsed as he slammed into it; several dusty baskets fell onto him.

			He sneezed, sending baskets and years of dust and cobweb flying; more baskets slammed into walls and floor as he cursed furiously and fought his way free of the mess. He spun quickly, came onto one knee, hands out and ready, blinking filth from his eyes. Something swam before his blurred vision. Legs. Pale, well-muscled legs, neatly booted feet; he looked up slowly, warily. Xena gazed down at him, teeth bared in a chill smile, his knife in one of her hands. “Lose something?” she asked softly, reversed the knife deftly, and brought the heavy metal knob down hard on his head. He fell, bonelessly.

			Silence in the kitchen, except for a faint, nervous titter somewhere near the ovens. “Lemnos,” she said finally, her eyes still on the unconscious Egyptian.

			“Ah—yes, Princess?”

			“Just Xena.”

			“Ah—whatever. Sure, Xena.”

			“Stop that stupid giggle.”

			“Ah—heh. Whatever you say, Xena. You—ah—you want me to go tell Draco you’re here?”

			She turned; he’d taken a step or two toward her, and he retreated at once, right into the nearest oven. He yelped, skittered to one side.

			“No. Finish whatever that is you’re fixing for him. Then you’ll take me to him.” She spared the Egyptian one final look, sauntered across the room, and settled on one of the low benches near the ovens. “And find me a loaf, will you? That one’s fine.” She pointed to a small, dark mound that smelled like honey and fruit. “I’m hungry.” She bared her teeth; he whimpered, but scooped up the bread and set it before her without further comment.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			It was clear that Lemnos didn’t like the position he’d been put in; he just as obviously couldn’t find a way out of it he liked any better. After a moment or so he sighed heavily and cleared his throat. Xena yanked off another chunk of warm, tough-crusted bread and popped the bite in her mouth. She had one ear tuned to the still-motionless Rammis and her eyes were fixed on Lemnos, eyebrows high.

			“Oh, all right.” The words came out too high, nervous sounding. He cleared his throat. “You’re asking to get your throat cut, you know. Draco hates you. He hasn’t had a good word to say about you in a long time.” He gestured toward his fallen companion. “I mean, where do you think he got the attitude, Xena?”

			“Rammis? Maybe his mother dropped him on his head when he was a baby, how should I know? I can deal with Draco,” she added shortly. Pausing, she tore off another chunk of bread. “This is good; I didn’t know you could bake, Lemnos.” She gave him a sly grin. “You never baked anything for me, Lemnos.” It was an attempt to lighten the mood in the windswept kitchen; it didn’t work.

			“My father was a baker,” he replied gloomily. “In Thebes. He sold bread and the like to the rich, and he died very poor. Guess I never told you because you never asked, all right?” He sighed. “I shoulda stayed there, kept the shop after he died, ’stead of going out for gold and glory. Maybe I’d still be alive tomorrow. Right now I don’t like my chances so good.”

			“Now, Lemnos.” She hadn’t expected such a heartfelt reaction from him. But Lemnos had always been a nice little man, at bottom. Response in kind would only shift things onto the wrong plane and he’d probably see sentiment from her as a sign of softness. She chuckled, gaining a startled and wary look from him. “Lemnos, you’ll probably live forever. You’re useful to Draco, you’re keeping him fed. And he’s practical. You know he’ll protect you better than he watches over himself, so long as you keep him happy.”

			“Oh. Sure. And what if someone who does a better job comes along?” He swallowed hard, primmed his lips. “I nearly met my replacement last month; a man who could make pastry sing. Unfortunately, he doesn’t—didn’t—do so well with the pretty bits when he was drunk, and he had a powerful friend in a jug of wine.” A brief silence. “He downed too much Aeolian sweet red and burned the crust.”

			“Too bad for him,” she said coldly. “Don’t tell me how Draco rewarded him. You about done there, my friend?”

			“Almost,” he replied absently; his fingers were moving at dizzying speed, folding bits of leaf around small pieces of fish or meat, twisting little sprigs of grass or branch around the whole packet to hold it in place, drizzling a pungent liquid over these. He patted leaves into a patterned bed on another painted wooden platter, drew a clay bowl from one of the ovens, and began setting shining, dripping slivers of meat in a glyph-like pattern across the flattened greenery, then drizzled ruddy oil over everything, to create yet a third pattern. “This isn’t the meal, you realize,” he said. His hands seemed to have a life of their own.

			Xena watched, fascinated. Pattern upon pattern upon pattern . . . She scrubbed at her eyes, shook her head hard. “Gods, Lemnos, I hope not; there isn’t enough there to keep a dryad alive!” Lemnos cast her a crooked grin. “Let me get something straight. He eats this—this stuff? He actually likes it?”

			“Yeah.” He considered this, and laughed despite his situation. “Okay, he claims to like it, but sometimes I wonder. Because—well, listen, you probably won’t believe me, but . . . ’Bout a year ago we raided some rich guy’s northern summer palace—two palaces he owned, this guy, one down on the southern Mylitos coast, another in northern Macedonia—”

			“Macedonia ? You guys are getting around, these days—”

			“Sure. Anyway, this rich feller—wish I could remember his name, but anyway, two palaces. You have any notion, Xena, how much it takes to transport all your people, your special bits of finery, your special food, all that? To another location days or weeks distant? So you can do the exact same thing except somewhere else, and then do it again when the seasons change?”

			“Lemnos—I think you’re a Minoan at heart,” Xena replied cheerfully. “Everyone equal, all money equal, land equal, men and women equal, possessions equal—what’s the fun in that?” Well, she amended privately, all but the one involving physical being . . . Some simply couldn’t manage if everyone started on a level field.

			“Fun,” Lemnos replied darkly. “You and Draco both wait until we find a way to redistribute the wealth!” He caught his breath sharply, suddenly remembering who he was—and who he was with. But Xena merely smiled and waved him on. After a moment he cleared his throat and nodded. “All right—anyway. This noble had two complete palaces, and he was whining about losing one of ’em!”

			“He wasn’t whining for long, I wager.”

			“I don’t bet! Well, not with you, Xena, you know that.” He eyed her sidelong. “No offense, okay? So we bust in right in the middle of this amazing banquet, some kinda combination betrothal for his kid and a welcoming-back ceremony for—who’s that, spends winter in Hades? The plant goddess’s kid with the pomegranate?” Xena shrugged, not much interested. Lemnos wasn’t very interested either. He waved oily fingers in dismissal. “Anyway, for this supposed virgin goddess and also because of the betrothal thing—it’s the virgin crossover, goddess and betrothed kid, got it? Well, the old guy’s filthy rich, and so, of course, lots of fancy food everywhere.

			“Me, I’d’ve sent ’em all to Hades to chase gold coins across a very convoluted plain! A hot one—supposing there’s a Hades and gods to run it; you can’t prove that by me! Anyway, one of the guests—he could talk faster than a hungry bard—was trying to talk his way out of being spitted. The surprise was, so far it had worked. Bigger surprise, it’s Draco standing over him and he hasn’t cut the rich little slime’s gullet—he’s listening to this nonsense!” Gabrielle’s got a male counterpart out there somewhere, Xena thought. Now, that’s scary. The little baker snorted. “Me, I got no clue what he was saying, I just know the result. The lippy barstid goes free, and all of a sudden Draco’s going for all this kinda pre-meal nonsense himself— just for himself, of course; he’s still Draco and he ain’t about to waste this kinda time and supplies on your average stupid village flattener. He eats the stuff, gabbles about the this and that of it—I don’t know what half that stuff means, I just figure, he eats it, doesn’t offer to kill me, and it’s okay, you know? Pour whatever wine he wants with it, then come back down here and break out the big platter with the baked joints. Last night”—he enumerated on dripping, sticky fingers—“it was four partridges, a quarter of boar—well, you get the idea.”

			“Same old Draco,” she murmured.

			“Well—not really,” Lemnos temporized; he licked his fingers absently, made a face at them, and dipped them in a bowl of water, then dried them on his britches; shiny tracks ran along both thighs from knees to the hem of his shirt. “Oh, he’s just as cold-blooded and evil-minded as ever; you wouldn’t believe what he did to everyone else in that summer palace, let alone some of the tricks he pulled getting us all across mainland Ithaca, just so’s we could reach the shore back there!”

			“I’d believe it,” she replied flatly.

			“Ah—sure.” He seemed to remember who he was talking to, all at once. “Okay. He’s—I dunno. Used to be, he talked about nothing but taking over the world, or how to mangle a village or a palace properly, so everyone would know he’d done it, you know: leave his particular mark and he didn’t have to bother leaving witnesses alive to spread the terror. It made him a proper social leveler. Now, I liked that. Coin redistributed, those with too much made to share—I saw the whole thing that way, and I thought he did, too. Lately, it’s been—well, I don’t like to say.”

			“Tell me.”

			“You wouldn’t believe me. More—oh, how’s history gonna see him; how’re the bards gonna play this one? Not—understand me,” Lemnos added hastily, “he’s not getting old, or looking over his shoulder for Ares to cart him off, like he useta joke about, nothing like that. He ain’t one bit soft.”

			“I wouldn’t be fool enough to think that, Lemnos.”

			“Well, sure, I know that. Just—ya know—” He looked quickly around, then went on in a very low voice, “He’s been a little—different—since the last couple towns we hit, before Ithaca, I mean. I think something got him thinking about his—what’d he call it?—his legacy, that kinda stuff.”

			“Mmmm.” She considered this for a long, silent moment, finally picked up the last of the bread, and tore it in half. “Good stuff.” She tore the half into two more pieces, popped one in her mouth, then spoke around it. “I don’t know, Lemnos. Doesn’t sound like the Draco I know . . . You’re not trying to fool me, are you?”

			“My heart to the gods if I lie,” the little man replied solemnly. He cast her a quick, suspicious glance. “And I’m not Draco; I got one. Heart, that is.”

			“Thought you didn’t believe in gods.”

			“I don’t.” A smile tweaked the corners of his mouth. “Why I’d make a vow like that, right?” He turned back to his preparations, a frown etching his brow. “Draco, though; it’s not—I mean, it’s like the food thing—it’s not a big thing, it ain’t always, and he hasn’t changed that much, it’s just, if you know him, you’d know he’s kinda gone odd.” He balanced the small platter on the corner of the larger one and began the cautious process of picking them up.

			Xena leaped to her feet, took the smaller from him, and inclined her head. Her smile was ironic. “So—lead the way.”

			Lemnos cast his eyes up, fastidiously readjusted two bits of slivered meat so they did something to the pattern, then straightened the platter and crossed the chamber to lead the way out the door she’d entered. Rammis was beginning to stir, groaning; his eyes fluttered open and he tried to lever himself up on one trembling arm; his other hand was feeling around for his knife. Lemnos sighed in exasperation and gave him a wide berth; Xena leveled a kick at his chin that snapped his head back into the wall with a sickening crack. He slid bonelessly to the floor, moaned once. Lemnos gazed down at him, his face expressionless—he was good at that, Xena remembered, the little wealth-redistributing Minoan rebel—then eyed her thoughtfully. “Still breathing,” he murmured.

			“Planned it that way,” she replied. “He’s not worth killing. Lead the way.” He sighed, very quietly; she raised an eyebrow at him, gestured toward the door with her chin.

			The chamber Draco used for his meals was at the far end of the hall from the queen’s apartments. Torches and lamps were everywhere, lighting pale blue walls that had been painted with scenes of the sea, where ships rambled across a stormy surface, while beneath the waves swam monsters and fish. A pale-faced, gray-bearded palace servant attended the long, low table and its only occupant. Draco reclined on a soft couch, his bronze, sculpted chest and arms bare; a pair of soft suede britches hung loose around his hips. He waited while a deeply purple wine was poured for him; he lifted the small cup and before drinking, sniffed the contents, then set the cup down and shook his head. “I like the other; leave the bottle.” The brown-clad old man backed away and moved as quickly as trembling legs would take him, through the door Lemnos had just opened.

			The warlord looked up as his cook cleared his throat, rather tentatively, and held out the tray. “Ah! What have you for me tonight—by Ares, Lemnos, are my eyes going?”

			Xena eased around the little cook, tray balanced on one hand. “Draco, didn’t your mother ever tell you to wear a shirt in the dining hall?”

			He stared at her for a long moment, eyes wide; torchlight made a ruddy highlight of recent pouches under his eyes and long marks from nostrils to the corners of his mouth; the scar that ran the length of his sun-darkened face, forehead to chin, was pale by comparison. The mark she’d put on him. All was silent for a moment. Then he let his head fall back and laughed uproariously. She waited him out; Lemnos set the tray at the warlord’s elbow, and, with one unhappy look at Xena, backed away, one wary step at a time. He finally turned, just short of the door, and walked quickly and quietly out, easing the heavy carved panel closed behind him.

			Draco came up onto one elbow, then swung his legs down to the floor and used both hands to wipe his eyes. “You know,” he said finally, “I always expect to see you just—happen into a room or my tent, just like this, poof, a magician’s trick. And there you are. You still caught me by surprise!” He wiped damp hands on his chest and grinned hugely. “To answer your question, my mother died while I was still puking breast milk; I’d have a hard time remembering anything she told me. Besides, this isn’t the king’s so-pristine family dining hall; this is the old Trickster’s private hideaway. You know, one for dull family life then and this—where he’d entertain the boys. Lots of wine, dancing girls, the whole bit. Compared to what garb some of those guys still had on by the end of a long night, I’m positively decent.”

			Momentary silence. Draco broke it. “Hey, that reminds me.” He slapped one knee, swung his legs back onto the couch, and dropped onto one elbow. “Someone told me they’d heard the damnedest thing about you recently, that you’d climbed into a dancer’s sheers, veils and all, and entertained some king’s old pig of a throat-slitting adviser—and all that so you could rescue a baby?”

			She set the tray on the table before him, then settled one hip next to it, her free leg swinging. Draco watched it, fascinated, then blinked furiously and brought his eyes back to her face. “You know I can dance, Draco.”

			“I’ve heard,” he corrected her.

			She flicked him a smile, eased farther back onto the table; his eyes had gone back to the swinging leg once more. “Maybe it was my baby.”

			“Your—” He gaped, wide-eyed, then slapped his knee and laughed again. “That’s a good one! Yeah, when I heard that story, I thought, there’s another one of those myths growing up around Xena.” One enormous hand slammed the table, rattling cup and painted clay bottle together; he caught the wine before it could spill. “I don’t know how you do it, Xena. You’ve got a lot of stories out there. More things than you could ever’ve done. Me—” He patted his bare chest, grimaced. “Me, half the time they don’t even know who it was hit their village, or took out all their girls, or their hidden cache of gold, or—or whatever. Lot of stuff I’ve done, it’s credited to some god or other, or maybe another warlord. Worse yet, some little creep like Hesiod gets his name on the job.”

			Xena smiled, raised her eyebrows. “Well, that’s one you won’t have to worry about stealing the light from your torch. Last I saw of Hesiod, he was a grease splotch on a back road.”

			“Oh. Really?” She laughed quietly; he laughed with her, much more loudly. “Say,” he added in a suddenly serious voice. “How’d you get here? I’ve got all but three of the boats in Ithaca sunk to the bottom of the bay out there, and men watching for anything coming from the mainland or out to sea.”

			“I told Lemnos I walked.” She let her gaze scare him for a moment before her mouth quirked, and he laughed again. “You want the truth?” she said, when he had gained control of himself. “The queen sent a message out a while back, to King Menelaus of Sparta—”

			“I know what he’s king of,” Draco interrupted flatly.

			“All right.” Xena crossed her arms and leaned back, her shoulders squared. Draco blinked, went very quiet indeed. “She wanted to find out where Odysseus might be, because he surely wasn’t home. Menelaus—” She considered the humor of it for the first time. Helen’s brutish, arrogant husband, fresh returned from Troy, and after all that fighting, still no wife—and no idea that I’m part of the reason he doesn’t have his wife. Amusing. Distracting. “He sent word for someone to go to Ithaca, find out from the queen what was going on here.” She gave him a cold little smile. “I found his messenger before anyone else did. Lucky me.”

			Draco frowned slightly. “Lucky—how?”

			Her smile broadened. “Very lucky. Ithaca wide open—once someone dealt with a few freelance brutes who only needed to be killed, kicked out, or brought under control. My control, of course.” She raised one eyebrow, gestured toward the two cooling platters. “If you want any of that, you’d better eat it before it congeals.”

			“Oh, mmmm, right.” He selected one of the wrapped and oiled bundles, popped it in his mouth, and briefly closed his eyes to properly savor the tastes; less than a heartbeat later one eye opened and fixed warily on his companion. Xena laughed quietly and edged back farther from him. “I’m not here to run you through, Draco. Not today, at least. Here—eat. Lemnos went to a lot of trouble, playing with all that, don’t let me get in the way of your culinary pleasures.”

			“Mmm. Maybe if you were on the other side of the bay, or better yet, the great gray sea of Atlantis, maybe then I’d trust you.” He chewed, swallowed, made a little displeased face, but squared his shoulders and finished the stuff, washed the last of it down with wine. “Delicate—yet pleasing to the palate—”

			Her laughter drowned him out. “Come off it, Draco! Eat the nasty little bits if they please you, but don’t try to impress me with your vocabulary or your taste buds. I know both.”

			“Ah—hmmm. Yeah. All right, it’s raw fish and whatever he’s dipped it in, it still tastes like raw fish. Oily fish.” He smiled crookedly, though his eyes were dark. “This is a lot more fun without you sitting there and laughing at me.”

			“I’m sure it is. I hope for your sake the fish was fresh. So, what do you have in mind for the rest of Odysseus’ palace? From the looks of you, you’re planning to take it all over, slide a crown onto your handsome forehead, and be damned to Menelaus, Nestor, Agamemnon, and all the rest of them.”

			“That’s about it,” Draco replied cheerfully. His eyes narrowed. “All right—I see you taking over the mainland, either terrorizing the grubby peasants or protecting them from all corners. Whichever mood is currently taking you. Why here, though?” She picked up a sliver of meat from the second tray, smiled, and held it to his lips. He laughed softly and ate it.

			“Maybe I didn’t know you were here until I stepped off my raft.”

			“Sure.” He snorted. “You don’t do things that way. You knew an army was out here, and I’m ready to bet you knew whose. You don’t fool me, Xena.”

			“Who said I was trying?”

			He scooped up more of the meat slivers, popped the lot into his mouth. “Not bad, those,” he mumbled around them. “Help yourself.” She picked up one, sniffed it, shrugged and tossed it back onto the platter. Draco grinned and chewed, swallowed it with some wine, and leaned back. “So, why are you here? You can’t hope to take Ithaca away from me; you can’t rob the old king’s vaults because even I haven’t found them yet, let alone a way into them. And forget taking the queen and her whining brat away from me, if that was your plan.”

			“Got it all figured out, have you?”

			“Enough of it. Not that I’m too worried, Xena; I’m the one with an army out there. It’s not as big as some I’ve had, but it’s the best bunch of fighting men I’ve ever assembled.”

			She picked up the sliver of meat she’d dropped, smiled, and held it tantalizingly near his nostrils, wafted it back and forth just above his head, then lowered it into his open mouth. “Maybe this is just where I wanted to be.”

			He choked, nearly splattering her with bits of marinated goat. “I offered you that chance well over a year ago, and you turned me down in damned convincing fashion! You’re lying. Why?”

			“I’m not,” she replied evenly. “So I don’t need to prove anything, do I? But last time you offered me half of your bed, the exchange rate was a camp full of grubby lowlifes like Hesiod and nasty, mouthy little Rammis.”

			“Rammis—you met him, did you?” She nodded; he sighed faintly. “Just great. Where’d you leave the body?”

			“He’s still alive. Next time he may not be. I don’t like little men with big attitudes and bigger knives. Forget Rammis. You’ve got more to offer me this time.”

			“Oh?”

			“Sure.” She shoved the large tray aside and eased down onto one elbow, set a finger under his chin, and smiled into his eyes. “You couldn’t offer me a crown before. Now you can.” She smiled, exposing neat, white teeth. “Queen Xena. I like the sound of that. Don’t you?”

			He considered this in silence for a very long time, narrowed eyes fixed on her face as he felt for the wine jug. He poured some and drank it down. “Maybe. I’m still wondering why you think I’d trust you that much, though.”

			“I don’t think that.” She let go his chin and sat back, one foot braced on the edge of the table, the other swinging loose. “Any more than I’d trust you, Draco. We start from here, take it a day at a time, all right? I’m not offering to warm your bed tonight.”

			“As if I’d accept.” He laughed shortly, though his eyes were suddenly all pupil and his voice sounded odd. Not thinking with his brains anymore, Xena thought in satisfaction. Nice to know you can still twist him that way. Even if she didn’t mean to take advantage of the situation. “Ah—well. Actually, you know . . .” He poured more wine, leaned back again on the soft cushions. His eyes had never left her face. “Actually, I’m planning to marry Queen Penelope.”

			“She’s said she’d agree?”

			He sat up. “Are you jesting? She’s said several things to and of me, words that I didn’t think a queen would know! But she’s got two problems: a long-missing husband who may or may not ever show up, and if he does he won’t be in any condition to battle an army that’s dug in here. And the other is that pampered, spoiled kid of hers.”

			“I met him,” she said evenly.

			“Then you know what I mean. So I figure, I marry her, she has to claim me as a lawful husband, or the kid’s fish bait. Then even somebody like old Nestor—he’s supposed to be so damned upright and honorable—well, even Nestor wouldn’t challenge her word, would he?”

			“He’d probably know full well you’d coerced her, but none of them would start a war for Ithaca. Especially not now; they lost too much in Troy. Telemachus is too young to count; Odysseus can’t call in any favors if he’s dead. And Penelope’s male kindred are from somewhere beyond the horizon—no brothers and uncles to stick up for her. But—why bother with Penelope? You said she doesn’t like you. . . . And you don’t like the boy.”

			“I’d probably live a lot longer with her on the throne next to me.” Draco stretched, eased back down onto his couch, and clasped his hands behind his head.

			Xena let her eyes drift over the bronzed male scenery sprawled over the couch, and smiled. Not as wonderful as he thinks—but it’s not that bad. Reasonably exciting. Too bad the rest of him went with it. She squared her shoulders, met his eyes directly, and let the smile warm. “So. Penelope doesn’t take knives to bed with her—but I don’t either. Not unless it’s called for. What’s she got that I don’t have?”

			He rubbed his shoulders against soft cloth and chuckled. “You don’t give up, do you?”

			“You haven’t given me reason to think I should.” She looked up as the door opened. Draco came partway to one elbow, one stealthy hand under a dark cushion, but it was only Lemnos with a heavy tray, two bowls balanced precariously on top of it. He eased the door closed with his shoulder, staggered across the room.

			Xena smiled, let Draco see she’d watched his stealthy hand movement, that she knew at least one throwing knife was under the cushion, then she rolled across the table and dropped neatly onto the low couch opposite his. Lemnos set the tray down with care, shook out his weight-numbed hands, and set the bowls next to it. The warlord sat up and slid the tray across the table. “Here. Ladies first.” Lemnos rolled his eyes; Xena laughed raucously.

			“Draco, you always were a comedian!” She bared her teeth at him and chuckled briefly, then glanced at Lemnos. “Find a cup and get me some of that wine he’s been swilling down.”

			Draco laughed sourly. “Since you’ve watched me drink, the wine’s all right, that it?”

			“Possibly all right,” Xena countered softly. “No guarantees between you and me, remember? And I don’t know about what’s in the jug over by the door, do I? But since you weren’t expecting visitors tonight—” Lemnos sighed, fetched the jug, poured some into Draco’s outheld cup, and settled the container in a hole that had been cut for it farther down the table. Xena watched him, shifted her gaze to Draco, who ostentatiously took a drink and set the cup aside. “Fine. You take something off the platter first—then I’ll think about it.”

			He sighed; his eyes were ironic. “I just don’t want you to wonder if I’ve forced a choice on you. Too much meat, too little time.” She kept her eyes on his, glanced at Lemnos, who was all but wringing his hands, took hold of one long joint, then a thick cut of goat that would be very red and bleeding in the middle. No reaction from either; Draco might be able to hide his emotions, but Lemnos—she doubted it. She shrugged finally, took the long joint, then waited until Draco caught up another long joint with blackened, crisp skin. He gave her an amused look, bit into the joint like a northern barbarian would, chewed and swallowed, washing the bite down with a gulp of wine. Xena smiled, shrugged faintly, and tore a bite loose. As she chewed, she could sense Lemnos eying both of them with resignation.

			“Tasty,” she said finally. “Young goat?”

			The little black cook spread his arms. “Very young. Kid.” He turned to Draco, who waved him off.

			“Good work, as always.” He paused, grinning. “How’s Rammis?”

			Lemnos swallowed. “Well, I—ah—I thought you wouldn’t mind if I left things for a little while so I could pack him over to the physician’s tent, get him pinned back together. . . .”

			“If he’s stupid enough to tangle with her more than once in a night, I’d rather you dumped him off a wall and into the water.”

			Xena set her joint down, pulled out a dagger, deftly wielded the blade to swiftly cut a pile of very neat slices. Cook and cook’s master watched. “He’s stupid, Rammis—but I pushed him. And you’ve pushed me more than once in a day yourself, Draco. Let your cook keep his company.” She jammed the dagger upright into the table boards and popped meat into her mouth; she leaned forward on her elbows, eyes fixed on his.

			Xena’s eyes: they were the most amazing things, Draco thought. That rare, pale blue ringed in deep azure—his mouth was suddenly much too dry. He drank deeply, waved a hand at his cook. “Ah, go on, get him out of here—just keep him out of my sight! Wretched, filthy, conniving Egyptian! “

			Lemnos was trying to stutter out some kind of thanks and back away at the same time. Xena’s cool voice stopped him. “While you’re at it, Lemnos, you’d better send someone down to the ship that came in today. There’s good wine and new wheat on board—and I’ll wager both Metrikas and Krinos are getting stiff, tied up in the hold all this time. Cross, too.”

			Lemnos’ lips moved; no sound emerged. Thought of a cross Metrikas didn’t do anything for his coloring. He turned and fled, the slammed door echoing behind him.

			The room was quiet for some time after that—a fairly companionable silence as they finished the meat. Xena shoved her knife back into its hidden sheath, took grapes from the nearest bowl, and popped one in her mouth.

			Draco laughed quietly. “Stepped off your raft, huh? And what—you didn’t wait for me to taste one of those first?”

			“Comes a time you have to take some chances,” she murmured, and ate another.

			“Chances.” He drank the last of his wine, refilled the cup, and settled one arm on the table. “So—how many chances are you willing to—?” He hesitated.

			Doesn’t know what he wants—or how badly he wants it, she decided. Good. An off-balance Draco was exactly what she wanted. “Not that many,” she cut him off flatly. She smiled, then. “You don’t want me tonight—me, in the”—she drew a deep breath, exhaled grapes and wine in his flushed, upturned face—“flesh. Remember, you have to sleep sometime. With your eyes closed.”

			He laughed, baring fine white teeth. “So do you.”

			“Exactly. That’s why I prefer to wait. Right now,” she added sweetly, “I trust you as far as I could spit you, Draco. And I’d say that goes for you, too.”

			“Forget all that,” he said cheerfully. “Have more wine.”

			She set her hand over the cup. “I’ve had enough. So—you sleep in the palace, or just eat here?”

			“My men sleep out there—Odysseus didn’t keep his army in the house, either. Once things are settled, I’ll let ’em build barracks. As to me—well, wouldn’t you like to know?”

			“Not really. Not yet.” She rolled off the low couch and flowed to her feet. “That was good, Draco—a nice, quiet, long meal where neither of us tried to murder the other. We’ll have to do it again sometime. But for now, I’m going to bed.”

			“Bed . . .” His mouth was dry again. He blinked, swallowed, and swung his feet to the floor. “Where are you sleeping?”

			She walked around the table, stopped short of his couch. “Maybe I won’t be. Sleeping. Maybe I’ll be keeping an eye on you.” She shook her head before he could say anything else. “Maybe I’ll be in the queen’s apartments. They seem to be the safest place in the entire palace, and the decor’s nicer.”

			“I—see.” He didn’t believe her; she smiled coldly.

			“Do you, Draco?”

			He shrugged, poured a thimbleful of wine, swirled it in the cup. “If you plan on getting it out of her, where Odysseus’ treasury’s hidden, it won’t work. I tried that.” She laughed, shook her head, started for the door. “I’ll be watching every move you make!” he shouted after her.

			She turned with the open door in her hand and smiled. “Do that,” she said quietly, and was gone, the door pulled mostly closed behind her. The smile widened as she gazed down the empty corridor. It was deathly silent back in the Trickster’s party hall. Draco hadn’t moved; she was sure of it. Just as sure he was staring after her, still. “Nice to know you’ve still got it—even when you don’t want to use it,” she murmured, and with a quick glance back down the corridor and at the door behind her, she set off quickly toward the queen’s corner of the palace.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			Twenty long strides down the main corridor brought Xena to another of the narrow servants’ tunnels, this branching off at an angle that would take her out toward the front of the palace. She hesitated, listened for a moment, finally shrugged, and with another cautious, swift glance up and down the main hallway, slid into the tunnel and ran part of the way, then covered the rest in long sidesteps, her back to the unbroken wall, eyes moving from one end of the tunnel to the other, quickly searching the small openings dotting the hallway on the opposite side: storage, for the most part, she thought. Air slid past her, cool and salt-scented.

			Most of the little chambers were empty and dark, and one appeared to be filled with racks of clay jars. Sound behind her; she leaped across the tunnel and melted into shadow. The little room reeked of lemon. Lamp oil.

			A scraping sound back in the main corridor, followed by a muffled curse. “Stow it,” someone muttered angrily. “He said keep an eye on her, make sure she went where she said. He said be quiet about it.”

			“So shaddup!” the other snarled. A moment later two men strode down the main hallway; one of them glanced briefly down the servants’ tunnel but kept going. The other didn’t even seem to notice it was there. Xena grinned, a flash of teeth that didn’t reach her eyes, slipped out of the oil storage chamber, and kept going.

			The tunnel ended a short distance on; to her right, a ramp descended and on her left a mere indentation in the tunnel wall. Most of the space was taken up by a low, rough bench piled high with empty baskets. Somewhere behind the stack, air moved; the topmost basket, a small, rope-handled, lidless affair, trembled and toppled to the floor. Where it had been—an opening in the outside wall.

			She stood very still a moment, listening intently: no sound from below or behind her; the faint sound of men laughing came through the window. She shoved baskets toward the inner end of the bench, edged past them for a look. The window wasn’t much more than an air vent, long and thin, deep-silled, just wide enough for her to lean both elbows on the rough surface and gaze into the night. Twenty or more fires dotted the hillside, farther away than she would have thought—effect of the rocky ledge behind them, likely. She leaned out as far as possible, slewed around to look up. A balcony just above her and one off to the side from that. And just above that, the flat roof. She considered this, smiled, shifted her weight, and climbed onto the sill. No outer ledge here, and nothing below her for ten paces; the ground sloped but there was a hedge of tall, slender trees not far out. She eyed the balcony once more, shrugged, and dropped to the ground. Once there she ran quickly along the inside of the hedge to the nearest low porch, pulled herself onto that, and leaped to the upper balcony. Moments later, she eased over the lip of the roof.

			No one up here, either. Draco’d said he was keeping his men out of the palace for the most part. Maybe he hadn’t lied about that. She took a moment to orient herself, glanced back at Draco’s camp. Movement down by the water; Socran’s ship lay higher aground now, and nearer, several men were helping two others stagger up the sand. One of them dwarfed his companions. Have a nice night, Metrikas, she thought sardonically, and turned away.

			The queen’s apartments were still well lit; curtains were billowing onto all four balconies. For the moment, it was quiet down there. Another quick look around the roof—no one here but her. She swung over the edge, dropped quietly, stood very still long enough to make certain the main room held no surprises. Gabrielle was curled up, asleep in a pile of cushions, a silvery-blue robe draped over her. Very faintly, women’s voices came from the next room—a dressing or bathing chamber, perhaps.

			She took one step forward, hesitated; someone was standing just out of sight on the other side of the wall; she could hear breathing. Probably that boy. She shook her head faintly, backed up to the railing, and dove through the curtains in a tight tuck, rolled, and came up and around, hands out, ready to attack. Telemachus hadn’t moved; he was staring at her, eyes very wide and his jaw hanging. A painted jar dangled from his fingers. She grinned mirthlessly. “Nice idea,” she said. “Been there long?”

			He flushed and bit his lip. “Just—since I heard a sound, something out there. I thought, maybe it was one of his men, and maybe if I could get behind him when he came in . . .”

			The swift slap of small sandals interrupted him. “Oh, son!” Penelope’s reproachful voice. The warrior glanced at her, turned back to the prince.

			His face was an even deeper red, if that were possible. “Mother, I thought one of those men—” Xena kept her eyes on him, and when he glanced at her, she held a finger to her lips, sent her eyes sideways to indicate the queen behind her. His eyes shifted, fixed on the floor before his sandals.

			“Telemachus, you are not to even speak to any of those men, I told you that! Let alone to offer them violence! For you to even think of going against a—a butcher! And—and with a pot in your hand?” Xena held up a hand and she subsided.

			“It’s all right, nobody got hurt. I’ll talk to him.”

			“I—please do, warrior. He might listen if you tell him!” Telemachus stirred; Xena shook her head minutely and touched her lips again. The queen’s steps receded, were gone; they could hear her unhappy voice, the servant’s low replies.

			“You can’t tell me just to—to—”

			“To hide behind your mother’s robes? What makes you think I’d tell you that?” Silence. “I didn’t make any specific promises to your mother.” She glanced at Gabrielle, who was fighting her way upright, blinking sleepily. “It’s all right, Gabrielle; go back to sleep.”

			“Mmmm, thanks.” She settled back into the cushions; Telemachus moved light-footed across the chamber and pulled the robe over her shoulders again, then moved quietly back to the warrior’s side.

			“She’s a very nice person. Mother liked her tales; I haven’t seen her laugh like that in a long time. And Gabrielle knows so many of Father’s adventures.” Xena beckoned and led him to the opposite side of the vast chamber. She fished the cushions from a chair and threw them against the wall, then dropped onto them, indicating the floor next to her. Telemachus snared the pillow from his mother’s weaving chair and sat. “I mean, did you know he’d wrestled a half-immortal lion in Nemea? Or that he went into the underworld and stole three-headed Cerberus right away from the banks of the Styx? Or that he—”

			“I’ve heard most of it,” Xena replied. She had; of course, those particular victories had all belonged to Hercules. I hope the boy doesn’t ever hear differently—not while he’s young enough for it to matter. But it’s nice to know Gabrielle and Iolaus spent some of their time alone talking while Hercules and I were rescuing Prometheus. Gabrielle’d done the right thing, though, with her stories. As always; the boy’s eyes were absolutely shining. Maybe if Odysseus ever got home, the boy would hear new and better stories from his father, and forget these. If the boy lives through this. “You had the right idea over there—partly. The way you did it would have gotten you killed, if it had been anyone but me coming off that balcony. You’re no use to your mother dead.” The light went out of his face.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No, don’t be. You weren’t killed. And I told you, you had the right idea. You and I will work on it; I’ll show you how to jump someone so you don’t get a knife in the ribs. I’ll teach you as much as I can.” She held up a hand as he strove to speak. “It may not be much, there’s a lot going on and I have a lot to do here. Still, you’re young, you think on your feet, and you can move well. That’s a start.”

			“I—my mother won’t be pleased.”

			“I talked to her earlier. I thought I got through; I understand why she’s still worried, though, because you’re all she’s got until your father comes home. If he never came home, you’re all she has to remember him by. But knowing that doesn’t make things any easier for you to bear, does it?” He considered this gravely, finally shook his head. “I’ll talk to her again, tomorrow. Meantime, I want to warn you; you’re going to see me out there tomorrow, the day after—every day until this is settled and Draco’s gone, however long it takes. It might look to you as if I’m on their side. I’m not. I know a lot of them and I’ll be doing what I have to, to convince them to trust me. You may not like the way it appears.”

			“I—all right.”

			“If we cross paths out there and you feel like showing you don’t like it, feel free. It won’t convince Draco of anything, but he’s smart. Most of his men aren’t that clever.”

			“There’s a lot of them, maybe two hundred,” he said finally.

			“I know that.”

			“If you get killed, that won’t help my mother at all!”

			“I won’t. I don’t intend to start a war here. Not a straightforward one, anyway. I don’t intend to lose, either.”

			“Well—but, what are you going to do?”

			She shrugged. “Don’t know yet. Maybe I’ll figure it out, if I sit here and think about it. Go get some sleep.”

			For a moment she thought he was going to argue some more; he finally nodded, got to his feet, the pillow trailing from his fingers. He dumped it on Penelope’s chair, glanced unhappily toward the little room where his mother’s still-displeased voice could still be heard, then walked out onto the balcony. Xena heard the dull thunk a moment later as his sandals hit the next balcony—and then another. Nothing after that.

			
			The queen’s servant came into the room, a length of bright yellow silk trailing across her arms; she settled this over the bed, then retraced her steps. Moments later the queen came out, robed for bed in the same yellow. Xena came to her feet. “Warrior,” Penelope said softly. A glance in Gabrielle’s direction assured her that the girl was asleep. She crossed the room and settled on her weaving chair. “Where’s—my son?”

			“He’s gone—into the room two balconies down.”

			She sighed faintly, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “That’s all right, then, it’s his room. I wish he wouldn’t go that way, but he first learned that trick when he was eight, and I’ve never been able to keep him from doing it.” She looked at her motionless, quiet companion. “You don’t have to say it; I know what you must think of me. I told myself tonight I wouldn’t treat him like a baby, that I’d let you do what you could to instruct him, if that was what you really wanted. Gabrielle—she’s told me a lot about you.”

			“I’m not surprised,” Xena murmured.

			The queen smiled briefly. “She was very kind; I haven’t had such a pleasant visitor in some time. Hardly anyone’s come to Ithaca since my husband went to war—until that—” She seemed to be searching for a word, finally dismissed the effort with a turn of her hand. “I wasn’t going to chide poor Telemachus anymore. But just now, when I saw him, the look on his face, that jug in his hand— the words just came out.”

			“The thought’s a place to start; I don’t expect you to change that quickly. And he knows why you want to protect him.”

			“Oh.” Penelope considered this, then stifled a yawn neatly with the back of her hand. “You wouldn’t think a woman could grow tired, barred inside this chamber all day. I’m used to walking for hours, all over the island, and hardly noticing. But the past days, since they came, I’m exhausted by this hour.”

			“Fear’s tiring,” Xena said. “And you probably haven’t slept well for worry. Go, sleep. I’ll know if anyone’s around.”

			“Thank you,” Penelope replied simply. She crossed the room with a young stride, settled under the thin cloth, and closed her eyes. Xena went back to her place against the wall, rubbed her shoulders across the slightly sandy-feeling surface, and gazed up at the dark-beamed ceiling. “So,” she murmured. “What next?”

			She sat and thought for a long time; Gabrielle tossed and turned and occasionally moaned in her sleep. Xena got to her feet, crossed over to the cushions where the girl lay. The warrior’s presence seemed to comfort her. The queen hadn’t moved much; possibly she hadn’t slept, either. Xena passed her, stepped onto one of the northern balconies, and stood in shadow, listening. She could still hear the camp, but the noise was muted. Half of them passed out, probably. I wonder who’s out there. She’d find out, come morning.

			Movement in the blackness surrounding the tree hedge: a man carrying a short spear came into the open, gazed all around, out toward the camp, up at the balconies, then along the roofline. Apparently satisfied, he turned and stalked back into shadow, finally vanishing around the corner of the palace. A single lamp burned in the chamber two balconies down, but she couldn’t hear anything. Nothing on the roof. She finally went back in, shoved pillows with her foot until they made a stack in one corner near the door. She checked the bar, then eased down, settled her shoulders, crossed her legs at the ankle, her arms across her chest, and closed her eyes.

			
			Early sun touched the pale curtains and a light, warm sea breeze ruffled them. Xena stood on the balcony, her head tipped back to catch the first rays, and stretched mightily. Behind her, she could hear the queen’s woman bustling around, talking to the old man who’d poured Draco’s wine the night before and who had just brought Penelope’s breakfast.

			She herself had already eaten. A tap on the door in the gray hour before sunrise had brought her alert and on her feet. When she’d listened cautiously, then eased the door open, it had proven to be Lemnos, in his hands a small tray bearing one of his round fruit loaves, still warm from the baking, a large flagon that was a little wine and mostly water, and a bowl of pale purple grapes. He’d waved aside thanks as she took the tray. “I don’t think anybody but me likes Rammis. This is part of my thanks to you—I’ll keep him out of your sight.” He was gone before she could say anything.

			Surprising. She’d eyed the loaf dubiously for a moment, but no longer than that. Lemnos was an artist; he’d no more poison that loaf than—well, he wouldn’t. “And you have to eat something on this island, sometime.” She’d inhaled bread fragrance deeply, settled back down cross-legged on the cushions where she’d slept, and tore into it.

			
			Gabrielle came out to stand beside her, one hand shielding her eyes against the dawning, level sun. “Hope you slept as well as I did.”

			“I did all right.”

			“I don’t know what a queen can afford to stuff in a pillow that the rest of us can’t, but it’s great; it was like sleeping on clouds.” Gabrielle leaned on her arms and gazed across the grounds. “So—I missed you last night, guess I was already trading stories with Morpheus by the time you got back.” Not quite a question in her voice; Xena smiled and ignored it. “Well! Anyway. We had a very nice time while you were gone.”

			“So I heard.”

			“Oh. Did—ah, did you come up with any—well, with a plan?”

			“Not really.” Xena yawned hugely. “I ate dinner with Draco.”

			“Oh?” Silence for a moment; Gabrielle glanced back into the queen’s apartment, lowered her voice. “So what does he have in mind, here? She wanted to know—I had to really talk fast to kind of distract her, and I’m not sure it worked that well.”

			“Probably not. It’s her island, after all. Her son. Her people. Draco’s pretty happy here, seems he’s decided living in a palace is the only way to do things.”

			“Mmmm. That’s not good.”

			“Could be worse—could be he was letting his men live in here, too.”

			“Ah—I get your point. Good one, too.” Gabrielle hesitated, glanced over her shoulder once more, then added, “Queen Penelope thinks he wants to marry her. Imagine!”

			“Not hard to imagine, since that’s exactly what he has in mind. Marry Penelope, keep Telemachus close to be sure she’ll act like that’s what she wants, too—King Draco of Ithaca.”

			Gabrielle wrinkled her nose fastidiously. “King Draco? Who’s going to go along with that?”

			“Who’s going to care, once he’s settled in?”

			Gabrielle stirred indignantly and opened her mouth, but no sound came. After a moment her shoulders slumped. “I guess you’re right. Nothing here but women, children, and peasants; who cares what they think? And—okay, so how do ‘we’ fix it?” The sarcasm was evident in her voice.

			“Yes. We.” Xena cast her a sidelong smile. “You and me. It’s a job for both of us, Gabrielle. You have the hard part; you stay here and keep Penelope’s spirits up, keep her mind off Draco and all those tents out there. Give me a chance to get out there, among Draco’s men, see who I know, how well and why; look things over, come up with a plan.”

			“Sure. Simple stuff. I always get the hard part,” Gabrielle grumbled good-naturedly.

			Xena laid a hand on her shoulder and waited until the girl smiled up at her. “I know it’s hard, sitting and waiting. But what you’re doing is important, and it’s something I couldn’t possibly do. Last night, you took her mind off her problems and you made her very happy, telling her all those tales about her husband.”

			“I did?”

			“Made her believe that Odysseus might actually be on his way home. Made Telemachus proud of his father. You heard him yesterday; what you did with words to change that boy’s mind wasn’t much short of magic. Keep talking, and enjoy living in the queen’s apartments in a very nice palace while you can. You won’t get a chance like this very often.”

			“It’s a point,” Gabrielle conceded promptly. “Did I mention the pillows smell like violets and roses?”

			“Sounds great. Tonight maybe I’ll sleep lying down instead of propped against the wall.” She turned to go, thought of something, and turned back. “Any of the servants come in here—get them aside, out of the queen’s hearing if possible, and try to find out anything they might know.”

			“They may not want to confide in me.”

			“That’s your job: convincing them you need to hear things the queen doesn’t—so you can pass them on to me. Anything at all; I don’t know what’s going to shift things our way at this point.”

			“Servants,” Gabrielle echoed, then nodded energetically. “Got it. Where you going to be?”

			“Finding out what Draco’s men know, of course.”

			
			A short while later she stepped out onto the south-facing portico and stretched hugely. Sun; wonderful at this hour. In another, without a fresh ocean breeze, it would probably be unbearably hot. She let her head fall back, let the sun turn her closed eyelids red, felt the heat against her armor, her hair.

			A faint jingle of harness coming down the broad, shallow steps of the portico. She blinked, stretched again, and said, “Hello, Draco. Sleep well?”

			He hesitated briefly, then came down the last steps to join her. “How do you do that?”

			“How I knew it was you? Easy. The way your sword clinks against the metal rings you had fixed to your britches. No one else sounds like that when he walks.”

			He cast her a startled glance, then smiled. “So—you must have slept well, to be out here so early.”

			“Maybe.” She eyed him from under dark lashes. “Maybe I just want to get out here and see what you’ve got for an army while it’s still sleeping off last night’s wine.”

			He laughed sourly, gestured toward the motley camp of tents. “I haven’t cut it down to something reasonable for here, such a small island—I will, soon. For an invasion force, they don’t have to all be pretty or top class, just numerous. Cow the invadee, and you’ve won already.”

			“Skip the lecture,” she replied, her voice edged with amusement. “I know how it’s done, remember?”

			“You used to. I’m not so sure you do, anymore.”

			She sighed. “Draco, I don’t care about your doubts, and I’m not gonna let you push me.”

			“Who says I was trying to push? Maybe you’re interested in helping me winnow out the chaff?” He gestured toward the tents.

			She considered this, let her eyes move slowly across the sprawl of army. “Maybe. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

			
			The camp already smelled bad—she’d forgotten how little time it took for a place like this to develop a powerful and unpleasant aroma. Draco stepped around a pair of leather-clad men sprawled next to the fire pit that served four surrounding tents; one still clutched his wineskin and both reeked of sweat, wine—and things she’d rather not think about. “Any of these guys ever bathe?” she demanded as they moved on.

			“Why should they? No one’s paying ’em extra for that.”

			“Point,” she conceded. She moved on to the next clutch of tents, hands relaxed but ready, eyes moving constantly—for any sign of problem, anyone here who might bear her a grudge. Draco stayed just behind her and to her right—where she could easily take him, if that was what she wanted. Subtle, she thought dryly. You were always good at the subtle things, Draco, but you’re getting better with age.

			He was upwind of her; he smelled very faintly of lemon and warm skin.

			They moved through the camp. Too early for most of them, she decided finally. Near the southwestern edge of the camp—a boundary delineated by piles of stone, set at exact intervals—she slowed as angry voices rent the early-morning quiet.

			This particular tent was larger than the rest, marked with a caduceus: twin snakes twined about a spear. Hospital tent. Several voices spoke at once; a thunderous roar topped them all.

			“By Zeus himself, if my brother thinks you can keep me in here—!”

			Draco eased around her, shoved the flap aside, and went in. Xena glanced back toward the palace—there was no sign of life anywhere along the sprawling whitewashed edifice—then shrugged and followed. Draco was arguing with a man who seemed at first glance even more massive than he. Partly the beard, the cut of his armor, and that overwhelming voice, she decided. Draco’s sword was out and up; physicians and boys scattered. She caught hold of the commander’s arm, smiled up at his furious adversary. “Hello, Metrikas. How’s your head this morning?”

			His eyes bulged. “You!” he breathed finally. “I will—”

			“You will be silent,” Draco topped him harshly. “Or you and your brother both will find yourselves swimming back to the mainland.”

			“My—” Metrikas snapped his fingers. “That—for my brother.”

			Draco smiled at him, bared teeth beneath chill eyes. “And for me?” he added softly. Metrikas was suddenly quiet. He swallowed. Draco watched him for a very long moment; the big man’s eyes flickered away from him, found another resting place.

			“This—this female!” he snarled.

			Xena folded her arms and smiled lazily. A wildly furious, oversized brute wasn’t that much problem; anything that big could be overbalanced, one way or another. So get him off balance again, she thought dryly, and let the smile broaden. “Next time, stick with fighting sailors, you’ll do better.”

			Almost enough—not quite. Metrikas was teetering on the balls of his feet, but with a sidelong, furious glance at Draco, he subsided. Narrowed eyes nearly vanished beneath brushy eyebrows. “Names, woman,” he hissed. “I want names. Who were those filthy sailors and how did they come up with a plan to trap me?”

			“Because I told them what to say, of course,” she replied flatly. He continued to stare at her for a very long moment, finally backed up a pace, then a second, and with a mumbled curse and a wave of his hand, stalked off, shouldering his way out of the tent. The two physicians—small, elderly Egyptians by the look of them—exchanged resigned looks and retired to the bench at the rear of the tent, where a boy barely old enough to grow a sparse beard lay moaning. Xena glanced at the boy, turned, and left. She could hear Draco behind her, talking to the physicians.

			“I’ll deal with Meronias; he should know you can’t control his brother.” A moment later he was with her again.

			“That was amusing,” she said. “What next?”

			He shrugged, spread his arms to include the entire camp. “Your decision—I’m following, remember?” She cast him a sidelong, sardonic glance, turned her face toward the palace, and began working slowly up the low hill. “In a way,” he said after a while, “I’m glad for that little exchange of pleasantries. Next time the ship goes out, I’ll send an escort with it.”

			“I’m surprised you didn’t think of that before this,” she replied dryly.

			“I would have—I was letting Meronias handle the details; he must have passed that one on to Metrikas. Metrikas,” he mused quietly, “is about to make himself a liability.”

			“About to?” She laughed shortly, edged between two tents and onto the open hill above the camp. “You’re getting soft, Draco.”

			“I find Meronias useful; he’s too fond of Metrikas. And he knows I know that. It keeps him—in line.”

			“Subtle stuff,” she scoffed. “What happened to the old Draco?” She turned to face him; the breeze ruffled his hair.

			He smiled, but his eyes were calculating. “He’s still there, don’t doubt it. It’s—it’s a different thing, conquering everything in sight and killing everyone, from what I’m doing now. I want a base army I know, down to the least mess boy; I need captains I can depend on, and if the trust isn’t straight, man to man, then the trust I put in Meronias is almost as good.” He shrugged. “Eventually, I’ll replace him—when I find someone better. Someone I don’t have to bind the way I bind Meronias.”

			“Is that an invitation?” she demanded.

			“It could be.” Silence. He turned away from her, strode across grass and flowers to stare toward the western shore of the mainland. “You don’t want to be Queen of Ithaca, admit it.”

			“Why not? There’s no reason I have to sit in pretty apartments and weave all day, is there? Why not queen and commander both?”

			He sighed heavily. “Reverse the position. You’d never give me that much power.”

			“No—probably not.” She smiled. “Think about it anyway. Maybe it answers a lot of your problems.”

			He laughed; there wasn’t much amusement in the sound. “Maybe it creates more problems than it solves.” He met her eyes levelly; his were opaque, his face expressionless. For a moment she thought he might say something else, but he turned abruptly and strode back down the hill.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			Xena stood motionless, watching until he was out of sight, back among the tents of his army, then turned slowly, to orient herself and to check the terrain for Draco’s guards and for places she herself might use as watch posts. The slope where she presently stood continued in a gradual, grassy way for some distance, then reared up abruptly in a jumble of massive, raw stone; the peak was a low one, but was the highest spot on the island and well above the sea. Not much short of the rocky point, near the eastern edge of the slope, stood a grove of several ancient, spreading oaks; well down from that, perhaps a hundred long strides from her present position, two more vast oaks and a number of saplings grew near a drop-off that formed a narrow, steep ravine ending near a rocky shoreline facing west. She could see a single hut down there; a few pigs grazed around it. Nothing besides pigs moving, except the surf, which slid lazily across the pebbly shore.

			To the other side, across the water, a dark line that was most likely the mainland; on this side of the island the slope was more gradual and much longer. Men—Draco’s men—grouped around a pair of open fishing boats; the ship she and Gabrielle had ridden the day before was being nosed onto the beach next to the smaller of the open boats. Two sailors on the deck and one of Draco’s men—she couldn’t make out any more from this distance.

			Behind her, the camp was fairly quiet.

			She moved quietly and swiftly, gained the nearest grove, stood very still in the deep shade, listening. No one here. She leaped up and caught hold of a branch running parallel to the ground, swung onto it, climbed high enough on the main trunk to make out the palace and the camp when the leaves moved in the light morning breeze, then settled her back against a join between a good-sized branch and the trunk.

			From this vantage, she could also just make out the village where the palace servants lived—a collection of ten or so huts across a low, grassy ridge from the tents. They appeared well constructed to withstand the winters, sheltered from the western and northern winds. Low fences of sticks and brush separated the track leading to the fishing boats from houses and from the garden plots set high on the south-facing slope; beyond the gardens, another thickly entangled fence contained two pigs. No movement down there; not surprising, she thought, no doubt anyone who wasn’t on duty with that ship, or at the palace, was hiding behind a barred door. She rubbed an itchy shoulder against rough bark, found a more comfortable position, then let her eyes move back over the ridge to scan Draco’s camp again.

			The sun had nearly reached its zenith before there was much sign of life in the camp: four men staggering down to the shore to fall into the waves; another two carrying buckets and crossing the ridge behind the hospital tent. They slipped into shadow, down the steep-sided ravine, but appeared a moment later, working their way down. A well there, she decided. It must be hidden in one of the tight turns the cut took, around slabbed stone; they were out of sight down there for some time, but finally came back up, buckets sloshing.

			All very quiet; almost peaceful. Moments later someone bellowed out a curse, and a boy came running out of one of the tents, arms flailing, and went flat in the dust. Someone laughed, someone else shouted him down. The boy picked himself up, eyed the tent briefly, then hurried downhill. She studied the camp, waited a few moments; the boy didn’t show anywhere else.

			Time to look over the rest of the island, she decided, but before she could ease down from her perch, more movement just past the hospital tent. Metrikas stalked up the hill. A slightly smaller man in well-constructed armor, his hair the same flame-red as the big man’s, came after him, but he was a fair distance back and losing ground with every long stride the enormous Metrikas took. The second man waved his arms and shouted furiously; Metrikas ignored him, but once he reached the shade under the first oak, he slowed, then turned and leaned against the trunk, arms folded across his chest, legs crossed. The smaller man was almost running by now, and she could finally make out what he was saying as he skidded to a halt and dropped cross-legged to the ground a distance from Metrikas. “—trying to get me killed! Draco doesn’t need even me that much, brother!”

			“Tell him to—”

			“Tell him yourself, go on, get your throat cut,” the seated man broke in. “He’s angry, I tell you. I spent the past two years getting in good with Draco. I won’t have you ruining things for me.”

			Metrikas uttered a bark of laughter. “Don’t try to fool me, Meronias. He needs you to keep that pack of rats down there in line.”

			“He could do that himself, if he wanted to. In which case—” Meronias drew a meaningful hand across his throat. Silence; the brothers looked at each other. Xena couldn’t make out anything of Metrikas but the wild snarl of red hair and his bulky shoulders. Meronias’ face was upturned, still red from exertion and anger and his eyes were black. Other than the red hair and the eyes, he didn’t resemble his much larger brother at all; without the hair, he’d be just another unremarkable mercenary. “Look, Metrikas,” he said finally, in an abrupt change of mood. “I don’t ask much of you, do I? Keep your own following in line, don’t bother the servants, help me keep those slobs down there inside the line of tents and away from the women when they’re drunk, keep them clear of the herds at all times. You’ve set up a full-time watch on the fishing boats and I’m grateful for that. But going against Krinos’ orders—”

			“Maybe Krinos woulda needed a full day to get over a sore head,” Metrikas growled. “I don’t.”

			“Well, next time—if there is a next time—don’t start tearing things up just as Draco comes around.” The larger man snorted; Meronias sighed in exasperation. “All right, I know! You told me, you didn’t know he was there.”

			“And that woman. She’s the one who—”

			“I know who Xena is, and I know she pounded you flat and tied you up in the stinking hold. The way you’ve yelled it around the camp, everyone knows it.”

			Metrikas swore furiously. “She knows who was on that boat—”

			“Be your age, brother, of course she does. She’d tell you as soon as Draco would, you’re wasting time and energy being angry with her.”

			“Krinos should’ve gone down to that village, found the—”

			Meronias jumped to his feet and closed the distance between them. Metrikas loomed over him; Meronias appeared not to notice. “Look, it’s done, over with. Krinos should have taken the names of every mother’s son aboard before that ship ever left for the mainland. He knows that now because I chewed on him real good this morning. What happened yesterday and last night is past fixing, and if Draco’s unhappy about Xena coming in with the wine, he hasn’t said so, has he?” Silence. “Well, he hasn’t. He hasn’t busted any heads over it, he hasn’t run anyone through. So maybe he never planned on this Xena showing up, but it doesn’t matter. Not to me—and not to you.” Another silence. This one stretched. “I want you to swear to me you’ll drop it, brother.”

			“Like Hades, I’ll—”

			“No!” Meronias overrode him angrily; somewhat to Xena’s surprise, the larger man fell silent. “Swear it, or I swear I’ll see you and your rough little band over on the mainland once more, stealing scrawny sheep to stay alive. You’re good at keeping men under your control, Metrikas. Now try and do the same for yourself.”

			“I—” The big man slumped back against the tree. “That’s not my fault; you know how many bands of men there are out there? Just like mine? Man’s gotta figure out where to go that hasn’t just been picked over, gotta keep his followers happy—”

			“You don’t have to do that anymore. I told you, long as I have a say, you stay with me, you eat good, you get a share of decent spoils, you remain captain of the men you brought with you. Only thing I ever asked, stay out of Draco’s way, don’t draw his eye.” Another silence. The big man finally nodded once. “Swear, I said.”

			“All right,” Metrikas mumbled. “I swear.”

			“Good. You won’t be sorry.”

			“I already am.” Metrikas sounded peeved. “You got any idea how bad my head hurts?”

			Meronias clapped his arm. “You eat anything since last night?” Metrikas shook his head cautiously. “I’ve got bread and I think there’s some fish broth left.” He turned and started down the hill.

			Metrikas let him get a distance away, then gazed out toward the eastern shore, where men were hauling the sturdy little ship higher onto shore. “Swear,” he growled. “I swear she’ll pay for last night. In blood.” Meronias shouted out his name; he clutched his head and yelled back, “All right, I’m coming!”

			Xena remained where she was for some time, considering what she’d just seen and heard; a faint smile tugged at her lips. “Dissension within the ranks—always useful.” How to best use it, though. If at all. She finally shrugged, took one last good look around from her perch, then dropped rapidly from branch to branch, back to the ground. She hesitated momentarily. Up the mountain, or back down? It didn’t really seem to matter; the day was clear and bright enough, cover sparse, anyone could see her. Let them; get them used to the sight, most of them will take my presence for granted by midafternoon.

			There wasn’t much new to see from the peak—not much new and useful, anyway. The north face of the mountain dropped nearly straight to the sea far below; the western slope was a dangerous scree of loose stone barely held in check by a few windblown pines and sparse bushes. East: a clearer view of the distant mainland, a narrow beach well below her feet that was rapidly vanishing under the incoming tide; possibly a narrow path leading up from wet sand, along a low, grass-tufted ledge, but her angle was bad, and if it was a path, it vanished almost at once behind rock and under low trees, bearing south.

			“Ideas,” she grumbled. So far, she didn’t have one. Nearly two hundred men down in that camp to her one.

			The camp wasn’t visible from the high rocks, except for the very tops of two tall tents and a single wisp of smoke. The palace seemed deserted from here, and she couldn’t see either the village or the boats from this vantage point. She sighed, started back down the hill with a ground-eating stride; a slight detour took her through the higher grove. There was sign someone had recently grazed pigs or goats here, nothing else. “You didn’t expect to find help out here, though. Go back to the palace, think,” she ordered herself. But as she emerged from the trees, she could see Draco coming toward her; she leaned back against the nearest tree and waited for him.

			He was smiling broadly as he stepped into shade. “Checking things out, are you?”

			She shrugged. “I always do. Looking for me, or just looking?”

			“One of the boys down by the boats saw you up top. I thought you might like bread and wine with me and my captains.” She considered this, shrugged again, then gestured for him to precede her. He moved ahead, but couldn’t seem to keep his eyes on the trail, and after a few paces, to her amusement, he dropped back to keep step with her. They were most of the way back down the slope when he spoke again. “Find out anything interesting this morning?”

			“You’ve got a lot of men down there. It’s a long way back to the mainland.”

			He laughed shortly. “Don’t try to convince me that’s got you scared.”

			“I wasn’t. I was stating facts.”

			“Stating the obvious.” He stopped short and turned to look her squarely in the eye. “You know, I’ve been talking to my men this morning. You caught me by surprise, back in that village a while ago. Last time we met.”

			“Oh?”

			“I could see you maybe thinking you’d done enough killing for a while. Some people do, but it doesn’t last. Or wanting to go home to mother. But all the stories out there, this hero business.”

			“I hear strange tales about you, too, Draco.”

			“Sure. But not as strange as some of the ones about Xena. I never believed you’d stick with the hero act for long. You tell me you haven’t, but it’s hard to figure from the stories circulating out there whether you’re for real or not.”

			“You know how stories are,” she said, and waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t always get credit for what you did, and sometimes your name gets attached to something you didn’t. What you did gets blown out of proportion.”

			“Sure. Like I said. But I’ve got men in that camp who’ve seen you out there recently, or fought you; I’ve spent the morning talking to them. And now, after everything I’ve heard today, I’m seriously wondering why you say you’ve turned back.”

			She sighed heavily. “You get what you deserve, listening to rumors. You’ve got men out there like anywhere else, they lie just because they know how, and because maybe it starts trouble. I told you last night what I want.”

			“Oh, sure. I can see you as Queen of Ithaca—just not as my queen. Not as anybody else’s either. You yourself running the island—sure, that fits.”

			She held up a hand, silencing him; her eyes were black, her whole face sullen as she turned away to study the palace, its entire western face now brilliantly sunlit. “I don’t care what you believe, Draco. I’m not playing games with you, though. You start pitting what I say against what one of your grubby little men says, forget the whole thing. The same boat that brought me over can take me back to the mainland.”

			“Maybe—maybe not. It’s my boat, remember? And it’s a long swim.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			“Me—threaten you? Why?”

			“Because it’s what you do best, maybe.”

			“I’m still thinking about it,” he replied genially, and started down the hill again. She eyed his back narrowly, then shrugged and followed.

			Draco’s tent had been placed on the easternmost edge of the camp, where it would get afternoon shade; the sides had been raised to allow what breeze there was to cool the interior. His bedding was rolled into a corner; a long bench filled most of the open space. Two plain pottery jugs and a large basket of cups took up one corner, another basket piled with rounds of baked flat bread next to them. Draco snared two cups, poured wine, extended his hand. “Your choice,” he said dryly.

			She smiled faintly, took one, waited until he’d drunk before tasting her own. He eyed the basket of bread, shrugged; waiting to see if she’d wait for him or not, she thought. Everything’s a game, with him. Everything like that platter of nasty little strips of oily meat: patterns within patterns over patterns. You think you have him figured, he’s already heading back the other way. It made for a warlord who won his battles—but at the moment it was damned tiring.

			Maybe it was still a love-hate thing for him, the way it had been last time they met. I’d just like to get this done with, and be done with him. For good.

			His eyes had narrowed as they shifted to a point behind her and to one side; she turned as Meronias stalked into the tent and inclined his head slightly. Draco gestured toward the baskets and jugs. Meronias poured a swallow of wine, tossed it off, and set the cup aside. He cast Xena a smoldering glance, then ignored her. Fine by me, she decided. He wasn’t the type to force a confrontation; she didn’t have time or inclination to take on the whole camp a man and a grudge at a time.

			Draco refilled his own cup, drew a leather stool over, and dropped onto it. “You got my message earlier?”

			“I got it, sir,” Meronias replied stiffly. “I talked to him.”

			“It’s his only chance,” Draco said; his voice was very soft, all the more deadly for it. “Anyone else, he’d be a league that way and all the way down.” He gestured toward open water.

			“He knows that, sir.”

			Xena laughed sourly. “You fighting my battles for me now, Draco?” Meronias’ shoulders went stiff and still momentarily; he poured more wine, crossed the tent, and settled on the edge of the bench, opposite the warlord.

			“I’m keeping order in my own camp,” Draco replied shortly. He glanced across the bench. “Remind your brother he’s still alive to hold that grudge. A lot of men aren’t.”

			“He knows that, sir.”

			“Good.” Draco snared the basket of bread, tore the top loaf in half, and took part to dip in his cup. He glanced up as two more men came in.

			Xena studied them in turn. One she knew by sight; he’d been in Draco’s camp outside her mother’s village and he’d been in the hall when the two had fought. The other—Polyces hadn’t changed much since she’d seen him last. Maybe a strand or two of silver in his dark hair, more lines in the sun-darkened skin around very brown eyes. His armor, which was made up of bits of leather, brass plates—anything a man could scavenge up and cobble together to protect himself. Right on his heels came Lemnos, carrying a pottery bowl of grapes. He set the bowl in front of Draco, then turned to face Xena. His face was set, his eyes all pupil.

			“I was talking to a couple of the men this morning,” the little cook said abruptly. “They—told me about Marcus.”

			“Oh?” Silence. “I didn’t realize you knew him, Lemnos.”

			“I might’ve known you’d be that—that casual about it, Xena,” Lemnos replied bitterly. He set the grapes down with a clatter, shoved fists against his waist. “Marcus taught me how to fight, years ago, when I first left Thebes. He—was a good friend.” His eyes narrowed and there was suddenly a long-bladed knife in his hand. “And you murdered him!”

			Polyces jumped up and backed warily away. Draco started, one hand reaching for his sword. Xena flicked him a hard-eyed look that said, Back off, then closed the distance between herself and Lemnos, one hand twisting his knife hand down and away, then up behind his back, the other snatching a fistful of shirt as she hauled him onto his toes. Polyces started to say something and she snarled, “Back out of this! It’s my business, not yours!” Her eyes met Lemnos’ squarely then. “You heard all that, did you?” she spat. “Who told you?”

			He was sweating freely but fury still held his voice steady. “Metrikas; he knew I was a friend of Marcus’. But he only just got that from—you’re choking me!”

			“You’re that far from dead. Just got it from who?”

			“From—from a guy named Kalamos, he—just landed, buncha men with him, said—he’d been there when—”

			“Marcus was my friend,” she whispered, so softly no one else could possibly have made out the words. “I killed the arms merchant who murdered him.” Silence. “Ask yourself, Lemnos—Metrikas doesn’t owe me anything good, neither does Kalamos. Why bother to tell you this?”

			“What—what really—”

			“Later,” she said in a low, sharp voice. “I don’t owe Draco that part of my life.” She let him go with a shove that sent him staggering back into the bench, then turned away from him. “Draco, Lemnos tells me Kalamos just got here. I didn’t know you were recruiting that class of scum.”

			His eyes narrowed; he rose, dropped the half-eaten bread, and adjusted his sword belt. “I’m not. Lemnos, where’d you leave him?” The little man gestured, his fingers trembling. Draco smiled faintly. “You want any part of this, Xena?”

			She smiled back, though her eyes were still furious. Kalamos was a problem she didn’t need just now. “I just honed my sword; I’m not wasting all that work on Kalamos.”

			Draco gestured sharply and left the tent. Meronias, his own face grim and pale, went with him. Xena let her eyes rest briefly on Polyces, who was trying to look as though nothing odd had just occurred; he was pouring himself wine, concentrating on the liquid.

			“Polyces, my good old friend,” Xena said. He glanced up at her, forced a tentative smile before turning his attention to the wine again. “Tell Draco I’ve had enough cute little games for one day. I’ll find him later—maybe.”

			Her eyes slid over Lemnos, who looked briefly as though he might say something; he let his eyes slide toward Polyces, then began backing warily away. Once he was past the canvas roof, he turned and fled. Xena strode rapidly in the opposite direction, through the maze of tents; but once she reached the road, she headed for the palace.

			Behind her, on the shore, she could hear Kalamos’ high, cutting voice, then Draco’s bellow. Metal clashing against metal, but the sounds of battle faded very quickly. She smiled grimly; she hadn’t suspected even Kalamos of such stupidity as to come here. Enjoy your trip to Hades, Kalamos.

			

			The afternoon had turned unpleasantly warm and windless, the sky an unusually deep blue. Xena blotted her forehead with the back of one hand, gained access to the queen’s apartments via the roof and the eastern balconies once again.

			No Telemachus; not behind the curtain, inside the main chamber—nowhere in sight. She sighed quietly, cast her eyes toward the ceiling. Now, where is he? No answer at the moment. Queen Penelope’s fingers moved rapidly, shifting shuttles from one hand to the other, moving them across a complex fabric as Gabrielle spread her hands and spoke as quickly as the other’s hands moved.

			“ . . . and so, the princess told her father, ‘I had a vision last night, from the goddess Athena, and Athena told me, “If you want this marriage to last, and the union of your kingdoms to hold, then you must do me a special honor. Weave your own wedding veil.”’”

			Penelope laughed cheerfully and clapped her hands together; she had to move quickly to retrieve the shuttles about to slide from the frame and from her lap. “And then?”

			“Just what you’d expect,” Gabrielle replied, no less cheerfully. “She worked on the veil every day—everyone said how diligent she was at it, too, how complex the pattern, how pleased Athena must be. . . . But every night, she unpicked most of the rows, and no one was ever aware of what she’d done. Eventually, her true lover came to rescue her, the false prince went away in shame, and—” She shrugged and laughed. “And of course, she completed the veil in record time, so she could marry Prince Thereus.”

			“Oh. Oh!” Penelope laughed once again, and her bell-like giggle lightened and cooled the atmosphere in the apartments. “Such fun! But that wouldn’t ever work in the real world, would it?”

			“What—weaving all day and unraveling at night?” Gabrielle considered this. “You’d have to be careful not to unravel too much, so no one would suspect what you were doing—but I’d wager you could do it, if you had to.” She turned to Xena and smiled. “I was hoping you would come back and talk to us. It’s so quiet in here!”

			“Better than an adventure at the moment, isn’t it?”

			Gabrielle nodded. “Ah—you have a point. Thanks. All the same—it’s hot, there’s no wind, there’s not much to do—”

			“She’s been telling me stories,” Penelope put in; she shifted one shuttle into her free hand, dropped the other onto her weaving, and clasped the girl’s hand. “I can’t tell you how exciting her stories are—I don’t recall a morning and part of an afternoon that have gone so quickly, not since my Odysseus went to Troy.”

			Xena raised an eyebrow; Gabrielle gave her an abashed grin and shrugged slightly.

			Faint noise behind them; the two women started and Xena whirled around, hands flexed, but it was only Telemachus, who’d obviously just swung down from the roof. He pushed aside pink curtains and entered the chamber. “I saw you do that,” he said mildly; his color was high. “It seemed—a sensible alternative to jumping from ledge to ledge. Sometimes, at least.”

			In spite of herself, Xena smiled. “You’re a quick study,” she said. His smile faded and his cheekbones were suddenly a more pronounced red. He thinks I’m making fun of him, she realized, and stifled a sigh. Boys could be touchy and exasperating creatures.

			“Only because I have to be—”

			He would have gone on, but Xena held up a finger and he fell silent. She cast a meaningful glance at Gabrielle, who turned her eyes to her fingers and flexed them in an experimental fashion. “I think you were going to show me how you manage that pattern with one color on top and the other beneath?” she said.

			Penelope blinked, then managed a smile for Telemachus as she picked up both shuttles again. “Hello, son,” she said, then turned her whole attention to the loom and the young woman at her elbow. “Well, Gabrielle, it’s really simple when you understand how these things work.”

			“I wish I did. I’ve tried to weave complex things before,” Gabrielle murmured apologetically as the older woman paused, “but anything past your basic basket weave—I just can’t see it, if you know what I mean.”

			Xena smiled, cast her companion a wink once she was certain Penelope was too involved in the pattern on her loom to notice, then beckoned and walked back to the door. Telemachus, his color still high, went with her. Xena leaned against the bar, arms crossed over her chest. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I wasn’t trying to—”

			“I meant just what I said,” Xena replied. “Don’t bother sorting my words for extra meanings, I don’t do that. Quick study, I said—it’s a gift, the ability to see something once and act on what you’ve seen. You’ll be good with weapons, probably good at unarmed fighting. I said I’d teach you what I can. I will. At the moment I don’t know when that will be, because I don’t know yet how I’m going to deal with Draco.”

			“How we—” Telemachus began sharply, but she gestured for silence once more, shook her head.

			“You’re intelligent, I won’t insult that intelligence. You’ll be able to help me, but not by fighting. You can’t learn weapons overnight, or use novice training to kill trained men like Draco’s. People who try that wind up dead.” Silence. She watched him; his eyes slid from hers almost at once, fixed on his hands. Finally, he sighed.

			“All right. I can see that.”

			“There are other things you can do; skills you already have. You know this island, the palace. You know the people who live here. One thing I will want you to do as soon as it’s dark is go find Socran and the other three sailors who came back with the ship, and their families. They’ve been hiding—a cave that can’t be reached except at low tide?”

			“I know it,” he said as she paused.

			“Good. Draco doesn’t know who was on the ship; his men don’t. With one exception, they don’t care.”

			“Exception—the big man?”

			“Metrikas. Don’t worry about him.”

			“Ah—no.” Telemachus didn’t look very convinced.

			She smiled. “He won’t see you or be able to follow you out there—he’s big and awkward, you’d hear him. And you can outrun him.”

			“Oh. Good.”

			“Find Socran and bring him. Where’s a good place for us to talk?”

			“My rooms, the roof . . .”

			“Find a place you can trust, then come for me.” She was taking something of a chance, giving the boy that much free rein. “Remember your mother, and don’t get cocky, or careless,” she added. He grinned.

			“I’ll remember. After dark.” He blotted his forehead and his neck. “It’s fog-making weather.”

			She was about to leave; his words brought her back around. “What’s that?”

			He waved a hand toward the windows and the still curtains. “No wind and thick air. It always means fog. The really heavy kind, warm and wet and you can’t see anything an arm’s length away once it’s dark outside; you couldn’t tell Gabrielle from mother’s tiring woman.” She eyed him thoughtfully. “Last time we had a fog maker like this, it stayed thick for two days. But it doesn’t go until the winds come back.”

			Fog. She smiled. “You’ve given me an idea, Telemachus. I’m going to go do some thinking. Meet me back here after sundown, before you go out.”

			He nodded gravely. Gabrielle and the queen glanced up as Xena slid the bar from the door, but were deep in weaving and patterns again before she entered the hall.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			By the time the sun was low in the sky, the air had become noticeably sullen and thick; from a shaded corner of the roof, Xena could see mist beginning to form in one of the sheltered little bays. Even the sea looked sluggish; foam slid quietly over sand and stones, slipped back out soundlessly. Xena leaned back against a low parapet and gazed out toward the mainland.

			“It’s a little risky,” she murmured. Not as risky as a direct confrontation, of course. And Draco wouldn’t fall for the same trick as last time—one-on-one combat, winner take all. “I could make him fight—” Maybe. The odds weren’t that bad; Draco had about two hundred men in his camp, but not all of them would be willing to jump her, and all two hundred couldn’t jump her at once. This was still better. Less danger to the others involved.

			Because this plan would call for some help: Socran and his fellow sailors; possibly Telemachus, if she could coach him to do exactly what she wanted, and get his solemn word he wouldn’t deviate from that.

			She narrowed her eyes, came partway to her feet. The mainland had vanished; nothing of the horizon was visible save a pale gray. She smiled, eased back down, and thought some more.

			The sun was a deep orange ball sliding into mist when she finally dropped down from the roof onto an east-facing balcony, slipped through an empty chamber and into the hall that led to Penelope’s apartments. But motion to her left brought her around; one of the narrow servants’ halls cut through the opposite wall, and several paces back in shadow, she saw Lemnos. He took another step back, glanced over his shoulder warily, then beckoned. Xena eyed the broad hall in both directions, checked the corridor behind him, then slipped into the gloomy opening.

			“I need to talk to you,” he said in a low voice.

			She gazed at him thoughtfully for a long moment, finally nodded. He’s no threat—but he doesn’t intend to be, either. The fingers that had hovered near her dagger hilt relaxed. “Not here,” she said finally.

			“No—ah, where, then?”

			“Kitchens?”

			He was already shaking his head. “Rammis is down there, cutting up tubers.”

			“This way,” she said with a jerk of her head back the way she’d come. Lemnos didn’t like crossing the broad hall, and his forehead was shiny with sweat once they gained the deserted chamber and the door was closed behind him. “Keep your voice low,” she said.

			“Right,” he replied grimly. But he was quiet for a very long moment, unblinking eyes fastened on her shoulder or her arm; she didn’t think he was actually seeing her, though, and his first words proved it. “Marcus found me on the road outside Thebes, must be—ah, it was years ago. Too many of ’em,” he said finally. “My father’d died a season earlier, the bakery was more work than I’d realized, and I wasn’t making much money at it—not interested in working as hard as my father had, I know that now. I sold it to his oldest competitor, took the money, figured I’d head for Athens or Sparta—somewhere I could take up a sword, earn my keep as a city guard. I used to think that sounded exciting. In Thebes, though, it was all political, who your father was, who your father knew or could buy.” He shrugged.

			“That ain’t important. I got jumped not far from the city gates, four guys almost as big as Metrikas took my money and my knife and were stomping me flat into the cart tracks when Marcus came along. Me, I was too dizzy by then to see much of what he did, but two of them guys wasn’t going anywhere except across the Styx and the other two wasn’t much more healthy. I said something—I forget what, something dumb like, ‘Thanks for saving my life,’ and he just laughed. After he helped me up and shoved my coins back in my belt, he said maybe he oughta teach me how to use that knife, that would save my life proper.” He swallowed.

			“He—yeah. Well, he did that, kept me with him for about a year, then I decided to go on to Sparta. I never did join the guard, of course. I saw him off and on over the years, your camp and all, then—well, that was it.” He shrugged again, turned away, and surreptitiously blotted his eyes. “I shoulda known you didn’t—I mean—”

			“It’s all right,” she said quietly. “Leave it at that.”

			He nodded sharply, turned back to face her. “I’m not working for Draco anymore, not after today.”

			“No? Why, tell me?”

			He spread his hands in an exasperated shrug. “I don’t know what you’re really up to here, Xena; I know you got Draco wondering in fourteen different directions, and probably all of ’em wrong—he’s thinking with his loins at this point, Xena. You do that to him.”

			“I know.”

			He grinned suddenly. “Yeah. I bet you do.” The grin faded, was gone. “I think Kalamos was still alive when they shoved his boat back out to sea; all his men but one were dead. Draco thought the whole thing was pretty funny, me believing what that little scum told Metrikas, and trying to gut you like that. I—look, I swear I1”

			“Forget it, Lemnos; you weren’t thinking, you did something stupid. You’re a lucky little man, though, you’re still alive. Kalamos manipulated you—so he’s paid for it.”

			“Yeah—guess he knew just how I’d react—”

			“That temper got you in bad trouble last time I saw you, Lemnos, you gotta put a hard rein on it. But this about you and Draco—why, tell me? You don’t want to stick with Draco anymore, go steal one of the fishing boats, head for the mainland. That’s probably your best chance—”

			“No,” he broke in flatly. “You’re my best chance, Xena.” She took a step back, leaned against the door and studied him. His dark, round face was as solemn as she’d ever seen it. “Most of Draco’s men look at you, they remember what you was like, back when. Those who’ve heard this new stuff about you—well, most of ’em figure anyone can try dropping their old bad ways, but it ain’t gonna take. Draco’d like things to be that way in your case, because it makes you—available. So no matter what he hears, part of him’s still gonna figure you tried good and couldn’t hold on to it.” Silence.

			“Maybe you misread things, Lemnos,” she said quietly. “Maybe that’s how I did things, and you’re as good as dead right now.”

			“Maybe—fine, if that’s how it is. Man can’t live forever, especially in Draco’s company. I already told you, he ever finds a cook he likes better’n me, I’m bait.” Another silence; she could almost hear the pulleys shifting as he tried to pull his thoughts together and convince her. “All right, you were Marcus’ friend, too. Maybe he never told you, maybe he never had the chance—was a time, way back when, he tried turning his back on all that.” He waved an arm in the general direction of the camp. “For him, it didn’t work, and it made him kinda bitter, you know? That was one of the last times I ever saw him; he was drinkin’ a lot and soured on everything. I figure, maybe I owe it to him, try for myself. Maybe I don’t have any better luck than he did. You aren’t laughing at me, are you?” he added suspiciously.

			Xena shook her head. “I wouldn’t laugh at you, Lemnos,” she said softly. “Not for that.” He would have said something else, but she held up a hand for silence. “All right,” she said finally. “What’re you up to for the next little while—say, between now and full dark?”

			He shrugged. “Go put Draco’s meal together, make sure Rammis got the fire built right in the big oven and get the bread baking—”

			“Rammis,” she muttered. “What do you usually do with him, after Draco’s fed?”

			“Tonight, I wager he don’t make it to that point, Xena. He’s got this headache. . . .” He fell silent as she chuckled. “I mean, he’s only down there ’cause he’s more scared of Draco replacing him than I’m scared of that. Was scared of that,” he amended.

			“He drink?” she asked. Lemnos nodded. “Fine. Feed him some of that red Draco had last night; he’ll be out until morning. Once you’re free, bring a tray—bread, fruit, anything—up to the queen’s apartments for me. Anyone asks, say I asked you to feed me there—after the party this afternoon and Kalamos showing up, I’m still a little angry. Draco asks about me, tell him the same thing but that maybe I’m gonna sleep awhile, see him later on. You and I talk when you bring the food.” She checked the hall quickly, then held a hand against his chest as he would have hurried out. “I’m trusting you, Lemnos. Maybe I’m crazy. But if you’re planning a fancy betrayal, if you’re lying to me, I swear it’s the last lie you’ll ever tell.”

			“My tongue to the gods—and both my hands,” he replied solemnly.

			“That’s it exactly.” Her voice was hard, her eyes chilly. “But it won’t be the gods who cut them off. Got it?” He swallowed hard, nodded once, and slipped past her, moving quietly and swiftly across the hall to gain the servants’ corridor. She gazed after him for a very long moment, finally shrugged gloomily.

			He might be lying—she didn’t think he was. Maybe because of that story of his. Marcus did try changing—twice. It was still hard for her to deal with all of that, without her heart aching and her throat getting much too tight. Forget that, all of it. It doesn’t help Marcus and it won’t help Penelope. Lemnos is a good baker, a good cook; he’s not an actor. She shoved herself away from the wall, quietly eased the door closed behind her, and slipped to the queen’s rooms.

			
			The queen was nowhere in sight; a lamp glowed warmly from the inner chamber and low voices came from that direction. Gabrielle stood on the east-facing corner balcony, her chin resting on her crossed arms; she was staring moodily at the darkening sky and growing fog. As Xena came up, she straightened and stretched, then sighed.

			“You know, I’m beginning to feel like I’ll never want to talk again, once we get out of here.”

			Xena smiled. “Oh—I’m not too worried about that.”

			“Yeah, right.” But Gabrielle smiled back before she glanced over her shoulder. The smile slipped. “She’s really worried, mostly for Telemachus, about what’s gonna happen when Draco decides to push for an answer and she tells him no. I’ve tried to tell her that isn’t gonna happen, but—she doesn’t argue or anything,” the girl added helplessly. “She just smiles and nods, but I can tell she’s still thinking that—”

			“I know. After tonight, maybe she won’t have to worry about it.”

			“I knew you’d come up with a plan,” Gabrielle said excitedly; she lowered her voice cautiously as the warrior held up a hand and cast a meaningful glance into the main chamber. “I mean, you always do, and even if it’s just a few of us—”

			Xena shook her head. “Not you, Gabrielle. Not out there, anyway. That’s Draco’s army, not a bunch of thugs like those louts Krykus put together to stir up war between the centaurs and the Amazons.”

			Gabrielle looked momentarily offended; then her shoulders sagged and she sighed. “Yeah—I know, I can see the difference. Still, there has to be something I can do!”

			Xena nodded and laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “There is. Who do you think’s going to be in here, the last barrier between Draco’s army and Queen Penelope?” Gabrielle’s eyes went wide and her jaw dropped. “Understand me, it should never come to that. Nowhere close. But nothing’s ever perfect, plans can go wrong. I’m going to need Telemachus out there. It’s going to be foggy and he knows this island as well as anyone; I don’t.”

			“That leaves me,” Gabrielle said; her voice was low and steady, but her eyes were still huge. She made an effort to smile. “Well—hey! It’s nice to know I won’t just be telling stories while you’re out there kicking—”

			“Right,” Xena said hastily. “I’ll get you a fighting staff.”

			“Great! I—ah—mmm. There’s the queen,” she said suddenly. Xena turned to see Penelope standing in the center of her room, a deep blue cloth wrapped around her arms. “Asked me to just call her Penelope,” she added in a low voice. “Nice lady.” Raising her voice again, Gabrielle pressed past the limp, sheer curtain. “I’m out here, Penelope, but there’s not much to see anymore.”

			“There may not be for another day or so,” Penelope replied; her eyes were momentarily warm, then wary as they moved past Gabrielle. She sighed faintly. “Oh, warrior; I wasn’t certain who else was out there. I’m—I’d never seen such fogs before I came to Ithaca, and they still make me nervous. More than ever, now that there really is something out there.”

			Xena smiled. “Maybe after tonight, there won’t be.” The queen nodded, but she didn’t look very reassured.

			“Part of me says you’re right, that my Odysseus would do the same thing—attack them, take them by surprise. The rest of me wants to hide in my rooms and wait for King Nestor to send an army and drive this Draco so far away he’ll never return.” She wound blue cloth around her arms and caught at her hair with both hands. “But if we wait, he might—”

			She hesitated; Xena nodded grimly. “That’s why we don’t wait. Because the longer we wait, the more danger for you, your people—your son. And there’s no guarantee King Nestor will send an army.”

			“He—” She slumped, turned away. After a moment she nodded. “He might not have the men, or the ships. He might weigh matters and decide my husband is dead and Draco would make a better ally than Odysseus’ widow and his orphaned son.”

			“You’re a sensible woman,” Xena said after a moment. “Your husband is a fortunate man. So is your son.”

			“My son.” Penelope shuddered, closed her eyes. “What—will he do tonight, to aid you?”

			“Nothing like what your fears suggest,” Xena replied softly. “I need him to rally your servants and your villagers, and then to help me move from place to place without getting lost. I’d be hard-pressed to manage in mere darkness; fog makes it harder.” Silence. “He’ll be with me; I won’t let him do anything stupid.”

			“You—I know,” Penelope said. “It’s just that—I know my son.”

			“He’ll do what I say, and when I tell him to do it. He knows your life and your freedom ride on that; that knowledge will tether him better than anything else.” Silence.

			“Penelope,” Gabrielle said, “He’s got a better chance to reach an age to grow his first beard, this way. I’ve seen Xena fight, and I know her; she doesn’t waste lives. Certainly not someone as young and untrained as Telemachus.”

			“Yes, all right,” the queen murmured; an abashed smile tugged at her lips. “And he’d be shamed if I didn’t step aside and let him do what he must, isn’t that so? I won’t thwart you, warrior, and I won’t hold my son back. I know if you weren’t here to aid us, Telemachus might already be—be dead.”

			Gabrielle make a faint, anxious sound. Xena spoke over it. “That’s exactly right. Remember how I met him last night; he was trying to steal a ship from under Draco’s nose. If Metrikas had been wandering the ship instead of unconscious in the hold, the boy—well, his heart’s in the right place, it’s a good start.” She hesitated, then spoke again. “This is a battle I don’t intend to lose, or I wouldn’t start it. But sometimes things happen. The wind could come at the wrong time and clear the fog away; someone could betray us. Battle isn’t ever exact.”

			“I know. My husband’s told me about battle, often enough.”

			“Good. Then you know that—whatever I intend, things might go wrong.”

			“I know that,” Penelope replied steadily. Her eyes flicked toward the barred outer door. “That—isn’t worth much, is it? Not under real attack. And all these vast windows, all those balconies . . .”

			“It won’t come to that,” Xena said, as evenly. “It shouldn’t. If it does, though—”

			Penelope’s chin came up; dark brown eyes met pale blue ones steadily. “I suppose you have a spare dagger?”

			Gabrielle made a faint, unhappy noise; Xena chopped a hand at her for silence, then freed one of her numerous small blades and held it out, hilt first. “You’re a brave woman as well as an intelligent one. Take it. Don’t even think of using it unless there’s no other choice.”

			“Unless Draco or one of his men is—yes. I won’t be premature, warrior. My son needs me, and so do my people. And when my husband returns . . .”

			“He’ll be a fortunate man,” Xena said as she hesitated. Her head came around; Penelope, dagger in her outstretched hand, froze as a faint tap came at the outer door once again. Gabrielle started for it, but Xena pressed past her. “Stay with her; keep her from listening.”

			“Oh?” Gabrielle demanded curiously. “You’re expecting—?”

			“Bread,” Xena replied, and crossed the room. She pressed one ear against the door. “Who’s there?”

			“Lemnos. That you, Xena?”

			“Who else?” she asked dryly, and moved the bar aside. Lemnos, his dark face set, edged sideways into the room, waited until she closed the door and re-barred it, then held out the tray. Xena crossed to the pillows she’d slept on the night before, dropped down, and gestured for him to join her. “You first,” she added as he held out a plain wooden platter that held two of the fruit loaves, a small jug of wine—heavily watered, by the color of it—two mugs, a very small bowl of grapes and one dusty purple plum, and several strips of very plain, very well-crisped meat—swine, from the savory odor rising from the platter, and still quite hot. She smiled again as he hesitated, and one hand swept meaningfully over the food and drink. Lemnos poured wine into both cups, waited for her to take one before he drank from the other, let her place a random strip of meat across his palm. He balked only when she held out the plum.

			“That was—I saved that out from Draco, just for you!” he protested.

			“We’ll share,” she murmured. “Nice little bite, my friend.”

			Lemnos grumbled, took the plum, and bared surprisingly neat, white teeth to take nearly a third of it off the pit. He chewed vigorously, sighed happily, and swallowed. “Gods of harvest and sweet virgin Demeter, but I adore those!”

			“You did that on purpose,” Xena remarked pointedly. “Bringing one single plum so you could be assured of some of it. What—doesn’t Draco share the good stuff?”

			“What do you think?” he growled.

			Xena laughed and gnawed the rest of the fruit from around the stone. “Your information’s off, too. Demeter’s got a daughter, if I recall, so she’s hardly a—”

			“Details, boring details,” Lemnos replied cheerfully and with an airy wave of one hand. “I don’t believe in gods, remember?”

			Xena set aside the pit, picked up grapes, and began separating them from the stems. “You’re giddy, little man. I hope that doesn’t mean anything I’d rather not hear?”

			His eyes met hers; he looked extremely indignant. “As in, that I just poisoned you? Or that Draco’s just outside the door with forty handpicked brutes to personally turn you into swine feed? Xena—I prepared that food! And I already swore—”

			“Yeah, all right.” She laid a hand over his mouth, silencing him. “I’m still finalizing plans. That means I’m itchy, anything’s gonna set me off, all right?”

			“I know that,” he said earnestly. “Look, Draco’s down in his private dining room glowering at the walls and swilling down wine like—well, he’s either suspicious or just plain old displeased about something. Probably you.”

			“Good. I want him off balance.”

			“He’s already drunk. And getting mean. You want him so off balance he spits me if I look at him wrong, then comes after you?”

			“He won’t,” Xena said quietly. “Because you’re gonna go back down there and push another jug of that red on him, aren’t you?”

			“I’m gonna push—you know what he’ll—?” Before she could say anything, he held up both hands, shook his head, and sighed. “All right. I find a way to pour more wine down him. And?”

			“And then you wait for my signal—”

			“Wait where and what signal?”

			“I was coming to that,” Xena replied with exaggerated patience. Lemnos cast her a crooked grin and ducked his head as if ready to ward off a blow. Damn the little man, I like him in spite of myself, she thought suddenly, and with an equally sudden lift of heart. “Once Draco’s out cold, you find a way to be on the portico steps, north side, next to the pillars—where you could normally see the fishing boats—and watch for a torch waved back, forth, back, then down. It might be a while. You wait, you stay alert, you see what?”

			“Back, forth, back, then down. Pretty hard to copy by accident,” he said. “Steps, pillars, north side, torch. It’s foggy out there,” he added suddenly.

			“The torchbearer will get close enough to the palace to see the pillars, so you’ll see the torch.”

			“Ah—right. And?”

			“And you meet me at the foot of the portico steps, and we go out into the fog and—well, you’ll see.”

			“Sure, Xena. And what’s Draco’s army gonna be doing all this time?”

			“Let me take care of them,” Xena said evenly, though a smile was tugging at her own mouth. “Just pray the fog holds.”

			Lemnos chuckled. “I hear it’s gonna be so foggy out there tonight, a man couldn’t tell his own mother from the Hydra.”

			“Draco’s mother might’ve been the Hydra,” Xena told him, but her eyes were wicked. “You with me, Lemnos?”

			He sobered all at once. “I’m with you, Xena. With you, and in honor of Marcus’ shade. I may not survive this night, but at least I can face him down there and know I tried to do something right. Right?”

			“Good man,” she replied gravely, and held out the tray. Lemnos jumped to his feet, took it, and eased the bar away from the door with one elbow. “One last thing,” she added suddenly. “You got any notion where Polyces sleeps?”

			“Polyces—oh, him?” He shifted the tray, held up one hand, index finger turned down. “Yeah, sure. Why you wanna know?”

			She merely smiled and waved him out, then barred the door behind him, and went swiftly across the room to ease out onto the northeastern-corner balcony. It was getting noticeably darker out there; little visible close to hand but darker shadows in foggy shade that were the nearest trees. Faint, ruddy light to the west; the last glow of sunset. A nearer rash of red dots—any man who could be, would be inside his tent on a night like this, or huddled around his fire. She could hear voices from the camp, but they were muted. An unpleasant smile touched her lips, was gone. Draco. Next time you’ll know better than to play this game with me. Next time— If luck and planning went her way, there would never be a next time. Not for Draco or his men, not this side of Hades. She smiled grimly, then composed her face and went over to talk to Gabrielle, who was watching and making pleased little comments as Penelope worked on her weaving.

			
			By the time it was fully dark, fog was beginning to creep into the queen’s apartment and the old male servant was crouched in the center of the fire pit, pouring oil on a stack of wood, while two of the women draped heavier cloth over the windows. Penelope and Gabrielle had retired for the moment to the queen’s inner chamber. Xena stepped onto the northern balcony and tested the air; it didn’t seem particularly cool out here to her, just damp. From the edge of the curtain, it was nearly impossible to make out the balcony railing. She slipped back into the main chamber, crossed to the smaller one, and looked inside. Penelope was on her knees before a large, open chest, showing Gabrielle some of her linens. Both looked up as the warrior cleared her throat. “I’m going. Make certain of the door.”

			For answer, Gabrielle held up the thick staff and gave her a rather grim smile. Penelope looked perilously near tears, but she, too, managed a smile, then squared her shoulders and turned back to the chest.

			
			Telemachus was waiting for her in the lower hall; she held a hand against her lips, warningly, and he nodded, then swung around and pointed down yet another of the servants’ tunnels. She nodded, followed. It went north for several paces, bent west, dove down.

			After some distance, he slowed and murmured, “It used to be for the cooks to bring in supplies from the boats, before my mother had the new kitchens built. Comes out most of the way to the shore.” A short while later he stepped aside, indicating a thick line of brush. Xena edged through this with care, stopping once or twice to listen intently, but there was no one near—no sound but the very faint lap of water against stone.

			She tugged at his ear as he came into the open. “Who knows about this?”

			“Everyone who belongs on the island. They don’t.” He bent to pull the brush back into line. “You can’t see it unless you know it’s here.”

			“Good.” She took a few steps into the open, avoiding the softly surging water by sound and luck both. Out here, she could hear the camp better; a few surly voices shouting at a group of sloppily drunken singers. At least, she thought it was meant to be singing.

			Telemachus found her by feel, brought his face close to hers. “The swineherd’s hut is that way.”

			“Lead on.” They slowed once; someone was stumbling around on the rocks, cursing in a low voice. Moments later they heard sloshing sounds, boots scrabbling on shifting stone; the sounds retreated, heading back toward camp. Another fifteen or so paces, the beach bent northward and the red pinpoints of firelight faded, then were gone.

			Telemachus stopped and touched her arm. “Headland just there,” he breathed, pointing toward the darkness behind them.

			It was quiet here, with the slope between them and the camp. All at once Xena could hear the faint snuffling of pigs. The prince set out, moving very slowly and cautiously. Xena came behind him, still listening for any sounds behind them; the stones at the waterline here were larger and slick. The pigs were louder now, and she could hear a faint trickle of running water.

			A little light, all at once, a tiny flicker showed all around the warped, ancient planks of the swineherd’s door. Inside the little hut: Socran, his two comrades from the ship, and a dozen more sturdy, grim-faced Ithacans. As the two came into the light, the gray-haired little sailor got to his feet. “He said we can help you deliver our homes and our queen. What do we do?”

			It took time, getting back across the island, around the palace to the sandy beach where two fishing caïques and the ship lay. There were torches here; two shoved into the sand flanking the little open boats, another on the ship’s tilted deck. By that flickering light, Xena could just make out the cloaked guard who leaned against the rail, and the spear point that cast a faint shadow across fog. Socran edged up behind her, tapped her hand, and indicated the fishing boats. She leaned closer, nodded once, then settled down to wait. Men passed her—most of those who’d followed Socran, armed with garden tools or wicked-looking fishermen’s spears. One brought up the rear, an awkward bundle making a misshapen monster of him: nets.

			She waited, listening closely. A faint grunt, a thump—no other sound. She reached for Telemachus, then; he had stayed at her left elbow the entire time, quiet, well behaved, waiting. Better than I thought, she admitted to herself. Up on the ship’s deck, the guard sat up and appeared to be listening intently, but after a moment she could hear him settling against the rail once more. She touched the prince’s hand, indicated the deck and the guard with a quick gesture. He nodded, eased past her. Xena took one wary look around—wasted, she thought; the fog was thick enough that without the torches she could have passed the ship at two arm-lengths and never seen it at all. It was silent here; any of Draco’s men coming this way wouldn’t have any reason to be quiet. She drew her dagger and headed for the low side of the ship.

			Telemachus had just pulled himself onto the opposite rail; the little vessel shifted slightly as the guard leaped to his feet. “Oh—hello,” the boy said brightly. “I didn’t know anyone was out here, I was getting bored back at the palace, and I—”

			The guard interrupted him; his voice was gravelly and menacing. “Get off the ship now, or I’ll throw you off.”

			“Well—sure, all right. It’s not like I could steal it, though, is it?”

			“Off!” the guard snarled; the ship lurched again and he started to turn—too late. Xena’s dagger hilt slammed into his temple and he dropped to the deck. Telemachus stepped down to join her.

			“Good work,” she said softly. “Bind him and gag him. I’m going to go see how—” But at that moment Socran appeared just below them, his face barely visible in the flickering torchlight. He jumped up and caught hold of the rail, pulled himself on board, then held down an arm for one of his comrades. The scrawny little tillerman was next; he glanced at the fallen guard, then met Xena’s eyes and drew his hand across his throat twice. She nodded. Telemachus got to his feet. “You come with me,” she whispered. “You men, get the boats out. You’re sure you can bring them in where we decided?”

			“Within a finger’s reach,” the tillerman replied softly. He dragged the bound guard along the deck, ready to toss in the hold once the ship was afloat and the deck level, then moved into the stern to unblock the tiller. A moment later four men leaned into the bow and shoved the sturdy little vessel across soft sand and into the water.

			Xena moved across rutted sand; the fishing boats were already gone. One torch had fallen over and was nearly out; the other flickered over two huddled, very dead men. She smiled grimly, turned back as Telemachus came up behind her. His face was expressionless, but she could guess how much that was costing him. After a moment he turned away and drew a deep, shuddering breath. The warrior walked him back away from the torches; fog covered the bodies after only a few steps.

			A faint splashing and two low thumps just ahead of them and just to the east: men moving quickly through the low surge to jump onto the ship. More faint splashing and a creak as the oars moved stealthily into the water and the sailors began the job of backing blind into deeper water.

			The prince touched her arm and leaned close, but she never heard what he was going to say; her hand clamped down on his fingers and she thrust him behind her as a faint clatter of stones came from somewhere up the path that led to the small village. “Farther out of the light,” she whispered.

			Telemachus backed away from her, turned and simply vanished. Heavy boots came down hard on stones, sand creaked as someone stalked toward the boats. Xena drew her sword and waited. A bare moment later, ruddy torchlight shone on a broad, long blade and wild red hair.

			Metrikas stopped cold and stared down at the bodies, then wildly toward the fog-shrouded sea. He drew a breath to yell; Xena smiled and stalked into his line of vision. “Hello, Metrikas. How’s your head?”

			He roared wordlessly, raised his blade back over his head, and leaped for her. She ducked under the blurring downslash with ease, closed the distance between them, reversed her sword, and slammed the hilt into his chin; his head went back with a snap, and he staggered, but kept his grip on his own sword. “I’ll gut you, woman,” he swore in a hoarse whisper.

			“Like that? Don’t make me laugh.” She parried four wild swings, slapped his cheek hard with the flat of her blade.

			“Traitor,” he snarled, and changed his attack. Half a dozen hard, fast thrusts got him no further than the roundhouse swings had. He dropped back a pace, drew a long-bladed dagger, and began to circle, both blades describing intricate patterns in the air before her. She pivoted on one heel, watching, and drew her own dagger, her sword utterly still. Metrikas leaped; Xena sidestepped deftly, slammed one booted foot into his backside. He went flat, but bounded up again. She smiled, waited for him to scoop up his dagger, watched his eyes. He might think his movements surprises, but his whole body gave him away. Slow and stupid, she thought. He leaped again, but pulled to one side at the last moment and aimed a short, chopping blow at the side of her neck. She spun away, using his sword for momentum, and brought her sword hilt up as she came around. This time it cracked into his temple; he staggered, swore—but didn’t fall.

			He’d lost what little style he had with that last blow; now he was swinging wildly, hoping to overpower her with sheer size or maybe somehow to connect if he aimed enough slashes her way. He wasn’t going to give up or go down, and any moment now he might realize all he had to do was yell for reinforcements. She sighed, blocked his sword high and away with her dagger, and lunged. It took him high in the belly and angled up; Metrikas swayed for a very long moment, staring blankly down at the sword hilt. His knees buckled and he fell, face first, onto the torch.

			It went out, plunging the area into utter darkness. Xena swore under her breath, listened for a long moment. No sound except the water and somewhere behind her Telemachus’ high, panting breath. Metrikas lay utterly limp; she swore again, rolled him over with her foot, retrieved her blade and the torch. Gutted—but there was still a glowing coal in there.

			“Telemachus,” she whispered.

			“I—I’m here.” Trembling, cold fingers found her shoulder. She clamped them to her arm briefly, then passed him the torch. 

			“You’re doing fine. Can you get this burning again?”

			“I can try.” His voice sounded a little better this time. It took more time than she would have liked, but the beach was still quiet when he finally managed to blow a little life into the torch. “It got wet down the side,” he began, then swallowed.

			“I know it did.” 

			With Metrikas’ blood. Great.

			Telemachus swallowed again, then got a better grip on the smoldering thing and led the way back toward the palace.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			Xena was effectively blind; she finally swore under her breath and caught hold of the prince’s tunic as they sped away from the beach. He went straight for a distance, then slowed, and she could hear him whispering to himself—counting paces. He turned slightly, moving inland. The ground sloped uphill, just enough to make swift movement difficult; she brought her knees up a little higher and kept up with him.

			The boy finally stopped and went to one knee. “Palace,” he breathed against her ear. “Another forty paces, that way,” he added, and took her hand, held it out a little to her left. He huddled over the torch, cupped his hands around his mouth, and began to blow on the ruddy embers. They responded, slowly at first. Black, sooty smoke was suddenly everywhere; Xena turned away to keep from coughing, drew a cautious breath of damp, foggy night. Flame licked at the tightly wrapped branch center, snapped once so loudly Telemachus jumped and nearly dropped it, then settled in to burn brightly. He stood cautiously, listened a long moment, then moved the torch, back and forth, back again, sharply down. Silence, then the sound of sandaled feet slapping across the portico.

			“Lemnos,” Xena whispered. Telemachus nodded—she could barely make out the movement, near as the boy was, even with the ruddy torchlight shining on his hair. “Douse that again—not all the way.” He nodded once more, squatted down. The light flickered once brightly and then was gone. When he stood, only a bright ember the size of a small coin was visible, and of Telemachus only the least hint of pale face against the very gloomy night. “Go,” she urged. “Palace steps.”

			An anxious Lemnos was waiting at the very foot of them, one hand braced against the lowermost column. He jumped and caught his breath in a faint squeak when she came up behind him. “Shhh!” she warned softly. “Keep it down, little man.”

			“I can’t see—” he began in a hoarse whisper.

			“So? No one can see you, either. And if you shut up, they can’t hear you.” He nodded, then jumped again as Telemachus stepped into the open. “That’s the prince.”

			Lemnos didn’t like it; she could tell. He kept his mouth shut, though, even when she asked, “Where do I find Polyces?” For answer, he took her shoulders and turned her toward the camp, then stepped in front of her and shoved one of his many loose leather ties into her left hand. Telemachus shifted his grip on the torch and followed close behind.

			After a few dozen paces Lemnos stopped. Damp rocks rose on two sides of them, very close; the air reeked of dead fish and wet moss, and tiny airborne insects were everywhere. “All right,” he whispered. “No one comes down here even during the day. I don’t wanna go in completely blind.” A brief, tense silence, which he again broke. “Draco’s out cold; so’s Rammis, I won’t be missed. You didn’t mention the boy. Tell me what’s up.”

			It wasn’t worth arguing. “He’s helping. This isn’t going to be a real fight, Lemnos. Polyces is stupid; he’ll believe what I tell him. Besides, when he and his men sneak down to the western shore by the swineherd’s, they’ll hear oars, they’ll believe it’s really Odysseus. You’re gonna stick with me until we’re done with the camp, and then you go back to the palace, wake Draco. You come back here—this place, close as you can. You can find it?”

			He sighed faintly. “I can find it.”

			“Good. I’ll be here, waiting for you.”

			“Meronias ain’t gonna believe you. Why the west shore?”

			“So we can keep the fighting away from the palace and the village.”

			“No—I mean, he’s gonna ask why, you got an answer?”

			“I don’t owe Meronias an answer,” she replied crossly. Silence. “Once they’re both in position, the fun part begins. I’ll get to Polyces, tell him Odysseus outflanked him and he’s about to get shoved back into the sea; you get to Meronias, tell him you just saw a beach full of ships and Greeks.”

			“This is lunacy,” he grumbled.

			“You agreed to it earlier, Lemnos—we’re wasting time out here! This is our best chance of taking on Draco and two hundred men and corning out alive. You got a better idea?”

			“Idea—that ain’t my job, ideas. Meronias’ll suspect something and kill me.”

			“He won’t. Two things are on our side—drunk men just dragged awake and this fog. We keep both sides thinking the other’s Odysseus and his army until it’s too late.” 	

			“Lunacy,” Lemnos repeated. “You meet up with Marcus before I do, down there, you tell him I tried.” He gripped her fingers and forearm with both of his surprisingly well-muscled hands, then transferred his grip to her shoulders and turned her around. “Polyces sleeps near the hospital tent, and most of his fell as are grouped around him. Meronias—he’s still near the east end; last I saw, his company was staying close to him, Metrikas been causing a split between the two.”

			“Good. Wait,” she added, and shifted Metrikas’ heavy swordbelt from her shoulder, then leaned toward Telemachus. “Give me your hand.” She eased the sword and belt into it.

			“What—?” he began, startled. She clapped her hand over his mouth, removed it as soon as he nodded faintly. “It’s—the big man’s, isn’t it?”

			“It’s yours now. For defense only tonight, though—got that?”

			His whisper sounded strained: “I understand.”

			“You won’t need to blood it. Defense only—swear it.”

			“By my father,” he murmured gravely, and shifted around so he could slide the enormous belt over his head.

			She eased around and laid a hand on Lemnos’ arm. He was sweating freely, despite the cool air. “Go,” she murmured against his ear, and rose with him.

			
			Except for an occasional ear-rattling snore, the camp was quiet; what few fires there were had burned low or gone out altogether. A few men lay sprawled around them; they’d have been hard to see on an ordinary night, and in the fog, they made walking particularly hazardous, but Lemnos moved quickly and surefootedly. He paused once, not far into the camp, pointed out a tent. She slowed, then stopped. Plain tent: no markings, no banners. Lemnos touched her arm and nodded—she could just make out that much by the faint light of a distant fire. Something pungent here—something burning—nothing else to tell this place from another. They continued on; the odor died. He’d better be able to find it again, she thought grimly.

			Lemnos was practically trembling as they eased past the last of the tents on this side of camp; then a small open space, the faint warmth of a fire burned down to cinders. More tents. Someone lay across the entry to the plain little tent belonging to Polyces; guard perhaps, but he was breathing heavily and the air around him reeked of ale. She smiled faintly and stepped over him. Telemachus stood uncertainly where he was, sword clutched two-handed; she gestured broadly for both of them to back away, then slipped past the flap.

			It wasn’t quite as dark inside the tent; someone had left a torch stuck in the ground near the center and it still put out a faint light. Enough for her to find Polyces, who lay fully clothed on his back, arms and legs sprawled, mouth wide open. Her own mouth twisted; then she went to one knee and pinched his earlobe, her free hand ready to cover his mouth. The trick worked, though. His eyelids fluttered and he was awake.

			“Polyces, Draco sent me to get you—shhhhh, keep it quiet,” she added as he strove to sit up. “There was a boat late this afternoon, a spy—” His eyebrows came together. “Meronias didn’t tell you? Wants all the credit with Draco for himself and his company, I guess. Odysseus is back; the boat was his, and his ships are on the way, they’re gonna land while it’s still dark and attack the camp as soon as it’s barely light.”

			He was silent for a long moment, his mouth hanging open once more. “Odysseus! They said he was—”

			“Dead? He’s not. The little man in the boat said he found out on the mainland that Draco’s here; he’s out for blood, Polyces. Everyone’s blood.”

			“We gotta—” He stopped, thought again, finally blinked up at her. “What do we gotta do, Xena?”

			“Get your men—don’t bother with Meronias’ men, Polyces. When I heard the trick he’d pulled on you, I came to let you know so you could take out the Greeks yourself. There won’t be that many of ’em and they won’t expect you. Get down to the western shore, close to the swineherd’s, and wait.”

			“Swineherd’s—Greeks—yeah, right. Good idea. Ah—” His eyes followed her as she rose. “Where you going?”

			“Back to Draco. There’s any change in plans, I’ll come tell you myself.”

			“Hey—that’s good of you.” He stumbled to his feet, felt around the bedding for his sword, then along the ground for bow, arrows, and three knives on a leather armband. “Some guys like Metrikas kept telling us all this stuff about you, but I never believed it for a minute, Xena.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t,” she purred, and ran a hand along his jaw. He blinked and turned a deep red. “Get your men out there fast as you can, get them settled in. It’s not that much longer until the sun comes up.”

			The guard outside was still sleeping; Telemachus materialized at her left shoulder, Lemnos at her right. She took hold of the boy’s sleeve, one of the little cook’s loose straps; the fog seemed thicker than ever, and it was beginning to feel cold. Lemnos led them back the way they’d come. Twenty or so steps into the other side of the camp, he stopped, pointed. One plain, ordinary tent flanked by other ordinary tents—but she could smell the same acrid smoke as before. Not quite as strong as it had been.

			There was a rough bench covered in old, tattered maps and a flickering oil lamp holding them down. Meronias had fallen asleep across the maps; the smell she’d noticed was a long hair or two that had fallen across the wick. He’s lucky that’s all that burned.

			His luck wasn’t going to hold. She stood very quietly for some moments, listening. Someone out beyond the tent was snoring in an irregular fashion, but under that she could hear distant, stealthy movement; the muted clink of armor, the creak of leather—someone grumbling, then falling silent as someone else violently shushed him. The collection of noises faded even more, moving downhill, toward the water. Xena remained where she was for another very long moment, then drew her dagger and grabbed the sleeping man’s shoulder with her free hand.

			“Meronias, wake up,” she whispered against his ear. “And stay quiet!”

			He was a better soldier than Polyces; he came awake with a violent start, but the order against his ear kept him silent. He blinked, rubbed his eyes, eyed the dagger in a fuddled fashion, then looked up to see who held it. The eyes narrowed. “Xena. Why’re you here?”

			“Draco sent me.”

			“You’re lying,” he said flatly; his eyes moved back to the dagger. “Where is he?”

			“The palace—”

			“Why’d he send you?” And before she could answer he said, “You’re lying to me.”

			She shifted the dagger to her other hand and leaned back against the bench. “Fine—go ask him yourself. I’m sure he’ll like being interrupted just now.”

			“Interrupted—” Meronias laughed sourly. “At what? You’re here. Or maybe he finally made it into the queen’s bed?” He smiled unpleasantly.

			Her smile matched his; her eyes were chill. “I’ll remember that, Meronias,” she replied softly. “He’s down in the cellar, interrogating a Greek who tried to sneak ashore tonight.” The captain blinked again, shook his head. “Greek,” she offered. “He’s Odysseus’ man—his spy.”

			“Odysseus—” Meronias struggled to his feet. “He’s here?”

			“Shut up, sit still, and listen,” she snarled. He eyed the dagger, settled back onto his stool. “Not here—yet. He’s on his way. Draco says he’s landing before it gets light after the tide slacks, down on the west shore.” Silence; the captain drove a hand through his hair, looked around the tent, and scooped up his helm. “He said for you to get your men together, get down there, and surprise them when they land.”

			“Surprise,” Meronias mumbled. He stalked over to the tent flap, looked out, let it fall with a mumbled oath. “Man can’t see two paces in that! It’s a trick—”

			“The Greek spy wasn’t in a mood to play tricks when I left,” Xena replied evenly. “Odysseus knows the weather around here; his men know the waters. Easy for them to sneak ashore and attack the camp at first light.”

			“Easy—” He set the helm aside, picked up a wineskin, eyed it thoughtfully, then let it drop. “Yeah. After a night like this, it’d be easy enough.” He cast her a suspicious; sidelong glance as if to see how she took his reply. “All right. Where you gonna be?”

			“Back at the palace,” she said. “You don’t need or want me here.”

			His lips twisted. “I don’t much care. Draco wants you, fine. But my brother don’t like you. Things’ll work out better if you stay away from him.”

			“Meronias, you have my word on that,” she said very softly, and left before he could think of anything else to say. She paused just outside the flap; from the sounds within, he was fumbling for his weapons. Telemachus was at her elbow, sword in one hand, the belt trailing from the other. She caught hold of his shoulder and tugged, then turned to Lemnos and nodded once, sharply. The little man turned and ran. Telemachus eased around her and started for the shoreline and the wet rocks.

			
			It shouldn’t have been so easy, or worked so well, she thought sometime later. Polyces had been as gullible as ever, though; Lemnos had somehow managed Draco, and the orders the warlord shouted from the palace steps had only increased the confusion. Telemachus threw himself into things more than she wanted, but she had to admit it was effective; that high boy’s voice couldn’t have been anyone else but the prince, shouting, “Father! This way, they’re trying to cut you off!” And later, from an entirely different angle, “This way, Father! Straight on to the palace!” Lemnos, some distance from her, “They’re running for the boats, cut them off!”

			She kept quiet most of the time, unless she could find Polyces. After a while, when the fighting sprawled all across the beach, two or three men battling another two or three and the shoreline and incoming tide littered with wounded and dead, she began moving from fight to fight, putting in a sword, a foot, or a fist and adding to the confusion.

			It was still nearly impossible to make anyone out; in the dark and fog one armed man looked much like another. Telemachus’ voice came in rapid succession from half a dozen different locations and she could only hope he was being careful about getting too close to anyone group of men. He still sounded healthy, though. Lemnos came up beside her, and nearly got run through before she heard his voice. She pulled him away, back into the surf, as Draco went roaring past them, yelling for Polyces and then for Meronias. Someone shrieked in pain and fell, covering her in spray. Lemnos was gone when she came ashore and she could hear him somewhere down the beach, yelling for Meronias to block the shore. “They’re breaking through, heading for the palace! Get down here by the water, help us!” Meronias, west of her, cursed angrily, and moments later she could hear men storming down the beach.

			It couldn’t last forever—but her luck held for longer than she’d dared hope. The fog was still thick as the first gray light eased across the beach; one swordsman, his face unrecognizable under a layer of blood and sand, staggered forward to peer into the face of the spear-armed man he’d been fighting. “Amnius? Is that you?”

			“Bezanian? What’s going on?” Xena tugged at Lemnos’ arm and dragged him back along the beach, toward the palace.

			“Where’s the boy?” the cook demanded in a whisper.

			“Supposed to run for it,” she muttered: “He should be—”

			“Right here.” Telemachus sounded a little winded, and his sword bumped on the ground behind him. “How—many—left?” he panted as they skirted the rocks.

			“We’ll find out. Fewer than there were earlier.” Behind them, she could hear wounded men wailing, someone cursing in a high, furious voice; Draco’s bellow over all. She couldn’t make out what he was shouting. They gained the palace steps without incident, then the portico. Xena drew a deep breath, stopped to look back the way they’d come. The fog was still too thick to see anything beyond the lower steps and the farthest column, but it was noticeably lighter. “All right. You both did good. Go on up to the queen’s quarters, make sure no one tries to get in there.”

			Telemachus hesitated; Lemnos nodded. “Sure. Where you gonna be, you mind my asking.”

			“Right here. Somebody’s gotta talk to Draco and let him know it’s over.”

			“I knew it.” Rammis’ reedy voice came from behind them, and when she turned, blade in hand, the little Egyptian was just inside the doorway, a long-bladed knife in each hand. “Lemnos, you rat, Draco’s gonna reward me for spilling on you.”

			Lemnos tried to smile. “Hey—it ain’t what you think, Rammis!”

			“Back off, Lemnos,” Xena said coolly. She drew her dagger and stalked forward. “You won’t have to tell Draco a thing, little man. Even if you’re able. But he’s gonna be down that way awhile, counting dead men. His dead men.” Rammis bit his lower lip, backed up a pace. His eyes shifted one way, back again. “He’s lost the island, Rammis, even if he doesn’t know it yet. You know what side that puts you on, little man?” Silence. He took another cautious step away from her. “You’re on the losing side, little man.”

			“It’s a lie—” he began, all bluster and narrowed, frightened eyes.

			“You tell Draco that; he’ll be in a good mood, glad to see his old friend Rammis. . . .” She was ready when he threw the knives; her dagger came up and deflected both. He was already sprinting down the hall when she snatched up her shakra and sent it spinning after him. The shakra, a razor-sharp circle of steel, ricocheted off one wall and sped straight for Rammis. Lemnos gasped, but the sharp edge of the weapon only grazed Rammis, hitting him instead with the heavy inner circle. He tripped, staggered two paces, flailing wildly for balance, and crashed headfirst into the wall. Lemnos cringed as the shakra sailed back toward them, but Xena stepped in front of him and easily took it down from the air.

			Lemnos ran down the hall, Telemachus on his heels; Xena followed, stopping to pick up the Egyptian’s neat, leaf-shaped blades.

			“You didn’t have to do that, Xena,” the cook said as she came up behind him.

			“He was your friend, Lemnos. And I told you before, he’s not worth killing.” Lemnos shook his head.

			“I don’t understand you. Man would think you didn’t like killing.”

			“Maybe I don’t. Maybe I’ll explain it to you one of these days.”

			“We ever get the chance,” he said. “Maybe I’d like that.” He tugged at Telemachus’ sleeve. “Come on, Prince; we got a lady to protect.”

			Telemachus cast Xena an abashed grin, eased the heavy strap over his shoulder, and settled the sword more comfortably before following.

			Xena watched them go, then strode back toward the portico; there was more light now, perhaps a little more visibility. Plenty of noise well down the sand, but no one in sight. She settled her shoulders against the outside wall and leaned back to wait.

			
			The sun was casting watery light all around her when Draco stormed up the steps; his right shoulder was bloody, the sword clutched in his left hand red to the hilt. Some distance behind him, Meronias came limping, one worn-looking man holding him up, another half dozen or so behind them.

			Xena held her ground, waited. Draco stopped just short of her and glared for a very long moment, then pointed back the way he’d come. “That has your sign, all of it; it reeks of you.”

			She smiled faintly. “That all you could find on their feet?”

			“Another fifteen who might make it—maybe.” He was quiet for a moment, narrowed eyes studying her face. “Why?”

			She shrugged. “Queen Penelope already has a husband, and I decided I don’t want a kingdom. Good enough?” Silence. She broke it, finally. “You’ve lost most of your army; it’s over, Draco. Even if you beat me, here and now, you haven’t got enough men to hold this island.” Another silence. His face was unreadable. “But you won’t beat me. Best way for you is to pack up and take one of the boats out there, go. Back to the mainland. You can take your tents, all the stuff you brought over here, but go. Today.” Her eyes moved beyond him, carne back to his face. “That’s your army? I can take that. And you.”

			He looked briefly murderous, but he let the sword drop. “Last time you’ll ever pull a trick on me, Xena. I wouldn’t trust your word for anything—not even if you said the sea is wet.” He drew a breath, would’ve said something else, but Meronias carne up behind him. His armor hung in tatters, and blood ran down his fingers.

			“Where’s my brother?”

			She jerked her head to the right. “Up where the boats were last night.”

			He took a step forward; Draco’s strong arm swept out and held him back. “I’ll kill you for that.”

			She shook her head. “No, Meronias, you won’t. Not today, not now. That’s the kind of talk that got him dead.”

			Meronias’ eyes were black with hatred. “Not today, no. Someday—someplace and time when you least expect it, I’ll be there. You’ll pay.”

			Not worth answering; her mouth twisted briefly as Draco snarled at him and he backed down the stairs, then let his man lead him back toward the camp.

			“I’ve got things inside,” Draco said finally. He sheathed his sword, spread both hands wide. “All right if I get those?”

			“All right,” she said, and stepped aside to let him pass.

			
			He was quiet all the way to Odysseus’ private banquet hall. Once inside, Xena leaned against the table, arms folded, watching as he gathered up a shirt, several worked leather straps, a small shield, and piled them on the opposite end. One boot followed; he bent down to look under the table, retrieved the other. “You won’t believe me,” he said. “I’m gonna tell you anyway. Last night, I sat in here, thinking about things.” He glanced at her, looked back down at the boot rather thoughtfully, then settled one hip on the edge of the table. “This ain’t no kind of life for a man like me. Living in a palace is boring, there’s nothing to do, and it’s real bad for my men. You saw them, that camp: they drink and they fight each other, they bicker like old village women. Back on the mainland, that was a bunch to be proud of, Xena. You’d never have pulled off a trick like last night.” He swung the boot, dropped it onto the table with the other. “So, sure, I’ll take my men and go. You stay here and guard the queen, though. A season of that and you’ll be an easy target yourself.”

			“Maybe I can find more to do with my time than eat nasty little bits of food and drink,” she said.

			“Yeah.” He laughed shortly. “You keep Lemnos—don’t bother to lie for him, I know that little rat was out there helping you. Besides, I’m going back to real food I can eat with my men.” His lips twisted. “What you left me.”

			“You’ll have fun putting together a new army,” she told him. “Just keep it away from Ithaca.”

			“Or—? Never mind, save the threats.” He grinned and gathered up his things. “I’ll tell you, though; it’s fate, you and me. One of these times, it’s gonna work.”

			“Keep thinking that, Draco,” she replied. “If it makes you happy, you just keep thinking that.”

			Rammis hadn’t moved. She nudged him with her foot and said, “Take all your things. That includes him.”

			“I won’t take him far,” Draco replied; he cast the unconscious little Egyptian a chill glance, then stepped over him.

			“That’s your business and his problem. I told Lemnos I wouldn’t kill him, and I meant that.”

			Sunshine reflected blindingly off fog; she could just make out the outlines of the nearest tents. A faint breeze lifted the hair from her forehead. “Nice day for a sail,” she remarked. He nodded.

			“Should be. You putting us all in one of those open fishing boats?”

			“No. Leave the ship up on shore; they can retrieve it later.”

			“Maybe. If I’m still in a good mood when we make land.” He took one step down, turned and looked up at her. “I’ll see you around, Xena. And watch out for Meronias; you’ve made a bad enemy.”

			“I’ll survive that,” she said. He walked off; she watched him until he disappeared among the tents. Air shifted; fog drifted past in gray tatters, settled down again. Not before she’d seen bodies piled all along the sand, two men dragging another out of the water. Up the other way, movement caught her eye. Meronias and two men, working to build a pyre—probably wood from one of the ships they’d sunk when they first arrived. She remained where she was, watching the western shore and the northern one. When flame shot from Metrikas’ pyre, she turned and went back inside.

			Rammis still lay flat and insensible; she caught hold of his ankles and dragged him outside, down the steps, then took the main staircase to the second floor and the queen’s apartments.

			
		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			It was quiet and warm on the mainland, dusty among the aging and neglected olive trees. Gabrielle turned back to look at the southern road and the harvested field beyond it where skinny boys were grazing the village Isos’ sheep. She stretched out to peer as far south as she could, but finally gave it up and hurried to catch up with Xena, who was leading her horse around the fallen trunk that still blocked the path. Someone had been hacking at it again, but they still had a long way to go. “I can’t see Telemachus on the road, they must really be moving,” she said.

			“He wants to make Pylos in three days, he’ll have to hurry,” Xena replied.

			“Well, I just hope King Nestor will do something to help.”

			“Maybe. If appearances count, old Nestor will be impressed enough to aid him. He looks downright heroic. Queen Penelope’s proud of him. But she isn’t counting on anyone’s help.”

			“I know. Poor lady, you’d think that—well, at least you left her better protected than she was. Better fed, too.”

			“Hard to make overnight fighting men out of sailors and swineherds. They’ll manage against any ordinary threat. And Lemnos swore to me he’d keep doing what he could to teach them.”

			“When he’s not making funny little bits of food. Who’d have thought Queen Penelope would like that? I mean—raw fish? In fancy little—”

			“Yeah. I know.” Xena smiled at her friend, then turned her attention to the trail once more. “Anyway, Draco’s men will spread the word of what happened out there; it’ll be a while before any of that kind are fool enough to test their own fortune.”

			“Well, I hope so. You know, Telemachus is really good with a sword, isn’t he?”

			“He’s quick; he should be good by the time he’s grown.”

			Gabrielle sighed. “I hope his father gets to—well, you know.”

			“I know. There’s a chance.”

			“And Penelope—but maybe her luck changed with this.”

			“It could have been worse,” Xena said. They came out of the woods, into the open, skirted the midwife’s shrine, and headed for the well.

			“Worse—than Draco?”

			“Sure. She’s a queen, a whole kingdom to herself, the rumor of great wealth. Some nobleman might’ve shown up with his whole entourage, eaten her out of house and home.”

			“Or more than one nobleman—I’ve heard stories like that.” Gabrielle splashed water on her face, then shook her head to scatter the drops. “Oh, that feels wonderful. I’m hot already, and it’s gonna be a long afternoon. Sure—Penelope would be obligated to offer hospitality, and once you do that, especially if you’re royal or noble, you can’t get rid of the guest until he wants to go.”

			“I’d wager Odysseus wouldn’t let that bother him.” 

			“No—but Penelope.” Gabrielle sighed and splashed her face again before they turned away to cross the meadow. “She’s such a nice person. Still, if someone tried to marry her, she’d never give in to that.”

			“She might not have a choice,” Xena reminded her. 

			“Oh—sure she would. Remember the story I told her? About weaving all day and picking it out all night?”

			Xena laughed shortly. “That’s a story, Gabrielle. It’s a nice story, but it would never work in real life.”

			“Well—maybe not.” Gabrielle was quiet all the way down the ravine, but once they reached the road again, she clapped her hands together and said, “Well! So, what’s next?”

			“I should send a message to King Menelaus—” 

			“Who doesn’t deserve it.”

			“No, but it might keep him and his men away from Ithaca.”

			“Oh. That’s a good point,” Gabrielle said promptly. “But you can send the message from just about anywhere.”

			“Yeah.” They ambled down the road in companionable silence. Late-afternoon sun cast a golden glow across the cart tracks, and a bee droned around them twice before moving slowly off into the woods. “So, was there somewhere in particular you wanted to go?”

			“Sure—Athens.”

			“Oh?” Xena looked at her companion across the horse’s broad back and raised an eyebrow. “Why Athens? You want to see Orion?”

			“Homer, remember? No—well, yes, actually, but that’s not why. The autumn festival and the footraces, remember? I know I told you about the footraces.”

			Xena laughed. “Gabrielle. You can’t go into the Olympic grounds unless you’re male or a priestess.”

			“It’s not Olympics—and I really don’t understand,” Gabrielle said, “why it’s such a big deal. I mean, who hasn’t seen naked men? But no, this is in honor of Artemis, some special thing, only every other year. And before we left Athens this last time, I heard Atalanta was gonna be there for the next races!”

			Xena’s mouth quirked sourly; Gabrielle, intent on her story, didn’t notice. “Oh. How wonderful.”

			“Yeah! It’s gonna be great! She can outrun just about anybody, and she’s just this wonderful virgin-hero type—well, you know,” she added confusedly but her eyes were shining.

			Atalanta. I haven’t seen her in over a year, Xena thought grimly. The last meeting hadn’t been pleasant. But Gabrielle was so excited over the prospect. It might have been my fault as much as Atalanta’s that we parted on less than amicable terms. “All right, Gabrielle. We’ll go to Athens, see the races. I figure after that sea voyage out to Ithaca, I owe you at least that much.”

			“Oh—oh, boy!” Gabrielle tipped her head back and shouted; her voice echoed from the distant treetops. “Great golden apples, this is gonna be absolutely terrific!”
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			Chapter 1

			“Gab-Gabrielle!” Xena’s ferocious bellow cut the air of a narrow dirt street lined with trees, small houses, smaller businesses. People stared: too many of them. Athens had grown in the past year. Gabrielle, already halfway across the dusty, broad square, turned and blinked at her mounted companion as if uncertain who she was. Xena cast her gaze briefly skyward and tried to keep rising irritation from her voice. Not very successfully. “Gabrielle, we’re lost.”

			Gabrielle laughed and shook her head so hard that her hair—pulled back in a severe, sensible blonde plait that went well with her simple Amazon boots, brown skirt, and short bodice—flopped wildly across her shoulders. She shoved it aside impatiently. The laugh had been edgy; the smile that replaced it was tight, and her eyes were stormy. “We are not lost! I—look, Athens is surrounded by sea on three sides, how lost can you get? And—” She turned, waved her staff at the sparsely leafed trees lining the dusty avenue. “See the length of those shadows! It’s getting late, we’ll miss the—miss the—” She shook her head again, cast up her eyes, and plunged off down the boulevard.

			Xena swore between clenched teeth. “Lot of inhabited, hilly land between us and the goddess-blasted sea.” She stood tall in the saddle and looked all around her: A baker’s. A potter’s. Someone who dried herbs and sold them in tiny, fancy, beribboned (and doubtless expensive) bundles. Two bored-looking young girls sat behind a trestle table piled high with the decorative bundles, rings of dried flowers crowning their hair. Three houses had been built since the last time she’d come this way—including one with a small fountain set inside the portico.

			Ostentatious display of wealth, and plenty of pointless bits of material possessions on which to spend it. “Good thing we left Lemnos with Queen Persephone,” Xena mumbled, a grin quirking the corners of her mouth. The little cook would be enraged by the gulfs she’d already seen this morning between the haves and the have-nots.

			“Ah.” Her eyes fixed on the street’s eyesore, an old-fashioned, full-service stable—probably a good one when this part of Athens was new. Now it seemed to be nothing more than two elderly buildings, roughly connected by a thatched roof over a dirt walkway, around which the rapidly encroaching city had swollen. A year from now, it would likely be gone—she couldn’t imagine the seller of herb bundles or the owner of that fancy little fountain appreciating the aroma of horse with their afternoon wine.

			A squat, dirty boy limped out of the shadows, leading a wet, tired-looking horse. Xena slid from the saddle and tugged at Argo’s bridle. He ambled along behind her, then gently veered toward the long, moss-covered stone trough that jutted into the street.

			At least one of us is calm, Xena thought wryly as she patted her four-legged companion. There wasn’t anything as maddening as an obviously lost person who wouldn’t take the moment required to simply stop and ask directions, thereby saving hours or days of pointless wandering. The only thing more maddening to Gabrielle: me finding someone besides her to ask.

			The boy leading the horse gave no sign he’d seen her—deaf or gods-touched, perhaps. But as she cleared her throat, an extremely grubby, middle-aged man clad in disreputable leathers came up the walkway. He blinked as his eyes took in all of her: long, well-muscled legs and arms, fighting leathers, and a variety of weaponry, her figure enhanced rather than hidden by the cut of her garb. “Ah—” He swallowed, then licked his lips as she stepped toward him. “Ah, your horse needs tending?”

			“No, thank you. I need directions.”

			“Oh. Lost, eh?”

			Her mouth twisted, and her expression was sardonic. “If I weren’t lost, would I need directions? Women’s foot races—where?”

			“Races—uh, mmm. Well, of course, I can get you there from here, no one better than old Argo.” She blinked; he glanced at her and grinned broadly, exposing surprisingly neat teeth. “Means gold, y’know. My poor pop thought his boy’d benefit from such a name—poor old fool. Now, let’s see—” One of those, she thought sourly. Talk your leg off. But they’d still get where they were going faster, in the long run. Barely. “Now, well, of course, you must know Olympics aren’t happening for—”

			“No. Women’s races, I said,” she put in sharply. She turned to keep an eye on Gabrielle, who was well down the narrow dirt avenue. The man’s eyes followed her gaze; he laughed shortly and without much humor.

			“You don’t want to let her get far down there,” he observed, his voice and words suddenly crisp and to the point. “Bad area, especially since so many men’ve come home from the war for that hussy Helen.” Something about her sudden stillness warned him: he gave her another flash of disconcertingly even, white teeth. “Your little girl’s going the wrong direction, anyway.”

			He turned, then pointed the other way. “Go there, a matter of—oh, fifteen cross streets, ’til there’s an olive missing all the branches on the street side. King’s guard thought ’em a nuisance, all the traffic these days. At the olive tree, take yourself a south. Go another four cross streets, where Tom the Tinsmith has a stall, ugliest building and the largest wife you’ll ever see.”

			That would take some, Xena thought, an amused grin quirking the corners of her mouth. After all, I’ve met lsyphus. She brought her attention back to the little stable hand. Argo, oddly enough. Her own Argo had slaked his thirst and was lipping the brass on her near shoulder—after the salt, seemingly. “Now, make an east at Tom’s, and go ’til you hit the water,” the man went on earnestly. “Ah, that’s a matter of, say, two big squares, a statue of Athena, a fountain to the war dead from back when Sparta and Athens went at it—hideous thing it is, too, flowers and harps and . . . Anyway, you’ll know it! Then go south once more, through the wine merchants’ market; it’s just past that. Watch your purse in the wine merchants’ market; there are cutpurses everywhere and not half enough guards to stop ’em.”

			“I’m not too worried.”

			He grinned and laughed heartily, blasting her with breath that was mostly garlic, and a little bad mead. “You don’t look it. You proof to quick fingers as well as swords? Just a warning.” He looked beyond her. “Better go after the little girl, she’ll get away from you.”

			“Good point.” Gabrielle apparently hadn’t yet realized she was alone down there. And the little man had said it wasn’t a good area. Typical. Xena tossed him a copper and a grin of thanks as she leaped onto Argo’s back, turned the horse, and urged him forward.

			
			Gabrielle glanced over her shoulder; there was no sign of Xena anywhere. “Now where did she—Well, she’ll just have to catch up,” she muttered under her breath. “We’ve already missed the early prelims, I know we have. But—”

			“Awww, isn’t that cute!” A gravelly male voice off to her right rang out. Someone else laughed unpleasantly, and an inebriated-sounding woman tittered. Gabrielle tightened her grip on the staff and spun around. The neighborhood had deteriorated since she’d last paid much attention to the buildings around her, going rapidly downhill from new stucco and fine carvings, or neatly smoothed stone, to ugly little shacks of warped and rotting wood, and teetering piles of stone obviously dragged from ancient ruins. Just in front of her, the building was made of woven sticks and, by the smell of things, it was the kind of tavern where the strength of the drink counted for more than the taste. The sour odor of bad wine mixed with that of unwashed men, an uncleaned pig sty or sheep pen, something rotting nearby—and wine that had come back up again—nearly cost her her own breakfast.

			It took her a moment to make out the two men lounging at a table well within the shadow of the overhanging roof, and the skinny, wild-haired woman leaning over the shoulder of a third man not far away.

			Great. Comedians. All they need is the masks with the big goofy smiles, and a ridiculous play about frogs—or maybe mosquitos. Men like that—men who drawled insults at women—deserved a lesson in manners. I can ignore them, but if I do, they think they got away with something. Then they get worse. . . . Manners—right. But she could almost hear Xena overriding such a thought. Yeah, Gabrielle, three of ’em you can see, goddess knows how many others inside the inn. Ignore them, she decided, but she could feel the heat of anger in her face as she turned away.

			“Woooooo. Really cute,” the second man responded; his words were slurred; drunk already or drunk still. Probably couldn’t even get to his feet. So, no threat—well, not much. It wouldn’t look at all heroic, but she could no doubt outrun anything in that tavern.

			She kept walking, her jaw set. “Hey, darlin’, where you goin’ so fast?” the first man yelled after her in his grating voice. She took two more paces, then spun around as heavy steps pounded up behind her. The staff was already up and out. The lout grinned, revealing bad teeth, then spread his hands wide as if to indicate he was no threat, unarmed. “Asked you a question, ya know. Don’t like rude women. Too good for the rest of us, are you?”

			“Just going,” Gabrielle said evenly, a nervous little smile spoiling the chill effect she wanted. She shifted her grip slightly on the staff, then began moving the ends in small circles, preliminary to a strike. He eyed her in disbelief, glanced at the staff with sudden caution, and took a short pace back. “You got any problem with that?” she added sharply.

			“My friend said he don’t like rude women,” came a deep voice at her left shoulder—this one not inebriated at all. Gabrielle jumped, then risked a quick glance that way as she sidestepped to bring the owner of this new voice into view without losing sight of her first problem. This one had the look of a mean drunk—a big mean drunk, she thought as her eyes went up . . . and up. Worse yet, if he’d swallowed enough bad wine to slow him down, it didn’t show. “I don’t like Amazons,” he added shortly, and swiped at her staff with an enormous hand. He was slower than he thought, fortunately; she had the weapon out of his reach without much trouble. “Hey, Agridon,” he shouted tauntingly toward the ramshackle tavern, “you’re drunk! What’dya think you’re gonna do with this bit of yellow-haired fluff?” Gabrielle bit back a nasty comment as a third man staggered into view.

			“Awww,” he mumbled. “She is cute. Here, shweetie, gi’ Agri—Agi—give us a smooch, eh?” He lurched between his friends, arms spread wide and lips puckered. The end of the staff caught him under the chin with a sharp click, his eyes rolled back, and he went down in a boneless heap. She took another step back, sent her eyes toward the brute at her left, then the gravelly-voiced man, who was staring glassy-eyed at his unconscious companion. Less problem than the monster, she decided, and aimed a jab at his stomach. But he was already backing away, hands high.

			“C’mon, Hadros,” he mumbled, “help me with Agridon, will you?” The enormous Hadros shook himself, then glared down at Gabrielle and the staff that was once again weaving a controlled pattern just short of his elbow. Oops. Not going for it, she thought, and lowered into a ready crouch, but all at once he backed off with exaggerated caution. The gravelly-voiced man moved in a sideways half-circle, well away from her, grunting as he bent down to grab the moaning Agridon by his collar. Hadros snagged Agridon’s nearer arm and yanked. Agridon began yelling wordlessly as they bumped him across the dusty street; his cries could be heard long after they had vanished in the gloom of the tavern.

			As she watched them go, Gabrielle managed a smug smile in spite of trembling knees, then squared her shoulders and brought her chin up. Well! Guess I do okay by myself!

			“You’d do better if you kept an eye on what’s behind you once in a while,” came a low, hard voice at her ear. She yelped and spun around. Xena stood right behind her, arms folded, her lips twisted in an expression of extreme irritation. Gabrielle swore an oath that raised her companion’s eyebrows, then slammed the end of her staff into the road; dust billowed around her feet.

			“Don’t tell me, let me guess—they saw you and that’s why they backed off, right?” The warrior shrugged broadly. “You have any idea how—how maddening that is?”

			“You have any idea how maddening it is for me to lose sight of you and then find you in the middle of a mess like this could’ve become? Come on,” she added flatly, “you’re the one who’s in a hurry, and this is the wrong direction.” She gave a tug on Argo’s rein and headed back toward the square. Gabrielle’s shoulders slumped, and she sighed heavily. With one smoldering glance toward the interior of the now silent and deserted-looking tavern, she turned and caught up with her companion.

			Silence for a long moment. They reached the square, turned and walked past the stable, then down the street, which gradually widened. Gabrielle sighed again, cleared her throat, and eyed the warrior nervously. “Look, I’m sorry!” She didn’t sound it; Xena gave her a quick glance and laid a hand on her shoulder, silencing her.

			“Don’t be sorry, that’s not useful. Especially not if you get hurt or killed. Just be more careful, and a little more aware of what’s around you. All around you. All right?”

			“All right.” Xena wasn’t really mad at her, then; more likely worried and sharp-sounding because of it. Sometime, Gabrielle told herself flatly, you really will make her that angry, and what then? Xena wouldn’t just leave her behind. Gabrielle swallowed against a very dry throat. She didn’t think Xena would do that. It took her two tries to get the words out. “Honestly, I do try—”

			Xena glanced in her direction, then turned her attention back to the increasingly busy street and the people pushing past them. Her face was still expressionless, but her voice wasn’t as clipped-sounding. “I know you do.”

			“It’s just—no one takes me seriously! They call me ‘little girl’ and—and ‘cute.’” Her nose wrinkled with distaste. “They laugh at me! And it just—I just—”

			“I take you seriously, Gabrielle.” Xena glanced at her. “But remember what I told you: sometimes it’s handy not being seen for what you really are. Especially against odds like you were facing there: three men, one of them that big. You catch them off balance, just the way you did, it makes the odds more in your favor. Only one thing you do differently: next time, don’t forget someone could sneak up behind you.”

			“Like you did. Sure.” She sighed quietly. “It’s nice of you not to remind me I shouldn’t have gone down there at all. I was just—just—”

			“I know you were,” Xena said evenly. She glanced across Argo’s shoulder, then gave her companion a smile. “Gabrielle, I know this means a lot to you. But you can’t save time by wasting it.”

			Gabrielle brightened. “That sounds almost like a riddle! Now, wait, let me think . . .”

			“No riddles,” Xena said firmly, but her lips twitched with amusement. Gabrielle had taken to riddles as hard as any other of her sudden passions—even more so, probably, since this passion was literate. A bard thing.

			The girl was smiling, her arms spread wide. “Aw, Xena! Just because you couldn’t guess any of mine!”

			“I can’t guess the answers to anybody’s riddles,” Xena replied. “I don’t like them; I never liked riddles. I have better things to do with my time.”

			“Well, but—you could get them, I know you could, if you’d just pay attention and then think about them before you come up with an answer. They’re really a lot of fun.”

			“For you. Save them for someone who likes them,” Xena said very firmly. And before Gabrielle could add anything else, she indicated a small building with her chin; a hideous clatter of metal and hammering came from the interior, and just outside, on a shaded bench, sat a mountain of a woman carefully stringing tin pots and cups on a length of rope. “We turn here—that way.”

			“Gosh,” Gabrielle said very quietly after they’d left the tinsmith’s behind. “Did you see her? She’d make Isyphus look small!”

			“Mmmm.” In the first large square, a soldier in the king’s colors was chasing two beggars away from the statue of Athena. Gabrielle was quiet, visibly trying to keep an eye on everything around them. Xena cast her a sidelong glance as they left the square, and lengthened her stride. The girl was almost vibrating with her need to be there. Right now. “We’re close,” she said as they came into the second square. The old stableman was right about the fountain; it was grotesque, the statues not even close to proper human proportions.

			“I can smell the sea,” Gabrielle said suddenly. She gave the memorial a startled look and snorted. “That’s—who’d waste stone on a thing like that?”

			“Statue to the war dead,” Xena said. “They probably don’t care what it looks like.”

			“No, probably not.” Gabrielle was walking on tiptoe once again, craning her neck in a vain attempt to see over the crowd around her. “If we go straight out to the water, we can probably see the—”

			“No shortcuts, no changes. I have directions. Turn south here.” Silence. “See the awnings down there? That’s the wine merchants’ market; races are just on the other side.” She shaded her eyes with one arm, glancing skyward. “We won’t have missed much, maybe the first run for the young girls. Atalanta wouldn’t waste her time on that one even if she were young enough to qualify for it.” Despite her best efforts to remain outwardly neutral for Gabrielle’s sake, she could hear the sour note in her voice. Gabrielle cast her a quick look. “Almost there,” Xena said, and smiled.

			“Oh—” There was a question in the girl’s voice, which she abruptly seemed to think better of. “Oh, right. Great!” They eased into the shadow beneath the main awning that marked the entry to the market. Gabrielle, who was looking around with a good deal of interest, suddenly stopped dead and stared. “Oh, would you look at those cups? I never saw a glaze like that in all my—!”

			“Gabrielle, what would you do with a nest of wine cups? Pay attention to what’s around us. The stableman said this place is full of cutpurses. In fact, why don’t you give me your purse?”

			Gabrielle blinked, then stepped away from the counter with one last yearning look at the sky-blue glaze. “Why don’t I—oh, no! Not a chance! Last time I did that, you went after some guy who was thumping on his kid, and I didn’t have money to buy food or anything. I didn’t even get anything to eat until nearly sunset! I could’ve starved!”

			The warrior laughed shortly; her eyes were amused. “I did that to you, didn’t I? I’d forgotten. Well, then, why don’t you put it where someone isn’t going to get it without you knowing about it?” She drew her own small pouch from its usual strap and shoved it under her sword belt, just below her ribs. Snug fit—it wasn’t going anywhere. Gabrielle opened the neat little coin bag that had been a parting gift from Queen Penelope, checked its contents carefully, then snugged the strings and shoved it down the front of her top.

			Xena chuckled; Gabrielle eyed her sidelong, then laughed as she moved her shoulders to settle the bag. She winced, used her hand to settle it a little better. “Yeah. None of the tales go into how uncomfortable this is, do they?”

			“None I’ve heard.”

			“Well, I’ll know if someone tries to take it.”

			“I hope so.” Xena drew her purse out once more, flattened it better, and shoved it down next to the chakram. Very tight fit.

			“That’s pretty fat,” Gabrielle remarked in sudden surprise. “When did you pick up so much coin?”

			“Not so loud,” Xena murmured, and gestured sharply at the bustling crowd around them: mostly men, a few women, plenty of servants. King’s guard everywhere, but from the sounds far down the aisle, someone had just lost an earring to a thief. Gabrielle frowned.

			“Just pay attention. And don’t draw attention to yourself in a place like this. In answer to your question, it was a gift from Queen Penelope; I couldn’t find a way to say no without hurting her feelings.” She grinned at her companion. “Shoulda let you talk, huh?”

			To her surprise, Gabrielle suddenly looked solemn and shook her head. “No. Because she could afford a gesture like that, and because it made her feel good to do something for you.”

			Xena cast her eyes up, very briefly, then went back to her study of the people around them. “For us. You did a little to help ease matters back on Ithaca, you know.”

			“Well—sure. But nothing like you did.”

			“She said it was for us both. So you wouldn’t have to sleep on stones, wrapped in a threadbare cloak.”

			“And I haven’t, have I? That really was nice of her. But it bothers you, doesn’t it? Like—she’d tried to pay you for what you did? Gave you a reward?”

			Xena considered this, then shrugged. “Mmmm—maybe.”

			“Well, then, think of it this way: if some other brute shows up on Ithaca, then there’s that much less of Odysseus’—ah—” she glanced around, the corners of her mouth quirking, “his you—know—what for them to take.”

			“Hmmm. Hadn’t thought of it that way,” Xena admitted.

			“Besides, you know you won’t hoard it to yourself,” Gabrielle reminded her. “In fact, that last village—Khyilos?—I wouldn’t be surprised if something got left there.” Her eyebrows went up. Xena shrugged.

			“You saw what the need was.”

			“You’re a good steward for it, then. I wager she knew how you’d use it—and not just to get me used to more soft living.”

			“Possibly. Keep your eyes open,” Xena added sharply, and set a hand over her dagger as a commotion erupted ahead of them. A wave of people fanned out, running toward them. “Hang onto the stirrup tight,” she snapped, “so you don’t get dragged away in this mob.”

			A boy’s golden curls shone in a patch of sunlight, moving at high speed against the main direction of the crowd, two tall, horse-tailed bronze helms right behind him. Laughter followed the guards: apparently the boy was someone known to the market, and he was once again making away with some prize right under the guards’ noses. Xena stretched as tall as she could, watching the movement, one hand on the dagger nearer her purse, the other holding Argo firmly to the spot.

			He was a boy, just beginning to shade into manhood, though he probably still spoke in a boy’s high-pitched tones. The golden curls were lovely, as was the sun-bronzed skin of his arms and face. Tattered rags barely concealed his body—he was painfully thin. A wonder he can run so fast, Xena thought angrily. He doesn’t look like he’s had a proper meal in all his life. The boy was heading straight for her; eyes of an impossibly deep blue gazed straight into hers for a brief moment before he turned to glance across his shoulder. The guards were much nearer than they had been. Xena gestured with her head—That way! The boy nodded very briefly and skittered around Argo and Gabrielle, sending the latter whirling like an eddy in his wake. Xena shoved her shoulder and her weight into Argo, who stepped toward his right, blocking the guards.

			“You, woman! Move the horse! Now!”

			She ducked her head in assent, mostly to hide the smile, as she dragged at the rein and let the guards slip past them. “Gabrielle?” Uproar all around them; possibly the girl couldn’t hear her. But she was no longer clinging to the other side of Argo’s bridle—not anywhere close, Xena realized as she ducked her head under the horse’s golden neck. “Gabrielle?” There—an unmistakable golden head, several paces back. Shoved there by the crowd, apparently. “Gabrielle!” She pitched her voice to be heard and to quiet the babble all around them. She got momentary silence, then Gabrielle’s astonished voice.

			“Did you see him? He looked like—like the paintings of Helios back on Ithaca! Ohhhh!”

			And then another voice, warmly and resonantly masculine. “Gabrielle? Beloved Calliope, it couldn’t possibly be anyone else! Gabrielle!” Xena turned as a small, slender man pressed through the milling crowd. Dark blond curls bounced as he hugged the girl tightly.

			“Homer!” Gabrielle’s voice soared high with delight. “I can’t believe it, Homer! What are you doing here?”

			The young would-be bard wrapped one arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “I can’t believe it, either! I figured you two would be gone from Athens for years! What are you doing here?”

			“The races. Women’s races.”

			“Didn’t know you ran, Gabrielle—or is it Xena who’s running?” A dimple bracketed the near corner of his mouth. “Oh,” he added cheerfully, “didn’t see anyone with you at first, Gabrielle. You are—? Of course you are,” he added with a heart-melting smile in the warrior’s direction. “Hello, Xena. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Yes,” Xena replied dryly. “So Gabrielle’s told me. Always nice to meet someone she speaks so highly of.”

			“Races,” Gabrielle said firmly, and tugged at his arm. “Can you walk with us a little way? I don’t want to be any later than we can help. And no, we aren’t running, either of us. That is—it’s Atalanta. But Homer—or are you still going by Orion?”

			“I’m sticking with Homer. You were saying?”

			Xena cast her eyes up and kept one ear on the pleasant babble between the two as she fought them a way through the milling crowd. If anything, there were more people here than there had been when they entered the awning-covered aisles. A brief glint of sun off distant water gave her direction. Gabrielle kept one hand wrapped around one of Argo’s straps and the other around one of Homer’s hands.

			“Saying? Oh, yeah. I didn’t think you would be allowed out like this. I mean, just wandering around the market. Isn’t the Academy supposed to be tougher on first-year people than that?”

			He laughed self-consciously. “Well, I passed first levels—”

			“Already? That’s terrific!”

			“Well, maybe it is. I have to admit I borrowed a couple of your tales, altered with a male hero—sorry—for oral finals, and that’s probably what put me over the top.”

			“Ohhh,” Gabrielle replied, laughing. “Probably not—or more likely, it was the way you told them.”

			“Thanks. Anyway, once you pass first levels, they let you outside the main gates to tell tales for coins. Then if you get lucky, they let you come down to the market and pick up new tales to cast into verse. You’re supposed to bring back three every day you’re out, but no one holds us to that. Sometimes, one can get away with telling his own tales for the people out here. Of course,” he added rather shyly, “if you don’t tell them well enough, the crowd lets you know. Not so much here, they don’t. But most of us avoid the produce market.” Gabrielle laughed at once and clapped her hands together. It took Xena the least moment longer: Produce market: overly ripe fruit and lettuces. Right. “Anyway,” Homer went on cheerfully, “two of the older students are leaving, so we’re having a party tonight. I have permission to buy the wine cups and jugs. In other words, I have permission to waste the better part of a day coming up with a pottery design that will suit those being honored. You’re just as well off not being at the Academy, Gabrielle. You can’t believe the amount of time that gets wasted on such trivialities.” Xena could hear him fumbling at something; a bit of unglazed crockery scraped across another, setting her teeth on edge. “Like it?”

			“That’s a nice shade of blue,” Gabrielle replied doubtfully. Garish, she means, Xena decided, and bit back a grin. “But—ah—d’you really think it needs all those dryads? And Bacchus and Silenus and . . .”

			“You don’t think it’s too complicated a pattern, do you?” Homer asked anxiously as her voice faded away. “I think this is what I really should get, because for his final ode, Demarus did the epic of the cherubs and the grape harvest and the great thunderstorm. And the instructor, Betiven, did the music—really wonderful stuff. I hope you get to hear him someday—the poor man’s utterly deaf, can’t hear his pieces outside his own skull. Well, anyway, Agrilion has such a thing about dryads, swears he saw one in his father’s woods when he was small, still thinks he can find her and convince her to love him, if his poetry is pure enough. I just got the one small cup so I can check it against other things before I make a final decision; that way I don’t have to carry an entire basket of crockery with me.”

			Gabrielle laughed. “Well, if that’s your reasoning, I think the pattern is perfect. I wish I could’ve heard Demarus and the music. And I’d wager Agrilion can win his dryad if he really wants her.”

			“You know,” Homer began warmly, “you’re such a—a nice person, Gabrielle.” He caught his breath sharply, and Xena stopped to stare at him; he was gazing down at Gabrielle, his hazel eyes wide and his mouth hanging open. “Wait a moment, you said—you did! You said Atalanta? Dear Athena, you did say that, didn’t you?” Xena cast her eyes heavenward—or at least toward a grubby strip of once-white awning figured in blue and gold keywork. Behind her, the horse came placidly following, and, because she was still holding onto the strap, Gabrielle. And so did Homer, who at the moment was firmly attached to Gabrielle.

			Crowd swirled around them, and somewhere off to Xena’s left a woman yelped indignantly, “Just take your hands off that, young man! I’m old enough to be your mother!” A shift; people moved out and away as a tousled head of golden curls seemed to float through a sea of bodies, then sharply changed course as someone else—a man this time—swore: “That’s my purse, you!” On her other side, she could hear Gabrielle and Homer talking earnestly, oblivious to their surroundings.

			“Of course I said Atalanta—I’ve heard about her forever, you know,” Gabrielle replied breathlessly. “And I’ve always been so—so amazed by what they say about her. But I never had the chance to meet her.” Lucky you, Xena thought sourly. “And so,” Gabrielle went on, “when I heard that she’d be here for the races, I said we just had to come, and we did.”

			“Atalanta,” Homer breathed reverently. “All the tales I’ve heard of her since coming to the Academy—say, you wouldn’t mind if I came along with you, would you? I mean, no one at the Academy has ever managed to even get close to Atalanta, let alone talk to her so we can cast her story into the epics. After all, she’s supposed to be goddess-blessed. I mean, all those stories about how her father set her out in the fields to die after she was born because maybe he wanted a son instead, except there’s the story about maybe her mother having laid with Ares, and—”

			Gabrielle put in hurriedly, “You know, if you think about it, you might realize why the lady doesn’t talk to any of you Academy types. Would you want some overeager bard shoving his nose in your sister’s face and asking whether her mother was unfaithful to her father?”

			“Huh? Oh. . . .” Homer was quiet for several moments. “Oh. Right. Never thought of it that way before.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I promise I won’t ask any questions of that kind today, if you’ll let me come with you. You don’t mind? Honestly?”

			“Well, of course not,” Gabrielle began quickly. She seemed to consider this a moment, then added warily, “Xena? Ah—you wouldn’t really mind, would you? I mean, if—”

			“Not at all,” Xena put in smoothly. “Someone for Gabrielle to talk to about all this.” That earned her a long, uncertain look from Gabrielle. She’s literary, Xena reminded herself. Looks for meanings where there aren’t necessarily any. I meant just that: she and Homer can talk about how wonderful Atalanta is. I won’t have to contribute a thing to the discussion. “Look,” she added and pointed across Argo’s neck. “There’s the water, and there’s the racecourse.”

			“It is?” Gabrielle craned her neck, then fell back and said gloomily, “Guess I’ll have to take your word for it, all I can see is bodies.”

			Homer laughed quietly and said, “Well, I can make out the water, and a lot more people down on the hard sand than you usually see this time of day. You know, that reminds me of a riddle—”

			“Hey! You like riddles?”

			“You can’t avoid them at the Academy just now; they’re all the rage. But, yes, I do like them. Have you heard the one—” Xena shook her head as his voice dropped a little. More riddles. At least they wouldn’t be directed at her.

			The crowd was thicker near this western edge of the market, and passage was slower. Stealthy fingers made contact with her thigh; she snatched at them, dragging hand, arm, and astonished owner off his feet. A grubby boy who couldn’t have had ten summers under his tattered tunic stared at her with very round, would-be innocent eyes. “If you want to keep these,” she said in a clipped, low voice as she squeezed his digits, “keep them off me.”

			“But—but I didn’t—“

			“You did. Don’t do it again, or the fingers are mine. Got it?”

			“Ah, ah, ah—got it,” the suddenly pale little thief stuttered.

			“Good. Pass the word. Me and the two on the other side of the horse, hands off. You do it right, I’ll reward you with two coppers at the end of the races out there.”

			“You—you would?”

			“Swear. I don’t break my word; see that you don’t break yours.” She let go of his arm as he nodded vigorously, watched as he shoved his way through the crowd, then turned her attention to the crowd around them. No one seemed to have paid any attention to the little byplay between her and the boy, least of all her two companions.

			“Oh!” Gabrielle held up an arm to shield her eyes against the midmorning sun as they came into the open once more. “That’s bright! I’ll wager all the best places on the other side of the course are taken.”

			“Well, not necessarily,” Homer said. He was craning his neck now, staring over the people around them. “It’s women’s races, after all; they won’t have the kind of crowds the men do, or the Olympics.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle said sourly. “Oh, well, I guess that’s good for us. Can you see a way to get closer to the water?”

			“I think maybe I can just—” Whatever else he said went unheard as a new fuss broke out behind them, deep within the wine merchants’ market, while before them a horde of very young girls shrieked and squealed as another race began.

			“Oh!” Gabrielle sounded wildly distressed; she let go Argo to begin working her way forward. Homer eased ahead of her and took hold of her arm. Xena bit back a grin and followed them. All at once there was room to move, a cool salt breeze blowing over them, hard sand underfoot, and little girls everywhere. “Oh,” Gabrielle said again, less enthusiastically this time. “It’s just the second run for the child-class girls. No rush—we’re early.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			“I think—” Homer began. Another shrill outcry silenced him as ten or more young girls in long, loose tunics sprinted barefoot down the hard-packed sand; the cries and cheers followed them to the turning point, some distance away. “I think,” he said a little louder, as the nearby cries were replaced by excited chatter, “that I can see a place over there, on the other side. Around the end of the course—up here, it isn’t that far.”

			“Let’s go,” Gabrielle said. She glanced at Xena, who shrugged.

			“Fine with me. Better than staring into the sun all afternoon.”

			Gabrielle’s nose wrinkled. “Look, this is me; we’re honest with each other, right? So you really don’t have to say you’re liking what—I mean—”

			The warrior smiled, and her eyes were briefly warm. “Gabrielle, it’s fine. Everything is. I said I owed you this to make up for that boat ride to Ithaca, and I meant just that. I wouldn’t have said yes if I’d meant yes for you, no for me. Besides, I like watching the young women run.” She turned slightly away from her young companion and shrugged faintly. “I could have done that—once. Never mind, it’s not important,” she added quickly as a line appeared between Gabrielle’s brows. “Go ahead. I’ll follow you.”

			The tide was almost all the way in; foamy water slid up behind them as Homer found the opening he’d seen from the other side. He gave the women an apologetic glance. “Um—it’s wet. No wonder we’ve got it to ourselves. If you’d rather, I can look for another place.” But Gabrielle shook her head vigorously, braced herself against him, and began stripping off her boots.

			“Oh, wonderful! Much better than I could have hoped,” she said and sighed happily as cool water rolled across her feet. “Sure you didn’t arrange this?”

			He laughed. “I’m willing to claim credit. That reminds me, however.” He thought a moment, then went into declamatory voice. “I move great shapes but have no shape, I fall from great height but do not bruise, I give life and take it.”

			Gabrielle laughed and nudged him with her elbow. “Ohhhhh, sure, ask me an easy one! Water, of course.” Homer laughed with her, looking a little embarrassed.

			“Well, it was off the top of my head, and because of the tide, of course. Give me a chance, Gabrielle. I have some you’ll never solve.”

			She planted both fists on her hips and eyed him impudently. “Oh—and is that possibly a challenge? D’you even dare? Because there isn’t anyone alive—besides a god or goddess, of course,” she said dryly, casually flipping her fingers to avert any possible divine anger, “who can out-riddle me!”

			“I shall take that as a challenge,” Homer said loftily, but a moment later the two dissolved in laughter.

			Xena’s mouth quirked. “Water, of course,” she mumbled to herself sourly. Riddles. The answers were so simple! Perfectly easy—when you already had the answer. She dismissed the thought; it took a certain talent to make them up, or guess them, obviously. Just not her sort of talent.

			Penelope had needed Xena’s particular skills—she’d needed a fighter who could level the playing field back on Ithaca, someone who could create an army made up of fog, one woman warrior, Odysseus’ young son, and a handful of servants, herders, and farmers. And a rear guard of one determined Gabrielle and a fighting staff to stand between the queen and certain death if the army failed. Well, it had worked, hadn’t it? The odd little army had severely beaten Draco’s hundred or more armed and well-trained brutes.

			Circe, on the other hand, had needed someone to empathize with her and snare her with words—though Gabrielle certainly was much more these days than a soft little villager with a fast mouth. So? I’m no longer a mere brute with a sword, Xena reminded herself with a grim smile.

			Things tended to balance out, in the long run. The warrior cast a quick glance at the laughing and cheerfully squabbling pair at her right, then leaned out to gaze down the course; the girls had turned at the far end and were headed back. One or two of them were potentially splendid athletes—if their parents could only be convinced that such talent at athletics wouldn’t mark a daughter as odd. Still—there are worse things than being odd. Not that most parents—including her own—would believe that. No safety in being different.

			Not far from her position a handful of white-clad girls wildly waving red ribbons began to shout, “Nau-si-caa! Nau-si-caa!” They shrieked with delight as the runners came closer.

			“I have a better one for you,” Gabrielle said, then broke off. “Do you see what I see down there? The two lead runners—look!”

			Homer looked, and so did Xena. The girls took up their chant once more as two girls flashed by, a length of rope stretched taut between them. The girl closer to them was red-faced, gasping, and staggering, but Gabrielle clearly heard her shout, “All right, Nausicaa! Twenty paces straight, sand’s hard and you’re clear, go!” The other girl dropped her end of the rope and actually picked up the pace as the first dropped to the sand and rolled off the course. She was still gasping as she sat back up to peer anxiously toward the finish line. “Nausicaa—yes!” she shouted breathily, then fell back flat with a groan as the rest of the girls ran by.

			Gabrielle knelt next to the sprawled-out girl, who was trying to catch her breath. “Hey, are you all right?”

			“Me? Sure.” Pale red hair framed a tanned, narrow, and very cheerful face; reddish freckles dotted a snubbed nose and sprayed across her cheeks. She was still gasping for air. “That kind of pace is absolutely beyond me, especially on sand! Now, I just—I can run,” the girl went on ruefully, “just not like she can. But she can’t do it by herself because—”

			“I was going to ask you about the rope,” Gabrielle said as the other tried to slow her breathing—without much success. “Oh. I’m Gabrielle, by the way.”

			“Mitradia, Glad to meet you. It’s the only way she can stay on the course. Nausicaa’s blind.”

			“Blind—really!”

			“Yeah,” Mitradia said proudly. “It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it? Nausicaa’s been blind from the moment she was born. One of the girls’ mothers last year lodged a protest after her precious baby lost the race, said she was faking. She’s not. But just because her eyes don’t work doesn’t mean her legs can’t,” she added indignantly.

			“You don’t have to convince me,” Gabrielle said warmly. “I was impressed even before you told me she couldn’t see. She’s good.”

			Mitradia sighed and let Gabrielle help her up. “I’m sorry if I sounded angry. I wasn’t mad at you. I just have to defend her so much—well, anyway, she is good. Unfortunately, she’s also a princess, so this year is probably her last for this kind of thing. Only someone like Atalanta gets away with running past her—well, her you-know-whats.” She drew one deep breath, let it out in a gust, and turned to peer toward the finish line, where a high-pitched argument had erupted. “Thanks. I’d better get down there. Sounds like the usual trouble.”

			“Mind if I—if we—come with you?” Gabrielle asked. “This is Homer, by the way; he’s a bard.” She glanced toward Xena, who smiled faintly and waved at her.

			“Go ahead, Gabrielle. I’ll be here.”

			“A bard—really!” Mitradia brushed sand from her arms and surreptitiously tugged her tunic straight.

			Homer’s color was high. “Well, I’m at the Academy. Almost a bard, if I keep up my studies.”

			Mitradia combed her fingers through the short, curly strands sticking to her damp face. “Oh, but—my uncle says you have to be very good just to be accepted there.”

			“You sure do.” Gabrielle nudged Homer and minutely shook her head. “And he really is a very good bard. Goodness,” she added mildly, “what’s all the fuss up there?”

			Mitradia sighed heavily. “It’s Nausicaa, of course.”

			“She’s blind!” a girl’s voice rose shrilly. “Isn’t there a law? I mean, I could have made the final race except for her! I mean, you can’t run if you can’t see, can you? And that other girl—where’d she go, the one who was pulling her? How come they get to help each other and we—?” A deep male voice cut across hers, but the noise all around them made it impossible to understand what he might be saying. Mitradia glanced at her companions.

			“Would you like to meet her? Nausicaa, I mean, not the Piglet.”

			Homer’s eyebrows went up. “Piglet?”

			“What we call her,” the girl replied with a sudden urchin-like grin. “She squeals a lot. I’ll be right back.” She plunged into the crowd. The shrill voice cut through the babble around them again and was interrupted once more by the male voice.

			“I don’t believe it, she didn’t even finish? Ohhhhhh! Mother!” The girl’s voice rose to an even sharper pitch. “Mother, I told you I needed a short chiton to run in, not this awful thing that tangles around my knees. Now look what’s happened . . . !” Her voice mercifully faded as a deep-voiced, dark-clad woman began leading her away, uttering clucking little noises she must have meant to be soothing. The Piglet didn’t sound—or look—particularly soothed.

			“A blind runner,” Gabrielle murmured. “You know, someone really ought to do something with that.”

			“Hmmm. Maybe,” Homer allowed. “Songs about women runners aren’t very popular, though—unless it’s Atalanta. Now,” he added thoughtfully, “a blind princess . . . hmmm.”

			“Somehow I’m reminded . . . did Circe find you?”

			He grinned. “Did she! You never saw so much chaos as when she walked into the Academy and announced who she was! It was nice of you to suggest that to her.”

			“Well, it just seemed like a good idea at the time,” Gabrielle said. Off to the side and just behind them, another race started; she whirled around to peer through the crowd, then shrugged and turned back. “More little girls. No, it wasn’t just nice of me; it was important. Circe needed to get away from Ithaca and put all that behind her. And besides, I just knew you ought to hear her story.” She glanced at him sidelong. “You did get to hear it, didn’t you?”

			“Unlike everyone else, who just heard about her island and her life there—and about Odysseus and his men—I was given a private hearing of the entire tale.”

			“Oh?” Gabrielle’s cheekbones were suddenly pink. “Everything?”

			“She said it was. What you told her about Calypso and everything that happened after she came to the mainland. How you talked her out of keeping a herd of pigs on the king’s lands.” Momentary silence. “She really thinks a lot of you, Gabrielle.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle smiled. “That’s nice. Now I’m really glad I didn’t try to trick her. So, where is she?”

			“Gone home.” He shrugged. “Said Athens was too big and crowded; it made her nervous. But Apnis went with her—you may not remember him; he was almost ready to graduate when you and I tested. Anyway, he was smitten with her from the first moment he set eyes on her.” He laughed. “Actually, he was well-nigh unbearable. Imagine a bard in that kind of love.”

			Gabrielle made a wry face and grinned at him. “Rather not, thank you!”

			“Well, she wasn’t looking for male company—despite your suggestions to her about forgetting Odysseus and all that. But Apnis was there every time she turned around, bringing her fruit and flowers, things like that. And after he sang forty lines, extempore, on the beauty of her hair, I think she was well on the way to being smitten with him.”

			“Oh, that’s really nice,” Gabrielle said softly. She glanced back toward the starting line and touched his arm. “Look, here they come.”

			Nausicaa was taller than her friend and reed-slender; red strands shone in her brown hair, which had been pulled away from her face and secured with a simple leather thong. Her tunic was now snugged to her body with a plain blue sash that nearly matched the deeper blue of her eyes. Her feet were bare. Not at all what Gabrielle would have expected of a princess—or what she might have expected of a blind princess. Other than the motionless stare, Nausicaa showed no signs whatever of having been kept from the normal life of a child in a coastal village. Her father must be a genuinely intelligent man—or whoever’s raising the girl is. At first, she was quiet and shy, but that faded quickly as Gabrielle complimented her on the race she’d just won, then introduced Homer. Nausicaa gently laid her hands first on Gabrielle’s, then Homer’s, face.

			“Oh,” she murmured. “Mitts, I didn’t know there were any young bards, did you? Sorry, sir,” she added with a shy smile. “I mean—one knows bards come from somewhere, but my father’s court singer is elderly enough to be my great-grandsire and he’s been with us forever; his playing’s dreadful and he can’t recall half the verses to his songs anymore, but my father’s tone-deaf and doesn’t notice.” Mitradia giggled.

			“Well,” Gabrielle put in cheerfully, “if you ever change your mind about being a wandering bard, Homer . . .”

			“But wandering bards are best, aren’t they?” Nausicaa asked. “After all, they hear more new tales, but even if the tales aren’t totally new, most of them are new to the people they visit.”

			“Homer’s working on a very new tale,” Gabrielle said. “About Odysseus and the—”

			“Odysseus!” Nausicaa’s fingers tightened on his arm. “You know tales of the Great Trickster? My father and he fought together when they were both quite young. I’ve always adored hearing his stories. But he vanished after the battle for Troy, didn’t he?”

			“Nausicaa,” Mitradia put in, “we’d better get back to the course. Old Stymphe’s looking for us. That’s her nurse, I mean, her maid,” she added. “And we run again pretty soon.” She smiled. “You can’t get her started on the old Trickster, but you didn’t know that, after all. I think she’s in love with him.” Nausicaa uttered a very unprincess-like snort, but her cheeks were quite pink.

			“I’d just—well, I’d just like to meet him someday, that’s all. I’m glad we got to talk, Gabrielle. Homer. Goodbye!” She held out both hands to them, then let Mitradia take her elbow and lead her away.

			“We’ll watch you run!” Gabrielle called after them.

			Mitradia turned and grinned, then rolled her eyes, apparently attempting to mime exhaustion. Gabrielle watched them go. “She’s sweet—they both are, aren’t they? I hope she gets her wish someday.”

			“Stranger things have happened,” Homer said.

			
			The tide had slipped a few paces, and Xena now sat cross-legged on hard-packed sand, her back against Argo’s leg, the horse occasionally nuzzling her hair. She glanced up as Gabrielle’s shadow crossed her, smiled, and turned back to her study of the crowd, which was restlessly waiting for yet another clutch of girl runners to make the turn. “Anything exciting?” she murmured.

			“Not really,” Gabrielle allowed. She stepped back quickly as the main pack of runners shot by, throwing sand everywhere.

			“I heard this is the last of the young ones until the next level—semifinals, I think.” Xena waved a vague hand.

			“Oh. Oh!” Gabrielle stood on tiptoe, one hand on Homer’s shoulder for balance as she gazed eagerly around them.

			“Oh, dear goddess, that—that’s her!” she squeaked. “I mean—it has to be, right?” She pointed; Homer sighted along her finger and shrugged. Xena sighed faintly, rose in one lithe movement, and looked.

			“That’s her,” she said; her voice was expressionless as she sat again. Homer glanced at her, a faint line between his brows, but Gabrielle was too excited to notice anything except the tall, lean, pale-haired young woman striding across the sand.

			“Oh. She really is golden, isn’t she?” Gabrielle breathed. “Just like they say in the tales about her!” Most of which she paid for herself, Xena thought sourly. It wouldn’t be fair to shatter Gabrielle’s pleasure. And she’d never come across the huntress in such a public setting; maybe for once Atalanta would live up to her legend.

			And she had to admit the huntress really was a golden, and notable, presence on the Athenian shoreline. Atalanta wore a pale yellow chiton—an extremely short chiton that barely covered a finger’s worth of her legs and was cinched smoothly to her small waist with golden cords. The silken fabric fluttered softly against tanned bare arms and throat. She’d pulled her dark blonde hair back into a simple coil, from which little curling tendrils escaped around a slender, delicately featured face. “How does she do that with all that hair, and keep it up like that?” Gabrielle added in a vexed undertone.

			“Magic, maybe,” Homer replied cheerfully. He eyed Atalanta as she strode around the outer edges of the crowd to await the start of the women’s preliminary race, then glanced down at Gabrielle. “I like your hair loose, even though that plait probably is more practical.”

			She smiled. “It’s a lie—but a nice one. Thank you. Um—do you suppose she’d mind if I just—I mean, do you think if I—?”

			Xena was on her feet again, gazing expressionlessly at the tall, leggy runner who was trying to appear cool and unconcerned—and not doing a very good job of it. Odd that a race like this would matter so much to her, Xena thought. Atalanta already had a reputation, and a legend built around her, so she had nothing to lose here, really. Her prowess as a sprinter was admittedly deserved—it wasn’t likely she’d make a fool of herself, even running in this tournament against the best young women in this part of Greece.

			Atalanta’s surprisingly large, deep-brown eyes darted around the crowd, nervously moving from one person to another; her fingers absently pinched the edge of the chiton, wrinkling the fabric. She was shifting back and forth as if uncertain where to go; finally she glanced at the sun, shrugged, and started down the shoreline. Xena touched Gabrielle’s arm. “Don’t think you’ll have to decide about going to meet her, Gabrielle. She’s coming this way.”

			Gabrielle made a strangled little noise, as if she were about to faint. Apparently the huntress’s gaze had touched on Xena—of course, the warrior was probably one of the most visible people on this stretch of beach, even without Argo at her elbow. Why she’d actually seek me out, though . . .

			Gabrielle smoothed her skirt with anxious fingers. “Homer, do I look okay? I mean—not that she’ll even—” Gabrielle stuttered. She fell silent as Atalanta strode toward them and stopped just short of Xena, her head tipped to one side, her eyes narrowed. Gabrielle was too nervous to notice; she was trying to get her voice to work properly. The young athlete turned to give her a remote, questioning look.

			Gabrielle smiled. “Ah—hi!” she said brightly. “You must be Atalanta. I’m—well, it’s an honor to meet you. I’ve been following your races for years, and—”

			“How nice for you,” Atalanta murmured. Her eyes shifted back to Xena. Xena’s mouth twitched; her eyes moved, indicating Gabrielle. “Oh,” Atalanta said in at least partial understanding. My friend. Be nice to her—or else. It wasn’t exactly the message Xena intended to convey, but it would certainly do. “Well, then. I’m glad to meet you—anyone who’s been a mainstay of my efforts, of course. And you are—?”

			“Are—? Oh. I’m Gabrielle. And this is Homer—he’s a bard.” Atalanta’s dark eyes fixed briefly on Homer, took in his disapproving expression. She gave him a teeth-only smile.

			“How nice. Well, I have to get ready for the race. Wouldn’t want to disappoint anyone, would we? Xena,” she said in a silken voice, “so very nice to see you again.”

			Xena’s smile was equally wide and stayed well short of her eyes. “Pleasure’s all mine, Atalanta. Just like last time.”

			Gabrielle picked up on the chill in the conversation this time; her smile became a nervous one and she tugged at Homer’s arm. “Well, honestly,” she said in a would-be cheerful voice that sounded strained, “it’s an honor to meet you. Homer, don’t you think we ought to find someplace down by the turning point to watch her first race, like you just suggested?” It sounded like something she was making up as she went; Homer stared at her rather wildly. Gabrielle grimaced at him, sent her eyes toward the two women, then winked broadly. Homer frowned, then his face cleared and he nodded as he finally caught her meaning. She let out a held breath and brought up a cheerful grin as he cleared his throat.

			“Well, I just thought it would be a better place to see more of the race. Xena, we’ll be back before the final race—unless you—”

			“I’ll stay here,” the warrior replied; a brief smile softened the words. “Go ahead, Gabrielle. Don’t forget to eat something.”

			“Right.” Gabrielle’s smile was nearer normal this time. “It’s not that I’d forget, it’s just that—I still have my purse, don’t—oh!” She turned pink as she remembered where she’d shoved the purse earlier. “I’ll remember. I’m glad I’ll get to see you run finally,” she added as she glanced up at Atalanta. The huntress had taken the moment to step away from Xena and compose her face; she gave Gabrielle her hand and a charming smile.

			“I’ll do my best to make it worth your while. And yours, Bard,” she added sweetly.

			Homer blinked. “Ah—ah—ah—thank you. So, Gabrielle,” he went on with a heroic effort, “did you hear the one about why the hen crossed the cart track?”

			“Across it or along?” Gabrielle demanded at once, but as they left, she glanced over her shoulder and her eyes were worried.

			Xena nodded briefly and made a small gesture to indicate everything was all right. Her young companion relaxed all at once; her shoulders eased, and she smiled happily before turning back to argue with Homer as they splashed toward the halfway mark in the women’s races. The warrior brought her eyes back to Atalanta then; hawklike, icy eyes bored into very wide brown ones.

			“My, what a cute little bit of fluff,” Atalanta murmured. “Too bad she’s so chattery. Protégée or what?”

			“Speaking of protégés,” Xena purred, “where’s your usual—ah—you call them bards these days, don’t you?” Atalanta’s smile froze; her eyes were suddenly all pupil. “As to Gabrielle, I don’t see that’s your business,” she went on flatly. “She’s a friend—or family, take your choice. Either way, she’s off limits to your kind of unpleasant lip. So’s the boy—but you’re supposed to be so intelligent,” she added as Atalanta scowled at her. “Keep in mind he’s a bard. Even a blind Cyclops knows it isn’t wise to annoy a bard.”

			
			Some distance down the sand, Gabrielle sighed. “She really is beautiful, isn’t she?”

			“To look at, anyway,” Homer replied sourly. Gabrielle slowed and looked up at him, puzzled. “She’s also arrogant and rude,” he added.

			“Oh—that.” Gabrielle dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “She’s about to compete in the big races, Homer. Of course she’s nervous, and some people get snappish like that when they’re worried. I’ll wager you anything she’s just fine after her first race.”

			“Well—” He considered this as they skirted a clutch of girls buying fruit from a gangly old man with a high-piled tray. “I suppose it’s possible—I get moody, and Androcles snarls at everyone in sight. But everyone knows he’s not doing well in extempore this season. He’s like an old lion with a thorn in his paw—”

			“Hey, I like that!” Gabrielle clapped her hands together. “Good image!”

			“Thanks. Atalanta’s the best runner there is, and if anyone’s ever beaten her in a footrace, I haven’t heard about it. What does she have to be nervous about?”

			“Well, not about losing because she forgot how to run,” Gabrielle replied promptly. She slowed, then drew a deep breath. “Ohhhh, that smells so good! Help me remember this spot. It’s where I want to eat when this race is over.” She pointed toward a billow of smoke wafting from beneath a blue and white striped awning, perhaps ten paces back from the crowd of race watchers. “Anyway, just winning isn’t her problem. What if she took a wrong step, came down in a hole, broke her leg? Or she ate something bad and got sick? Or one of the people watching stuck out a staff as she went by and tripped her?”

			Homer stared down at her. “You really think she’s worried about things like that?”

			“I think it’s possible. I mean, if I was known as the Unbeatable Atalanta, I’d probably be a wreck before every single race.”

			“Well—all right, maybe. I would never have thought of any of that.” He shook his head. “But no one would deliberately trip a racer!”

			“Oh? Maybe some girl who wanted her best friend to win, or a mother who wanted her daughter—people can do really stupid things for love, you know.”

			“I know,” he admitted reluctantly. “From tales, anyway. Here we are,” he added as he guided her toward the rope marking the end of the course. Only a few people stood here, waiting for the runners to come down the course, turn, and head back toward the finish. Inside the rope, a graybeard checked the sand over the last several paces of the course and fussed at two boys pulling a sledge piled with rocks who were smoothing the ground in preparation for the next race. Satisfied, apparently, that they weren’t messing up too badly, he turned away to count the colored sticks each runner would grab before turning to sprint for the finish.

			Gabrielle stood on tiptoe and craned her neck, her eyes searching the far end of the course. Homer looked that way, too. “I can see her,” he said. “That yellow really stands out, doesn’t it? She’s the only one at the start so far, though.”

			“Oh—well,” Gabrielle sighed, then smiled up at him, one hand shading her eyes. “So—why did the hen cross the cart track?”

			Homer grinned. “Because it would take too long to go around,” he replied loftily, then ducked as Gabrielle swatted at his head.

			
			Two more young women paced back and forth at the far end of the course now; Atalanta stood motionless, her back to the long, open stretch of sand. An argument had broken out somewhere behind the start; Gabrielle could make out several angry female voices, but none of the words from this distance. A black-haired woman in a red chiton nearly as abbreviated as Atalanta’s stormed onto the course, cast a glare about her, and sat in the sand. There was movement nearer to hand: Mitradia wove her way through the sparse crowd, Nausicaa’s hand in hers.

			“Hi,” Gabrielle said. “I thought you’d left.”

			“Stymphe wanted to go right away,” Mitradia admitted. “Even with Atalanta running. But we reminded her Nausicaa’s qualified for the finals, so we have to stay. I saw you come this way—I hope you don’t mind.”

			“You can probably see the race a lot better from here,” Gabrielle said, then turned bright pink and sent an alarmed glance in Nausicaa’s direction. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean—” To her surprise, the girl smiled.

			“You can say ‘see’; I don’t mind. It’s just that Mitradia does it for me when my hands can’t. When there aren’t as many people around, I can hear what she’s saying a lot better.”

			“That makes good sense,” Homer put in warmly. Mitradia gave him a sidelong look and a shy little smile; it was his turn to blush.

			Both girls were flirting with him, Gabrielle thought in amusement. Well, why not? He’s nice to look at, he’s friendly and genuinely nice—and he’s a bard. What girl wouldn’t admire a combination like that? She glanced back up the course: two more young women were at the starting area now, but the argument was still going—hotter than ever, from the sound of things. People around them were growing restless, and an older woman turned with an exaggerated sigh and walked off. “Aren’t they ever going to start?” Gabrielle murmured.

			“It’s those short chitons,” Mitradia said. Her eyes were wickedly amused. “Old Xeneron—the main official, he must be a hundred—says he’s shocked, and he won’t let them on the course; says the judges and the men out here will be . . . ah, well, you know. Eulaydia—that’s her in the red—says if some man is—is”—the tip of her nose was very pink—“well, that’s his problem, and not hers. Atalanta just looked at him down her nose—I wish I could be tall enough to do that,” she added wistfully, “and said, ‘I was told there would be races today. I’m still waiting.’ And then she turned her back on him and walked onto the course.” She sighed. “It was wonderful. Old Xeneron couldn’t think of a single thing to say.”

			“That would stop most people,” Homer admitted. He glanced down at Nausicaa, who smiled in his direction, her upturned face openly admiring. The flush, which had barely subsided, warmed his face and throat again. “Ah—would you like to hear a little about Odysseus? I mean, since we seem to have a little time before things are settled and the race begins.”

			“Oh—yes, please,” Nausicaa whispered. “I—all the things my father’s told me about him from when they were princes, fighting pirates off the Ithacan coast. I truly love those stories, but they’re really the only ones I know.” Her mouth quirked ruefully. “I know it’s been years since they were young princes; after all, my father is no longer a smooth-faced lad, but I still . . .” She bit her lip and shrugged.

			She still sees the old Trickster as a youth, Gabrielle realized. Startling thought. Even more startling: Nausicaa had a terrible crush on the man. Well—he’s a safer idol than Apollo. She glanced at Homer, but he’d already caught on. “But in a tale, Princess, the bard can work magic: a hero can be any age at all.” He considered briefly, then launched into the story of Pegasus and Bellerophon, suitably modified. “Did you know that when he was a boy, Odysseus captured a winged horse?” He got as far as the slender but heroic youth’s attack on the Chimera when a high, warbling, birdlike cry rose above the babble of the crowd, momentarily silencing him and everyone around them.

			Nausicaa sighed heavily. “Oh, no. Mitts, can you see her?”

			Mitradia stepped away from them and gazed along the shoreline, then sighed even more heavily. “I’m afraid I can. I’m sorry, bard. Gabrielle. The story is wonderful, but that’s old Stymphe, looking for Nausicaa. She’ll haul us both straight back to the palace if we don’t join her at once, final race or no final race. In fact, she’s probably angry we went off alone,” she finished sourly.

			Nausicaa patted her arm. “It’s all right, Mitts; she has to answer to my father if something happens to me. And it’s the princess thing, of course.” Her mouth quirked in a wry grin, her face turned in Gabrielle’s direction. “We have to remain pure, and the best way to assure that is a full-time person like Stymphe. She’s very nice, really.”

			“You’re much too nice about everyone,” Mitradia grumbled good-naturedly. “We’d better go now.”

			Gabrielle wrapped an arm around each girl and hugged gently. “I have an idea. Homer, why don’t you go with them? After all, you’re at the Academy and a bard. That should make you safe company for a princess, don’t you think?”

			Mitradia’s face cleared at once. “Would you? You could begin another tale on the way—and if the Stymphe can see we’re coming, she won’t be angry if we walk slowly. And then maybe you can finish your story.”

			“I’d be honored,” Homer replied, with a very courtly bow. But as Mitradia turned away to whisper something against her friend’s ear, he leaned close to Gabrielle. “I need an idea—anything!”

			“What about the Nemean Lion?” Gabrielle began ticking off on her fingers. “Or the great boar? Or the Hydra?”

			“Hydra?” Mitradia had overheard the last. She frowned slightly. “But I thought—” Gabrielle gestured toward Nausicaa with her head; to her credit, the girl caught on quickly. “Sorry. I was thinking of something else. The Hydra was a snake, wasn’t it?”

			“With seven heads, one immortal,” Homer said. He held out his right hand to Mitradia, took Nausicaa’s in his left and went into full declamatory voice as they started toward the damp line of sand at the water’s edge. “The sky was blue, the meadow green, the air was warm, the ocean cool, when ’long the track a hero bold . . .” His voice faded. He had already, Gabrielle noted, picked up a comet tail of listeners; a handful of children and one or two parents followed the oblivious bard and his two eager companions. He may not always chant with his eyes closed, but he’s certainly blind to almost everything else when he gets going. She lost sight of them almost at once; the crowd on the water side of the course was larger than it had been, and the argument at the head of the course had died away at some point in the last moments. Gabrielle caught her breath sharply. “Oh, no! What have I missed?” To come all this way, to wait so long and anxiously for this particular race, and then if it had started already—! But it hadn’t, though it was clearly about to: a veritable rainbow of brightly colored chitons lined the starting area as twelve young women positioned themselves across the course. A shout from the official was echoed by an excited cheer from the crowd as the race began.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			“Ohhhhhh.” Gabrielle stuffed a knuckle between her teeth. Her throat was suddenly tight, and her eyes shone with tears as eleven women sprinted in close formation across the hard-packed sand, straight toward her. The twelfth, already several long strides ahead of her nearest competition, moved with a speed and effortless grace that explained why so many thought the woman to be goddess-gifted. Atalanta reached the turning mark, neatly snatched a stick from the official’s outstretched hand as she pivoted, dug the side of her left foot into the damp sand, and pushed off. The official transferred his colored sticks to the other hand and shook his smarting fingers; Atalanta was already through the rest of the pack on her way back to the finish line.

			Gabrielle shook her head in disbelief. The huntress’s face had shown no sign of exertion, and she wasn’t even breathing hard.

			The same couldn’t be said for several of those now well behind her. Just short of the turn, the pack had broken apart, and while several of the woman remained perhaps a dozen paces behind the leader, the rest trailed in a long, ragged line. The second at midpoint, the black-haired girl in the short red chiton, had a face to match her skirts and was visibly measuring her breathing: three paces, in; three paces, out. The young women half a dozen or more paces behind her looked even worse, and the last of them—a dark girl in a sweat-soaked blue tunic-gasped as she reached the official and sat in the sand as her legs gave out. The official shrugged, dropped the remaining stick at her feet, and gestured for the boys to bring the sledge back onto the course. The girl stared down at the bright blue stick; tears filled her eyes.

			A half-grown boy slipped past Gabrielle to crouch next to the exhausted runner. “Amalthea? Are you all right?” The girl nodded; her face was a study in exhaustion and misery.

			“I can’t—think—why I did this—to myself,” she panted.

			He laughed shortly, without much humor. “Fortune and glory if you got lucky and passed her, remember? You won’t, though. You may run like a goat, sister, but you’ll never beat that.”

			Oh, that’s so unkind! Gabrielle thought, and almost said so aloud. But he had a point. The girl might indeed have the tenacity and balance of a goat, but she was entirely outclassed in a race like this. She could break her heart trying to chase a dream like beating Atalanta. Better, maybe, to face that now, instead of letting it gnaw at her. Gabrielle shook her short, brown, dampish skirt away from her legs, then stepped back as the boys with the sledge began dragging it over the very end of the course, where turning feet had dug deep in the sand. Amalthea’s brother helped her to her feet, then wrapped a strong young arm around her waist to guide her off the course, where she staggered and sat once more.

			“I’m sorry I dragged you all the way into Athens for this, Verien,” she mumbled.

			“Don’t be,” he said. “You were there for me when I tried to bend the great bow of Hesperides, weren’t you? And I didn’t do any better than you did here, did I?” Gabrielle opened her mouth to say something, but the boy went on, one hand awkwardly patting his sister’s shoulder. “Remember what you told me then? That it wasn’t my kind of contest—just because I wanted it didn’t make it my kind of contest. And you were right, I know that now. Next time I try for gold and glory, I’ll pick something that involves swimming. Amalthea, you aren’t a sprinter, that’s all. You can run hilly courses and long ones—a short thing like this is for someone who hasn’t the strength to go the greater distance.”

			Silence. The girl shoved sweat-damped hair from her face and gave him a hard hug. “Thanks, Verien. I can’t think what I ever did to deserve such a brother.”

			He grinned; dimples bracketed a deeply bowed mouth. “You picked the right father and mother, of course. Do you want to watch the end of all this?”

			She considered, shrugged, and let him help her up. “I guess not. I’ve already seen what she looks like from the back, running. That’s enough. Let’s go find something to eat, then go home.”

			There, didn’t need to do anything at all, did you? Gabrielle asked herself. She sighed happily as the brother and sister vanished into the crowd along the seaward edge of the market. She sighed again, then turned back to eye the course. By the sounds of things up there, the race was over. No need to surmise who’d won. Her vision blurred; she ran a hand across her eyes and sniffed. I knew I’d be moved, watching Atalanta run, I didn’t realize it would move me that deeply, or that I’d feel so sorry for the others running against her. That boy’s right, you can’t compete with someone who’s so—so— Even Gabrielle couldn’t find words for the way Atalanta looked when she ran; not extempore, as Homer would say. Not with so much noise all around her, for certain.

			Particularly behind her, she suddenly realized. There was a full-blown argument raging not far past her left ear, and the few people around her were edging away uneasily. She turned.

			One of the city guards stood with his back to her, waving black-haired hands and shouting at—at a girl, Gabrielle realized indignantly. No—not really a girl, though she wasn’t any taller than Mitradia, and nearly as slender as Nausicaa—and probably no older than herself. The ends of a weblike silvery scarf that draped loosely across her dark hair trembled, and the young woman’s face was so pale that dust-colored freckles stood out on her nose and cheekbones. Her brown eyes were enormous and filled with fright. She clutched a green-wrapped bundle to her chest and tried to edge away from the man, who was easily half again her size, even without the crested helm, but he snatched at her shoulder with heavy, hairy fingers; the girl winced as they dug in. “I saw the work you put into that bit of weavin’, Arachne!” he shouted. “And you’re trying to tell me you’ll just give it to that brazen, yellow-haired, half-naked creature? Happen the queen would pay you a whole purse for cloth like that! Why, Athena herself couldn’t have woven it better!”

			“Hush!” If anything, the girl went even whiter. “If Athena heard you say such a thing—!”

			He spat, silencing her. “Ah, to Hades with her—and you! And the wretched cloth!”

			The young woman’s chin came up, and her eyes were snapping as she stopped him with a thin, shrill voice that carried far across the crowd. Several women who’d stopped to purchase slivers of meat on skewers from a nearby stand glanced at the quarreling pair and decided to go elsewhere. Quickly. “How dare you speak of the goddess that way in my hearing, Anteros? I know you, you’re bullying me so you’ll have your way and force me to sell this at the price you set! And then you’ll ‘help’ me spend the coin, won’t you? If you don’t simply take it all! I’ve told you, Anteros, it’s my loom, my time for the work, my money when I earn it! I never want any part of you again: your filthy attentions, your greedy hands—or your opinions!”

			Gabrielle looked around her. The sparse crowd had faded away entirely—except for herself and the two who were now snapping insults at each other. No one was even remotely interested in coming to a slight young woman’s aid, of course; not against a guardsman. It isn’t your business, she reminded herself firmly. He’s one of the king’s men, you don’t know her, you don’t owe her— That internal argument was working just fine until Anteros snarled and tightened his grasp on the young woman’s arm. She gasped, and tears of pain filled her eyes. Gabrielle closed the distance between them and cleared her throat.

			“Hi!” she said brightly. “Arachne, isn’t it? I knew it was you—that head scarf, saw it from clear across the course. And I just had to come see what you’re up to these days! I simply can’t remember the last time we got together. I haven’t seen you in such a long time, but honestly, you haven’t changed one bit!” Her voice faded; Arachne stared at her blankly—so stunned or frightened she was unable to aid her would-be rescuer in her story. The guard had already turned to glower down at the outsider. A very long way down, Gabrielle realized with a nervous twinge. Oh, well, the bigger they come . . . She eased her right fingers down the long staff and shifted the grip of her left fingers to underhand. There! She was ready, though not visibly making a threat. Yet.

			“Beat it, little girl,” he snarled. “This isn’t your business, and I’m sick of loud-mouthed females.” Gabrielle could feel anger flushing her cheeks; she held her ground and eyed him narrowly. He held up a large fist. “You want some of this after I’m done punishing her for giving me lip in public? I said beat it!”

			“My pleasure,” Gabrielle replied sweetly, and brought the staff down across his knuckles, spun it and drove the other end into his midsection. He collapsed with a whoosh of expelled wind and a groan. Gabrielle took a wary step back, another, then reached out to draw the trembling Arachne with her. “It’s okay,” she said softly as she pulled the girl close. “You really don’t know me. I was just trying to get you away from him without making any more trouble for you.” She cast her eyes heavenward and pulled a humorous face. “So, it didn’t work. I guess if it had been me getting pinched and yelled at like that, though, I wouldn’t have been any more help to you. . . .”

			“Trouble,” Arachne echoed gloomily. Her eyes remained fixed on the fallen guardsman. “He’s been nothing but trouble since I first met him.”

			“How do you know him?” Gabrielle glanced at Arachne, then turned her attention back to the gasping soldier. “I mean, he’s not your brother or anything, is he?”

			Arachne primmed her lips; her color was suddenly high, the freckles vanishing under a wave of red. “He’s nothing. Anteros, son of the widow Oriosa. He just got back from the eastern war—Troy, or maybe Ithaca, if you’ve heard of it—not that long ago. Got home the day I came in to sell Oriosa the shawl she’d commissioned, worse luck for me. She thinks he’s Hera’s gift to women, and he sees no reason why he should keep soldiering if he can find a wealthy wife to support him.” She sighed faintly. “I’m not wealthy, but I’ve got—well, I’ve got a talent that earns me my keep. Thank the gods for that, since I’ve no kin that I know of,” she added, even more gloomily. “Stupid Anteros thinks he can exploit my weaving by yelling at me in public,” she said, then shook out the green bundle and held a handful of weblike stuff before Gabrielle’s astonished eyes. The weave was even finer and more complex than the scarf on the young woman’s hair. Blues and greens interwoven with a silvery thread made a lacy pattern that shimmered like dragonfly wings.

			“Oh—oh!” Gabrielle touched one end lightly but immediately snatched her fingers back, as if afraid to tear it.

			Arachne smiled. “It’s all right, you can handle it. It’s much stronger than it looks. Warmer, too.”

			“Oh—” Gabrielle glanced at her companion in disbelief, then gently stroked the material. It slid silk-like across her fingers, molding to the shape of her hand, and wherever it touched, she could no longer feel the afternoon breeze. “That’s wonderful, Arachne! I never saw anything like it.”

			“You never will, unless it’s my own patterning,” Arachne said quietly. “Or a goddess’s work, of course. But—it’s a gift—Athena’s gift, honest and truly,” she added quickly and rather defensively.

			“I believe you,” Gabrielle said. She stroked the silken stuff one last time, rather wistfully, then pressed the loose ends back into her companion’s hands. “You brought that for—”

			“As a gift for Atalanta—since we’re both under Athena’s protection, she and I. Or—well, in my case, guidance, I suppose, since there seems to be little protection involved.” She glared down at the still-gasping huddle of guard. “And because if—well, if Atalanta would wear it, it would be good for my business. Though I don’t often claim aloud to be so—well, so practical. Mercenary is probably a better word for it.”

			“If you haven’t any kin to take care of you, I wouldn’t call it mercenary,” Gabrielle said. “You’re taking care of yourself, and good for you.”

			“Thanks,” Arachne said, and a little of the tension went from her shoulders. “He,” she added, scuffing a little sand in the fallen guard’s direction, “spends his free time hanging around me, ‘borrowing’ coin, and trying to bully me into accepting him as a husband.”

			“Right,” Gabrielle said briskly. “And why am I not surprised? Because I’ve met too many men like that since I’ve started traveling around. Oh, look, he’s starting to pay attention. Pardon me while I speak to your—ah, what’s the word I want?—your sponge.” She drew her companion back a few more paces as Anteros swore under his breath and staggered to his feet. She waited as he flailed around and finally turned to glare hard into her eyes, then brought up her chin and lowered the staff to fighting stance. “Now, you listen to me,” she said flatly, with her best impersonation of Xena’s no-nonsense intonation. “Arachne’s my friend, and I don’t like my friends being pestered by the likes of you.”

			“I’m guard, little girl,” he snarled. “You don’t order guard around. And I’m twice your size; you won’t get lucky a second time.” He swiped at the staff with a paw of a hand; she swung it easily out of his grasp, then back into position. He frowned, visibly confused.

			“Maybe it’s not luck, Anteros. But it’s not an order, just a suggestion,” Gabrielle said sweetly, though her eyes were dark with anger. “I’m not the only one who wouldn’t like the way you’re treating my friend. I’m here with Xena. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of her?”

			“Xena!” Arachne whispered and gave Gabrielle an astonished look.

			“Xena!” Anteros spat. “I know who she is, all right. In fact . . .” His eyes narrowed and he folded massive arms across his chest, though Gabrielle noticed with some amusement that he kept well away from either end of her staff. “In fact, rumor has it she was at Troy when we were—but not on King Menelaus’ side, from what I’ve been told! I warrant King Menelaus and my own king would like to talk to her about that!” He clenched his fists but prudently stayed out of immediate reach of Gabrielle’s staff.

			She smiled, in a would-be pleasant way. “Maybe. But since Xena and I just got back from Ithaca—just a little favor for King Menelaus, something he asked both of us to check on, you know—I suppose he’s not too worried about soldiers’ camp gossip. What d’you think? Of course,” she added cheerfully, “we all hear rumors, don’t we? Like some of the ones I’ve heard here in Athens,” she went on, her voice hardening once more. “About certain guardsmen terrorizing helpless women and trying to steal their livelihoods. I don’t suppose your King Theseus would like that much, would he?”

			“Ah—you’re bluffing,” he snapped, but his eyes were suddenly wary, and no longer met hers. Gabrielle brought her chin up, and the smile was now smug in the extreme.

			“Maybe. So, if I’m bluffing, I probably really don’t know Queen Antiope, either. The Amazon Queen Antiope,” she added pointedly, and casually buffed her nails against her short Amazon-brown tunic. Doubt now creased the guard’s brow. “Arachne doesn’t want your attentions,” Gabrielle said in a brisk, dismissive voice. “I don’t want them for her—now or any time from here on. She’s under Athena’s protection and mine both, all right?” Anteros looked convinced—but she had a feeling he’d be back to his old ways once Gabrielle wasn’t around to keep him in line. Impasse. She sighed faintly. He wasn’t going to fight her now—but she was going to have to find some way to get rid of him without costing him any more face than she already had. He was the sort who’d brood on such treatment—and take it out on Arachne later. And who knows if Antiope would even bother to put the poor thing under her protection? She might extend that kind of aid only to another Amazon. Some of them can be pretty prickly.

			“Look,” Gabrielle said persuasively, “instead of bullying a coin or two out of this poor girl, if that’s the kind of life you want, why don’t you do it right? The war’s over, and a lot of men didn’t come home. Find yourself an older, wealthy widow who’d adore having a handsome young husband. Who’d shower coin and gems on him for just a few smiles?” Silence. “And by the way, you’d find it a lot easier to get that kind of soft life if you smiled and said sweet things to the lady with the money. Instead of shouting threats. Just a thought, you know.”

			“Ah—” He seemed at a complete loss for words; he finally glowered at Arachne, leveled a finger at her, and mumbled sourly, “She’s right about one thing, weaver; you’re not worthy of me.” He spun on his heel and stomped off toward the market.

			The two women watched him go in silence. Arachne finally drew a deep, shuddering breath. “Ohhhh. I don’t even know your name—but thank you.”

			“It’s Gabrielle. And you’re welcome. Though, honestly, I didn’t do much.”

			“You did enough. I—” Arachne shuddered. “Do you know, the last time I wouldn’t give him money, he found a nest of baby spiders and spread them over my loom? I’m simply terrified of spiders! And d’you have any idea how many baby spiders there are in a nest?”

			“Not nice,” Gabrielle said briskly. “I don’t know too many people who do like spiders. Myself included.”

			Arachne smiled, and tucked the stole back into its green cloth wrapper. “Well—thank you again.” She cast a worried glance after the man. “I hope he doesn’t take up your idea, though: a wealthy, older widow. If I thought I was responsible for . . .”

			“You aren’t, and you wouldn’t be,” Gabrielle said promptly. “Most wealthy widows I know have pretty good control of their purses, and they know how to get what they want out of a man. And they usually have influence, or at least access to higher authority. For protection, I mean. Anteros doesn’t look completely stupid, either. If he sees anger will get him reported to his captain or kicked out on the street, I bet he’ll learn how to smile.”

			“Well—he can be awfully sweet when he wants to,” Arachne said doubtfully. “He was with me, at first; before he discovered I’m not really that wealthy. And he’s sickeningly adoring with his mother.”

			“There! You see? Mostly, that was to get rid of him without raising more fuss,” Gabrielle said.

			“You certainly did that. Thanks.”

			“Always glad to help. After all, I’ve been in that kind of position myself—well, not exactly that kind, but in tight places.”

			“I find that hard to believe,” Arachne said. “I mean, you’re so—so strong and brave. I didn’t know anyone could do things like that with a walking stick.”

			“Trust me, neither did I until recently,” Gabrielle assured her. She added warily, “I don’t suppose you have someplace other than your usual house where you could sleep for a few days? Just in case it—ah—takes Anteros a while to find himself a substitute?”

			Arachne nodded, and sighed. “A friend of mine—a potter—has a studio; sometimes I use it because of the light. I know she’d let me sleep there, especially if I pulled her pottery from the kiln late at night so she didn’t have to walk halfway across Athens to do it.”

			“Good. Great, in fact,” Gabrielle said. “Not to scare you or anything. Just—one of those sensible things, avoiding trouble. You know.”

			“I can see it wouldn’t hurt to learn to do just that,” Arachne said. She sighed again and squared her shoulders. “I’d probably better go up that way, where the racers are, if I want to find Atalanta.” All at once, she looked a little nervous.

			She probably should look nervous, Gabrielle remembered suddenly. Walking up to a person she didn’t know—a genuine celebrity—to hand her a gift that was both gift and free advertising for the craftsperson—that took nerve at any time. But Atalanta might still be snapping at everyone in sight; she might be one of those runners who didn’t uncoil until after the final race. And—as she herself had told Homer a while back—the woman might have cause to be worried until she was completely done and all the races were over. She touched her companion’s arm. “Listen, Arachne. There are three or four more races before the women’s finals, and I’d wager Atalanta won’t have anywhere to set a gift like yours while she’s running. I know you’d hate it if someone stole it, right? So, why don’t you just hang out here with me? We’ll watch her win that last race and then I’ll introduce you, okay?”

			“You know her?” Arachne’s eyes were enormous. “You didn’t say—I mean, you really know her?”

			“Well, sure! Well, that is, my friend does. And I talked to her earlier, before her first race today, so—” she shrugged casually. “So, sure, I know her.” Her eyes searched the racecourse; the near end had been smoothed for runners, the boys and their sledge gone—no sign of activity at the far end, and much of the crowd had dispersed. “Tell you what—looks like they’re done for the moment.” She gave Arachne a smile. “So, what can you tell me about this place over here—I mean, how’s the food? Because I’m absolutely starving.”

			Arachne gazed at her in astonishment, then broke into a shy giggle. “You know,” she said finally, “you’re really such a nice person, Gabrielle. When I left my loom this morning to come here, I was nervous, upset, angry—I knew everything was going to go absolutely wrong. Just like it started to go wrong. And all at once, I’m not scared or mad at all. How’d you do that?”

			“She’s a professional,” a dry voice behind them remarked. Arachne caught her breath in a squeaky gasp; Gabrielle closed her eyes and sighed.

			“Xena, I really do wish you wouldn’t do that,” she said wearily. She turned to see the warrior at her shoulder. Argo was trailing behind his mistress, his long, golden head resting on her shoulder. “I mean, it’s unsettling, you know?”

			“Better me than someone else you’d rather not have behind you, remember?” Xena sent her eyes to one side, then the other. “I thought I’d tell you I’m taking Argo for grain and water and a rubdown. There won’t be any more races for an hour or so. You want to eat and not miss anything, this is a good time.”

			“Just what I had in mind,” Gabrielle said. “Where do you want to meet after you come back? Oh, Xena, this is Arachne, she’s a weaver.” She touched the near end of the woman’s head scarf. Xena’s eyebrows went up. “And she has a gift for Atalanta. I thought maybe if she waited until after the final race, maybe—ah—well, you know.”

			Maybe if I’m with them, this poor timid girl with an incredible talent won’t wind up with her feelings crushed. Just the kind of thing Gabrielle would think about. Nice. Xena smiled. “I’ll meet you up there, where we were standing earlier.” The smile faded. “I saw Homer a short while ago with the two girls, arguing with the old woman about whether the girls could stay here for the finals.”

			“Oh, I hope he convinced her,” Gabrielle said anxiously.

			“He seemed to be winning the argument. I was distracted about then by what sounded like a serious fight down here.” Not quite a question was in her voice.

			Gabrielle gently pressed her foot down on her companion’s toes when Arachne would have spoken; she laughed. To her own ears it sounded almost carefree enough. “And you thought—let me guess! You thought I was right in the middle of things, didn’t you?” She spread her arms wide and sighed heavily. “You know, I don’t always wind up in stupid situations like this morning, just because you aren’t around.”

			“I know that,” Xena replied smoothly. “Just—checking.”

			Her eyes were amused as she tugged at Argos’ rein. “See you later. Don’t forget to eat.”

			“Right! Do I ever?” Gabrielle waited until warrior and horse were lost in the crowd, then sighed gustily as she began fishing in the neck of her bodice for her coin purse. She swore under her breath; it had slid most of the way down to the lower band. “Well—ouch!—well, she doesn’t believe me, but that’s all right.”

			“She doesn’t?” Arachne’s eyes were all pupil. “And—that really was Xena, wasn’t it? I—I thought she’d be taller. Or—or something,” she finished doubtfully.

			“Really, truly Xena, and she’s tall enough,” Gabrielle said. “And she knows I was right in the middle of whatever went on, even if she doesn’t know yet what it was. Since I’m on my feet and smiling, she probably figures I came out of it okay, and she’s not going to baby me, or ask me what it was all about.”

			“It must be nice to know someone that well,” Arachne said wistfully.

			Gabrielle laughed quietly. “Oh, it is. It surely is. Come on.” She squeaked as the purse pinched tender skin, then drew it out. “If the meat tastes as good as it smells, it has to be wonderful. My treat, okay?”

			
			The afternoon wore on. Two more qualifying races for the women, two more for the younger girls. A final race for the youngest girls; mothers, and a father or two, were at the finish line, cheering wildly. Xena managed a warm smile for several of the smaller girls who were staring at her armor, wide-eyed; the smile turned chill as one of the mothers threw herself and her exhausted young runner into a chariot already laden with two herd dogs and a jittery small boy clad for toss ball. A baby pouch was strapped to her back, and the interior of the chariot was a welter of game balls and sticks. Two matched golden horses reared, then sped down the tide line for whatever activity was coming up—probably a hands’ worth of sun ago—for the boy (or maybe the dogs).

			Right. You have your own young safe and confined. Who cares about anyone else’s young winding up under your wheels? Xena thought angrily. That particular class of Athenian matron was the most infuriating: comfortable wealth, ostentatiously displayed, but never enough time to accomplish all the pointless little tasks . . . Forget it, she told herself flatly. You can’t change people like that. Probably nothing short of death can. Probably someone like that would wind up arguing with Charon that she absolutely had to go back and haul one last load of beach sand for the small ones’ garden area. Arrange one last urn of flowers. Cook one last dinner to rival one of Lemnos’ creations. A grin tugged at the corner of her mouth as she glanced out to sea. The sun was notably lower. The final women’s race wouldn’t be that far off. Well up the beach to the north, she could make out a yellow-clad figure pacing anxiously back and forth, occasionally rising on her toes to peer toward the market.

			Odd. Atalanta was normally arrogant and overbearing—but not the nervous type, and she’d already proven there was no one here who could beat her. Why would she care that much about one race, anyway?

			

			The wind had begun to blow steadily from the south when Homer came looking for Gabrielle. “Remember Nausicaa’s young fans up near the finish line? They invited us to sit with them for her final race.” His eyes moved beyond her and he smiled at Arachne. “There’s room for three, if we’re friendly.”

			“Sounds great,” Gabrielle said promptly. “My feet are tired. Homer, this is Arachne—she weaves. Homer’s a bard at the Academy,” she added. Arachne dimpled.

			“I’ve heard of you,” Homer said; his voice was admiring, and so was the gaze fixed on either her face or the scarf framing it. He stepped aside to let the women precede him up the sand. “Another one for you, Gabrielle,” he added and went into declamatory mode. “I move and yet go nowhere; I wear down the mighty, and yet, a small, pale ball controls me.” He paused expectantly. Gabrielle’s brows drew together.

			“Wait, I’ve got it—I . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Tide,” Arachne said immediately, then cast a sidelong glance at Gabrielle. She turned and walked backward a few paces as her gaze shifted to Homer’s face; her eyes went wide as she turned back to her female companion. “Oh, I’m sorry! I mean, if it’s a competition between you—”

			“Nothing of the sort,” Gabrielle replied warmly. “You’re good!” she added. “Ah—and here we are.” She slipped between two tall, gossiping men and several women—mothers of the girls running, from the sound of things—in her quest for the course barrier. The girls moved to make room; one of them divided her red and white ribbons into two bunches and pressed half into Gabrielle’s hand. Gabrielle settled with a thump on hard-packed sand and separated the ribbons into a handful of streamers. “So, when’s the race start?” An excited—and unintelligible—babble answered her, but one of the girls pointed toward the starting area, where seven girls were stretching or pacing. No sign yet of Nausicaa, though Gabrielle could just make out the piercing voice of her servant. And then, in a startling moment of complete silence, Mitradia’s husky reply. The girl next to Gabrielle sighed in irritation.

			“If that old idiot actually keeps them from running—!”

			“She won’t,” another of the girls said firmly. “There—” she pointed excitedly. “See? Thank all the goddesses at once for Mitradia, she’s more than a match for the old crow! Nau-si-caa!” she shouted wildly, and waved her ribbons as Nausicaa and her companion stepped onto the track, Mitradia fussing with her end of the short rope.

			Gabrielle suddenly felt a little old. Any of these girls could be a niece—or a much younger sister. She felt a sudden pang: Lila. Oh, little sister, where are you at this hour? Do you smile when you remember me? She blinked back tears. Keeping in mind I gave you our room, you should. Suddenly, it seemed wonderful, having such commonplace excitements as this upcoming race. She came up onto her knees, waved her ribbons, and joined the high-pitched cry: “Nau-si-caa!” Homer blinked, then smiled, and settled in between her and Arachne as the girls took their marks and the race began.

			This time, however, victory wasn’t assured. A tall, angular girl in a damp green tunic dashed out much faster than Mitradia, who nearly stumbled as the green-clad runner caught her elbow on the way by. A groan from the girls around Gabrielle, then a relieved shout as Mitradia managed to right herself and go on, Nausicaa right on her heels. Once again Mitradia cast her companion loose a dozen or so paces from the end, but this time the girl who’d shoved her way to the lead held it and took the coin. Nausicaa’s fans were momentarily, glumly silent, then the one who’d shared her ribbons with Gabrielle sighed. “Well, that happens. And when it’s Orionis, you know they won’t call her for a foul.”

			“As long as her uncle’s finish line judge, they won’t,” one of the other girls grumbled.

			“Still,” the first girl said, “we can’t let Nausicaa know we’re disappointed, can we? It’s not her fault, after all.” She got to her feet, stared at the end of the course, and sighed once more. “Something’s up; no one’s presented the coin or ribbons yet, and I can hear old Stymphe from here.”

			So could Gabrielle. The servant was berating her young charge. She handed her ribbons to one of the other girls, touched Homer’s wrist to get his attention, and murmured, “I think maybe they could use us up there.”

			He rose, helped Arachne up, and led the way. There was a noticeable space around Nausicaa and her companions—other runners and their parents and the officials were giving Stymphe and her piercing voice a wide berth. “All this,” the old woman flung her arms wide, “a waste of a full day’s time and the travel—and now you want to stay for that vulgar creature’s race as well? And so she can hand you a nasty bit of ribbon? Why? You lost, girl!”

			“My fault,” Mitradia mumbled tearfully, and blotted her eyes on the back of one hand. “I knew better than to take the mark next to Orionis. I knew she’d do something like that.”

			“Stop, both of you,” Nausicaa commanded suddenly. “Mitts, it wasn’t your fault, and second isn’t so bad. Even if Orionis did swipe you on purpose, she was running as well as she ever has; we couldn’t have caught her. She deserved to win.” Mitradia gave her a sidelong, unhappy look. “Stymphe, you’re making Mitts cry,” she went on severely. “You always tell me it isn’t right to make people feel unworthy, and that’s just what you’re doing.”

			Stymphe drew a deep breath and would have launched another spate of angry words, but Homer stepped into the breach, took her hand, and raised it to his lips. To Gabrielle’s surprise, the old woman turned pink and pressed her other hand to her mouth to suppress a thin little giggle. “I’m so glad to see you again.” He glanced back at Gabrielle, giving her a broad wink and a subtle gesture. Got it, she thought, took Arachne’s arm, and moved them both quietly away.

			“He’s charming the old creature,” she said once they were back in the crowd. “He’ll do it better without us around.”

			“He’s very nice,” Arachne said thoughtfully. “I—oh,” she added in a suddenly hushed voice. “Is—I—is that her?” Atalanta came striding up the sand through a crowd that parted to give her room, the end official at her heels, his hands filled with prizes for the girl racers. The huntress’s face was set, her eyes stormy, and her hands still picking at the edge of her chiton. A frown creased Gabrielle’s brow as she turned to watch Atalanta pass.

			“That’s her.”

			“Oh.” Arachne was visibly losing courage. “She’s—so tall. And so—so—” She swallowed, glancing at the sky and the sun, which was now quite low. “I—maybe I’d better just—”

			“No, wait,” Gabrielle said earnestly, and took hold of her wrist. “I told you, didn’t I? Well, I meant to,” she added soothingly as the weaver gazed at her blankly. “She gets nervy before her races, that’s all.” Homer came through the crowd just then, looking for them.

			“Well, I persuaded the old woman to let the girls watch the final race—I mean—”

			“Good,” Gabrielle said. “Maybe we’d better find a place, too.” All at once, there were people everywhere. People who’d wandered off during the girls’ races were now coming back to see the renowned huntress, and others who’d come for this one race were just arriving. Gabrielle sighed. “I told Xena we’d meet her at the other end; guess we’d better go see if we can find something down there.”

			They did—just as the race was about to begin. Xena joined them moments later; Argo, at her shoulder, now and again tugged at her hair. Gabrielle laughed at the picture they made; Xena shrugged. “He doesn’t usually get the chance to stand around like this.”

			Gabrielle laughed again. “You mean he’s bored,” she said. “Tell him I’m sorry—or I would be if this hadn’t been such a great day for me.”

			“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed it,” Xena replied softly, and her eyes were momentarily warm. She indicated the course with her chin. “They’re ready up there.” Moments later, twelve women came sprinting down the track, Atalanta again well in the lead; just as she snatched her stick from the official’s hand and shoved off, however, several women at the other end of the course began to shout, and Gabrielle clearly heard Stymphe’s anguished shriek over everything. “Something’s wrong,” Xena said shortly. “I’ll be back.” She swung onto Argo’s back and rode out to hard sand, using her knees to urge him forward. Gabrielle was already as close behind them as she could manage on foot, Homer and Arachne strung out behind her. Dead silence now at the upper end of the course as people began to realize something was wrong, and in that silence, Gabrielle clearly heard Stymphe’s cry:

			“They’ve stolen her—stolen Nausicca!”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			One more blessed, stunned moment of total silence greeted this terrified outburst, then pandemonium. Gabrielle clutched Homer’s hand and dragged him with her, Arachne trailing, momentarily forgotten in their wake, bundle clutched to her breast. “Come on!” Gabrielle shouted. It took her several long moments to force her way through the crowd, even with Homer’s help. They arrived to find a wide circle of stunned onlookers surrounding the black-clad Stymphe, who was wringing her hands and wailing in a loud, ear-piercing voice. Nearby, in a small clear area of her own, Atalanta was ripping long silver pins from her hair and tossing them in a bag held by a compactly built, sweet-faced young man with a serious expression and crisp black curls. He knelt to fumble through the bag, then handed her a narrow belt holding two pearl-handled knives, followed by a slim case of slender, short spears. Once those were in place, he shook out a finely tanned, short boarskin cloak, gave her a horn bow, and got up to fasten the enameled quiver to her shoulder and snug the cloak over all. Atalanta paid little heed to him, other than to move as he directed so he could tighten the straps on the quiver; she was too busy glaring at Xena, who stood, arms folded and eyes pale with fury, between her and Stymphe.

			“Don’t fret so, old woman,” Atalanta finally shouted. Stymphe snuffled loudly and stared at her, blinking aside tears. “I already told you, I shall rescue those children, at whatever cost to myself!” Stymphe blotted her withered cheeks, shook her head, and burst into tears once more.

			Xena took a step forward and held up a warning hand when Atalanta would have said something else. “You won’t go alone, not for something like this,” she said flatly.

			“I don’t take company,” Atalanta snapped in reply. “And I wouldn’t have your company at any cost. I travel alone!”

			“You don’t have a choice, sprinter,” Xena said evenly. “There are children out there—six young girls, if I heard right. At least ten men holding them. Armed men. And if anyone knows why, they haven’t said. Ten armed men—”

			Atalanta laughed, but her mouth was hard, and so were her eyes. “Small odds,” she said, and patted the horn bow. Xena shook her head as one of the women began to sob.

			“No.” She sent her eyes sideways, toward the miserable woman. Atalanta raised her chin and the corner of her lip. Xena shook her head. “I don’t care about the cost to you. I won’t see you risk the life of a single one of those children, certainly not so you can add to your own glory. Not while I’m around.”

			The huntress’s eyes blazed, her hands clenched into tight little fists. “How dare you!”

			“I dare.”

			Atalanta shook her head. “Stay here, make your noises, Xena. I’m going now, while the trail is still fresh. Don’t bother following me. I can outrun you easily, even after both of my races.”

			Xena bared her teeth in a would-be smile. “Not over any distance, you can’t. You’re a sprinter, not a distance runner. Remember last time?” She caught sight of Gabrielle hovering nervously at the edge of the crowd, Homer at her elbow and Arachne peering warily from behind the bard’s back. “Gabrielle, I’m leaving Argo with you! Find out everything you can for me about what children are gone, who took them, anything else that might be useful. Then catch up with us!” She raised her voice another notch as another of the women burst into loud wailing. “Someone—anyone! They went straight up the sand, didn’t they?” One of the mothers bit the side of her hand and nodded. Xena laid a hand on her shoulder and smiled reassuringly. “We’ll do everything we can to get them back safely, and quickly. Try not to worry.” She turned back to Atalanta, who was now glaring at Gabrielle.

			“You’re making a circus of this, warrior,” the runner spat. “Why don’t you bring all those shrieking little girls with the ribbons, and a picnic basket while you’re at it?”

			“You’re the expert tracker,” Xena countered softly. “Why don’t you get started before the tide comes in and erases what sign we have?” She glanced at Gabrielle. “Don’t be too long, okay?”

			Gabrielle had her arm around Stymphe; she cast a wary glance at Atalanta, but the huntress had turned away with a blistering oath. She stalked toward the shoreline—the crowd backed away to give her ample room—and squatted to gaze at the deep wheel marks. Gabrielle’s eyes shifted to a spot just beyond Xena’s shoulder and her mouth twitched nervously. “I can’t ride Argo!”

			“You can,” Xena said evenly. “You haven’t any choice,” she added as Gabrielle would have protested again. “Not if you’re going to help me—help us—get those girls back.”

			Nausicaa, Gabrielle reminded herself. Her own fears were small compared to what Nausicaa must be going through—torn from her nurse, grabbed by crude men and tossed into a chariot, and unable to see what was happening as she was jolted along at high speed. At least the times I’ve been stuck in one, I could see where I was going. She swallowed, hard. “I can do it,” she said solemnly.

			“Good. Find out what you can, then follow. And hurry.”

			“I’ll be quick,” Gabrielle promised. Xena nodded, checked her weaponry, and strode after the huntress, who was now staring intently, and rather theatrically, toward the north. Moments later, the two were gone, Atalanta sprinting like a deer, Xena running steadily, a distance back, along the hard-packed sand between rutted wheel marks. She was losing ground as the crowd closed in behind them—but not as much as Gabrielle might have feared.

			There wasn’t much Stymphe could tell her, Gabrielle realized after a moment; the woman was elderly, not in good health, and likely in shock from having seen her precious charge snatched by a pack of thugs. Probably her worst nightmare. The other mothers weren’t much more help, except the one who’d been biting her hand to keep from sobbing aloud—and things had happened too quickly for her to have much more to add. “Three black-armored men jumped down from war chariots,” she said, her gaze fixed blankly on Homer as she sought to calm herself and recall what she could. “Expensive chariots and good horses; I wondered, when I saw them, was the king here to watch Atalanta race—or maybe the queen had come. But the men—the armor was hand-me-down, ill-fitting and in poor condition; the men, dirty and ugly, and—and they knew what they were doing. They had dark scarves pulled high on their faces; I couldn’t see much but eyes. Before I could move or even cry out, they had my Euterpe snatched up and tossed into the nearest car; the man who’d grabbed her was in and the driver already lashing the horses up; and they were—were gone, out to hard sand and through the crowd, out of sight before I found my voice.” Homer came forward to pat her arm awkwardly. “I didn’t—didn’t see the rest, just the one car and the men. My Euterpe—” She gulped, and tears ran down her face.

			Stymphe came alive in Gabrielle’s grasp; one skinny arm shot out, a wrinkled and trembling finger leveled at the young bard, who stared at it in astonishment. “He! He’s one of ’em! Part of it all! Somehow—! Don’t hush me, young woman,” she added in a hysterical voice as Gabrielle tried to explain who Homer was. “Who wheedled at me to let my princess stay for the last race? What was it to him if she was here or not, except to make another girl for those men to—for those dreadful men to steal? How much of the ransom did they promise you, boy, if you helped them?” Her voice cracked, and she burst into tears once more.

			Behind him, Homer could hear angry muttering from the crowd. He spread his arms wide and raised his voice. “It’s not so, I’m from the Academy! An apprentice bard, nothing more! I only wanted to see Atalanta race, and I knew the princess and her companion did as well, that’s all! What girl here would have gone happily home without getting to watch that final race? Of course I pleaded her cause!”

			“It’s true!” Gabrielle added in a crowd-hushing, strong voice. Momentary silence. “I know Homer, he’s a fine bard, not a—a—well, he’s certainly not one of those men, or in league with them! He was only doing what he could so Nausicaa could be here to run her own finals, and for the last race. I—gods, Stymphe, where’s Mitradia?” The old woman merely shook her head and tried to gulp back tears. “Did they take both girls?” Gabrielle demanded urgently and gave the old woman a brief, hard shake. “Both?” Stymphe drew a shuddering breath and nodded.

			“Both. I—.” She gave Homer a miserable look. “Mayhap he’s no part of those who stole my princess, but he’s at fault all the same! By now, she and I’d be halfway home to her father, and now I’ve got to make that journey alone and tell him—tell him—” Tears puddled in the corners of her eyes and ran down her seamed face.

			“Stay here,” Gabrielle ordered. “We’ll get them back. After all,” she added with a would-be encouraging smile, “Atalanta’s the best tracker in all Greece, isn’t she? Of course, she is! And Xena’s—well, I don’t envy those men when she gets done with them.” She turned to Homer and held out her hand. “I guess I’d better get going. Maybe I’ll see you when we get back with the girls.” But he was already shaking his head.

			“No, Gabrielle. I’ve never had an opportunity like this; I may never have one again, to pick up such a tale firsthand. I’m coming with you.” Gabrielle hesitated and began to shake her head, but Homer gestured toward Stymphe. “She made me responsible for Nausicaa and Mitradia, you heard her,” he said quietly. “I can’t just—just go back to the Academy and wait for word of them, can I? Besides—” His eyes moved from side to side, taking in those around him. Some of them were still giving him narrow-eyed, suspicious looks.

			Gabrielle sighed. I really can’t leave him here—all these frightened women and angry men—and hysterical old Stymphe to urge them on. They’d probably murder him on the spot, once my back was turned. Or have the guards—probably awful Anteros—arrest him. A corner of her mind wondered where the guards were—but there was an uproar of some kind over in the market, the shouting and outraged cries momentarily topping even the noise around her.

			No, it wouldn’t be safe to leave Homer. She hadn’t seen him sport so much as a nail knife in the time they’d previously spent together; he’d be utterly helpless. But he doesn’t have any idea how dangerous this journey might become; he only sees the adventure. Now, there was irony. I just hope he won’t get strange about it if I wind up having to protect him. But that wasn’t important at the moment. Getting on Argo, and getting on her way, was. She smiled. “Well—no, I guess that would be a lot to ask. And I wouldn’t dream of trying to keep you from a tale like this. I hope you can ride double.”

			“I can do what I have to,” he said evenly, though his eyes were suddenly all pupil, and he eyed the placid Argo with visible misgivings. “We’d—better go.”

			“Right.” Gabrielle looked down at the old woman, who seemed about ready to collapse, then searched the crowd. “Arachne?” she said sharply, her voice raised. “Arachne, are you still here?” The weaver, who’d been quietly and slowly retreating, came back into sight, her eyes wide and her color high. “Arachne, I’m sorry about your scarf.”

			“Don’t be,” the weaver said softly. Her dark eyes softened with sympathy as she looked at the weeping and frightened mothers. “I heard all of it. Get them back safely, Gabrielle. That’s much more important than a mere scarf.”

			Gabrielle nodded and smiled. “We will. But I was hoping I could ask a favor of you. If you’d be a kind soul and stay here with Stymphe until we bring her charges back, I’d really appreciate it. See that she eats something, would you?”

			“I’d be glad to help,” Arachne said; she looked very shy as she shifted her bundle to one arm and came forward to take hold of the older woman’s elbow. Probably afraid of another ear-splitting set of hysterics, Gabrielle thought. But Arachne had heart; it won through. Stymphe, isn’t it?” she asked softly. “They’ll bring back your girls. Have you had anything to eat or drink recently?” Alternately cooing soft words and tugging gently at the woman’s arm, she began to ease her away from the racecourse. “It’s all right. We won’t go far, in case they find the girls right away. We’ll stay close by. But you don’t want to make yourself ill for when they come, do you? And don’t you think you should get out of the wind? The sand’s starting to blow.” Two of the mothers followed, arms around each other for support.

			Gabrielle turned away and gave Argo a long look, sighed faintly, then pulled herself awkwardly into the saddle, slid her staff into a pocket near her left foot, and tied it down firmly with a pair of loose straps. Having settled herself, she held out a hand to Homer, who eyed the tall horse with visible misgivings. He finally shrugged, slipped his foot into the stirrup Gabrielle had vacated for him, and swung up. She reclaimed the stirrup and kneed Argo, who swung around, paced evenly onto the hard-packed wet sand, then set out at a smooth canter, obliterating his mistress’s bootprints.

			Gabrielle eased one white-knuckled hand from the reins to grip Homer’s fingers. “You can ease up just a little!” she shouted to him over her shoulder. “You still won’t fall off, but right now, I can’t breathe!”

			“S-s-s-s-orry!” His voice jolted as he bounced; he cautiously shifted his death grip to her skirts and the edge of the saddle. “I’m not really used to riding,” he added in a tight, high voice. “Not sure I like it!”

			“Trust me,” Gabrielle replied grimly. “I know just how you feel!” Argo flicked an ear her direction, and she leaned cautiously forward, transferring one hand to the horse’s mane. “You pay attention to the ground in front of you, my four-footed friend,” she ordered. “Not to me!” Behind her, Homer laughed nervously.

			Some distance ahead, just as most signs of the city had been left behind, the beach curved westward and narrowed, then narrowed again. The ground to their left sloped up, ever more steeply, until it was a vertical stone precipice dotted with wind-ragged pines; fallen stones, scree, and boulders made footing treacherous. The sun was well behind the ridge, the air around them much cooler than it had been earlier, and only the distant light on the water, well out to sea, let them know it was still the hour short of sunset. Gabrielle sighed, drew Argo to a halt, and freed the stirrup for Homer’s use before she slid from the horse’s back and momentarily braced herself—and her trembling legs—against the saddle. Her voice, for a wonder, sounded normal. Calm. “Look, it’s getting too dark for me to see very far ahead of us, and frankly, if we have to go at a walking pace, I’d rather use my own feet.” She gave Argo a smile, and his warm neck a tentative pat. “Nothing personal, friend,” she added, wrapping the reins around one hand and tugging the staff free with her other. “You okay?” she asked Homer.

			Homer groaned. He was leaning against a rock, both hands digging into the small of his back. “If that’s directed to me—I’m alive. I think. Does that count?”

			“It counts. You did great, honestly. Help me keep an eye on the tracks, will you? We really need to catch up to Xena and Atalanta before full dark—if we possibly can.” She was bent nearly double, gazing at the sand; at one point she knelt to stare intently at something—he couldn’t make out what, without bending very sore knees, which at the moment didn’t appeal to him at all. Then she got up and peered ahead, tugging at Argo’s rein to get the horse moving again.

			Homer indicated the deep wheel ruts that still ran close to what had been the tide line about an hour earlier. “Can’t miss those—at least for now.”

			“Or Xena’s bootprints. I guess the narrower ones must be Atalanta’s; she doesn’t leave much of an impression in the sand, either. Still, once we’re off the sand, or it gets darker, I—hmmm.” She mumbled to herself for a moment, then shrugged. “The moon should be an early one tonight, but it won’t be very big. Let’s hope we won’t need to use it.” Momentary silence. “I can hear water—a stream. Good. I could use a drink.”

			“Me, too, after that ride. I’m glad you know these things.” Homer hesitated, then moved to take her hand and give her a very warm smile. “Thank you, Gabrielle.”

			She blinked. “Me? For what?”

			“Possibly saving my life back there. And for letting me have this chance. I—” He gazed down at his hands, and shrugged. “I probably won’t be of much use to you or to them. Xena and Atalanta. Or the stolen girls. After all, I don’t fight. Father would never let me learn. Still—”

			“Oh, Homer,” Gabrielle broke in as he hesitated once more. “You can’t be certain how much help you’ll be, and neither can I. After all, when I first started traveling with Xena, I didn’t have one of these.” She spun the staff deftly; his eyebrows went up. “And I seem to remember spending a lot of time getting into trouble, and her having to come save my neck.” She held up the staff and started toward the running water; he followed. “Still, even back then, I could talk my way out of things, and sometimes that was a lot of help to her. Unexpected help. So don’t feel like you have to be able to swing a sword to help out; it just isn’t true.” She glanced sidelong at Homer; suddenly, her cheekbones felt warm as she knelt at the water’s edge and drank next to him. Flustered, she freed a flat leather pouch from her belt, uncorked it, and eased the opening into the stream.

			“Did I ever tell you about what happened when I made the mistake of telling a virgin priestess and a cave full of concerned villagers and priests that the girl was reading from a sacred scroll in the wrong rhythm? And how when I read it right, I woke three Titans?” She sighed and shook her head. “That could have been an awful mess. It was—well, it came awfully close. But Xena fought one of the Titans, Hyperion, and a bunch of really nasty thug types who’d been threatening the villagers—which was why they wanted the Titans to fight for them in the first place. Well, who knew the Titans would be looking out for Number One, rather than the people who freed them? I talked as fast as I’ve ever talked in my life, and it still wasn’t easy.”

			Gabrielle glanced sidelong at Homer as she pulled the filled bag from the water and re-corked it. He was openly appreciative of the tale, and she could almost hear his mind filing it away for later retelling. “Well, anyway,” she said with an offhand shrug, “that’s how we started out together. Xena fought, I talked. And between us, we fixed things. The two remaining Titans were turned back to stone, the thugs were run off or flattened, and the village was saved.”

			“Really?” He smiled warmly; she couldn’t tell if he thought she was embroidering wildly on some tale from her own village or actually telling the truth. He obviously liked the story—well, that was something, anyway. She got stiffly to her feet, hung the dripping bag from the saddle, and took up the reins.

			“Really,” Gabrielle said solemnly as she picked her way around a pile of rubble; Argo followed, his muzzle dripping onto her arm. She sighed faintly and wiped away the cool drops. “If we were going the right direction, I could even show you the cave where they are—you can make out their shapes in the rocks. She was really pretty—Theia, the Titaness—and nice, too.”

			“Really!” Homer said thoughtfully. Of course, that was another bardic trick: offer to show the exact location of the tale—if only you could. But there was always a good-sounding excuse why you couldn’t. Still, he seemed impressed. “When there’s time, you’ll have to tell me the whole tale.”

			“Well, sure.” She cast him a warm smile, and thought, Everything except maybe the part about Phyleus. The young priest had nearly been her “first.” Not that Homer wouldn’t understand about that kind of thing—she thought he would. He certainly wouldn’t be jealous, because he and she weren’t that sort of friends. But—well, some things were a little too personal to share. Come to think of it, I’ve never explained about Phyleus to Xena, either. And I have no clue about any relationships Homer had before we met. Or since—or presently.

			

			Some distance ahead of them, Xena ran steadily along a dusty, narrow track that bordered a dry streambed and wound slowly uphill between two steep-sloped mountains. It was nearly dark in the ravine; now and again, she had to slow to check for tracks, though it wasn’t likely the men or the chariots would have been able to branch off this track once they’d ridden onto it. Most places, stones and trees would block anything but a fairly narrow human from striking out cross-country. Atalanta was still ahead of her, but she was steadily gaining on the huntress; the narrow, shallow footprints were less and less blurred by wind each time she checked. The chariot tracks, unfortunately, were clearly hours old.

			One long, last climb brought her out of the trees and into an area of cracked and pulverized stone. An odd shape in the increasing gloom brought her up short: a chariot, one wheel shattered, rested at an awkward angle against the bank. The horse traces had been cut, and the horses were long gone. The rails were cool, lightly beaded with dew, and the car was empty. Another hundred or so paces further, the path moved away from the streambed, crossed smoothed, solid stone for a short distance, and then, narrower than ever, went back into soft dirt. More tracks were here, scarcely visible even when she knelt to examine them: a number of thin chariot wheels had passed here; after them, narrow boots. Xena sighed and gazed around as she got to her feet. Still no way for a chariot to leave the road; it would be smashed to bits on the stones, even if the horses could manage to pick a way through without breaking a leg or throwing the riders. She drew a deep breath, resettled her sword more firmly in its scabbard, and took off again.

			The moon was just beginning to peer over the edge of the cliff to her left to shine on the sea, and great rock to give way to trees and brush, when she caught up to Atalanta. The sprinter was standing in the midst of the track, clearly waiting for her, arms folded across her chest. At her back, a clutch of five empty chariots stood mid-road. A pale horse limped slowly from shade behind her and nuzzled the ground at the track’s edge; a length of harness bound him to the wheel of the nearest chariot.

			Sweat beaded on the huntress’s brow and plastered the thin yellow chiton to her skin; her long, thin mouth was sardonic. “Xena. I knew I could count on you. What took you so long?”

			“I’m here now,” Xena replied steadily, and started to go around her. Atalanta held out an arm and shook her head.

			“Go right on, if you insist. I got here too late to read the tracks or the road clearly; it was too dark to see anything except that they’d used a branch to obliterate footprints moving away from the cars, and they’d done that for some distance up the road and on both sides of it. Also, that stupid lame brute has muddled the ground all around the carts. I need light before I can tell which way they’ve gone—real light, not simply a torch. And I need sleep before I make another run like that last one.” She shrugged. “But of course I wouldn’t dream of telling you what to do. You want to go tearing around the woods in full dark, be my guest. The horse’s skin is cool; they’ve been gone for some time—before sunset, easily.”

			“Really,” Xena said flatly as the huntress paused.

			“Really. Don’t bother to take my word for it,” Atalanta added sourly. “You ride, you’ve driven a chariot. Figure it out for yourself, the distances and how hard a horse can run a road like this one.”

			“I’ll take your word—for now.”

			“Thank you so much. Take the time to figure it, you’ll see I’m right. They could be anywhere. Like twenty paces behind me, or halfway to Sparta.”

			“Why would they go to Sparta?” Xena asked evenly.

			“Why go anywhere? Why take those girls? Why take this road? Why would I know?” Atalanta snapped. “I doubt they’re close, because sound carries in country like this, and I haven’t heard anything in an hour, except you corning up the road. My own guess is that they’re beyond the ridge over there.” She turned to point roughly northwest.

			Xena gazed at her for a long moment, then shrugged. “All right, I’ll wait. I’d like to be able to see what I’m walking over, anyway.” Her smile was a mirthless flash of teeth. “No offense intended. If those men were going to murder their captives, they’d have done it by now.” Other, equally ugly possibilities hung unspoken between them.

			“They’d have murdered the girls on the spot, back on that beach in Athens, if that was what they wanted to do. By now, if they’d wanted to—to—well, anything is possible,” Atalanta agreed coldly.

			“And if it’s done, then it’s beyond preventing. Agreed.” Xena wasn’t about to let herself be baited. “All right, we’ll wait here until daybreak. You going to object to a fire?”

			The huntress considered this, then shook her head. “A small one—no. A fire on this road could be anybody, I suppose. They—they might not expect someone following them yet, and they—I don’t know. They aren’t on this side of the ridge for certain. I would have heard or seen something.”

			“Really?”

			“It’s what I do, remember?” Atalanta hissed. “You want fire, we’d better start getting wood together before we have to find it by feel. And I hope you don’t need anything hunted tonight; it’s too dark, and I’m tired.”

			“Don’t put yourself out on my account,” Xena replied with a flash of teeth. The huntress spun away and stalked across the road. Xena went in the opposite direction to see what she could find.

			
			It took time to get enough dry wood and small bits to start a fire that wouldn’t light the entire hillside—or smoke; by the time Xena got it to catch properly, it was full dark. Atalanta huddled in her boarskin cape, her dark eyes fixed on the fire. Xena dropped down across from her, felt in one of her small belt bags, and drew out a trail stick—a tough, dried mess comprised of bits of smoked meat, fruit, and herbs, rolled together and dried over an apple-wood fire. Not the greatest taste, but better than her attempts at soup or stew, and good for filling the stomach and for energy. “Here,” she said, and held out the stick. Atalanta started nervously, eyed the thing—or the hand holding it—warily, then shook her head. “Go on,” Xena urged. “I have several. You can pick one and watch me take the first bite, in case you think I’m trying to poison you.”

			“Hah,” Atalanta responded sourly, and snatched the stick. She turned a little aside to sink her teeth into it—shy about eating with anyone else, Xena thought, or unwilling to let her despised comrade see how desperately hungry she was. She doesn’t eat enough to keep a butterfly alive. Look at her—all bone and skin, no muscle anywhere except her legs. I don’t care what goddess has blessed her, or how fast she can run, that isn’t healthy. “Thank you,” the huntress mumbled finally. “Tough—but it tastes good. I hope it isn’t half lard,” she added warily, and stopped chewing.

			“Just enough to hold it together. Here—take another, you worked for it.”

			“I—”

			“Go on,” Xena urged. “It won’t make you fat.”

			“Fat.” Atalanta shuddered and let the half-eaten stick fall. Xena sighed under her breath, retrieved the stick, wiped it off, and held out another.

			“You need something in your stomach, particularly after a day like today. You need the energy, all right? You want to find those girls tomorrow and get them back to their mothers, don’t you? You ought to know you can’t do it without food. Real food. But this will hold you over.” Until Gabrielle gets here, she added to herself. Atalanta seemed to have forgotten about that little detail; it could stay forgotten until the girl actually got here. Avoid another spat, at least for the moment. Atalanta took the second stick, bit off an end and chewed, her eyes fixed blankly on the ground just in front of the fire.

			Xena shoved another dry branch into the flames and found herself hoping Gabrielle was still carrying her favorite soup starter—the leather bag filled with sun-dried vegetables and a few bits of travel stick, a handful of barley, and whatever herbs she had at hand to kill the taste of the leather bag. It had kept the two of them fed on more than one night when they’d been between villages at full dark. Better yet, maybe the girl would have had the forethought to stop at one of the streams she’d crossed coming here so she could add water to the mix; if so, it could be poured into the pot strapped to Argo’s ample rump and then heated. It wasn’t exciting, or even particularly tasty, but it was certainly better than her own cooking. With a few slices of dry bread tossed into the pot, it made an extremely filling soup.

			But, she admitted to herself, the necessity of riding Argo had probably driven everything else from Gabrielle’s head. If Gabrielle had to track down water up here, it would take at least an hour for the dry stuff to soften and become soup. The warrior scowled at her half-eaten trail stick. Amazing. I’m sitting across a campfire from someone I detest—someone who can barely stand to be on the same mountainside with me. We’re waiting for dawn so we can track down dirty thugs who’d dare kidnap young girls—and all I can think about is food. Dear gods and goddesses, Gabrielle’s finally gotten to me.

			Her mouth quirked, and she turned away to hide a smile. Atalanta would surely assume it was somehow directed toward her, an intended insult, and start another argument. At the moment, the quiet was particularly nice.

			It lasted for at least another hour. The moon had broken free of the distant sea, and the tops of the taller trees were frosted with pale light; the fire had burned down once, and Xena had gone for more wood. Atalanta finished her trail stick, pulled the boarskin close around her, and sank into a moody study of her sandals. Silence, except for the soft snapping of the fire. Thin clouds rolled in from the south; the moon appeared to be flying across the sky as it sailed in and out of cover.

			The lame horse roused them both, whickering softly. Atalanta rolled her eyes, but Xena was already on her feet, striding toward the road. She reached it just as the moon broke clear once more. The bluish light bleached Gabrielle’s hair and Argo a ghastly white. A third figure limped at Gabrielle’s side.

			Gabrielle caught sight of Xena and waved. “Hi! Hope we aren’t too late. I brought dinner and—and I brought Homer. I think they were gonna lynch him back there on the sand, it was getting crazy. Well, I thought, you really shouldn’t waste a good bard, right?”

			Xena smiled; behind her, she could hear Atalanta cursing steadily and inventively under her breath. “Main reason I keep you around, Gabrielle. Besides your traveling stew, of course.” The smile broadened. “I’m glad to see you again so soon, Homer. You already met Atalanta, didn’t you?”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			“I’m glad you took me at my word and made a picnic of this,” Atalanta growled. Xena chopped a hand her direction for silence and followed it up with a warning glare. Gabrielle, unusually sensitive to mood this night, laughed nervously.

			“Listen, I also brought you Argo—and hey, nothing personal, horse, but she’s all yours. And vice versa. I may not be able to stand tomorrow, let alone walk. Human legs weren’t meant to spread that far apart, you know?” She turned to her companion and asked anxiously, “Homer, are you going to survive this?”

			“I’m dead,” he moaned.

			Gabrielle gave a weary smile and patted his shoulder. “Hey, a little food, a little conversation around the fire, a good night’s sleep, you’ll be fine.” The eyes that met Xena’s were worried, though; she turned away, freed the pot and the leather bag from the saddle, and limped toward the fire. “I’m earning my keep. I want you to know the stew’s been soaking since the foot of that cliff, so it should only need to warm up.”

			Xena took the reins and led Argo around the fire, slowing to murmur in Atalanta’s direction, “Remember what I told you earlier: only a fool annoys a bard. The resulting stories are usually wildly comic, easily repeatable, and not at all amusing to the fool.” Atalanta gave her a searing look, then turned away to glare at the fire. “Fine. Be that way. You have two bards here, it’s your choice,” Xena added. “If you’ve got any sense, you’ll come off the sulk and think of this as the chance for two heroic tales about the fabled huntress for the price of one.” The fabled huntress cast the warrior another black glance, but by the time Gabrielle and Homer staggered up to the fire, she had composed her face and even managed a faint, shy-looking smile for both before she bent to gather a handful of sticks to feed to the fire. Her eyes were mutinous, but neither Gabrielle nor Homer was in any condition to notice.

			Gabrielle cautiously eased herself down, winced as her backside made contact with hard and rocky ground, then settled the blackened pot against the fire and concentrated on pouring cold stew makings from the bag into the pot. “There. That won’t take awfully long, it’s been soaking since—well, it sure feels like forever.” She smiled in Atalanta’s direction, but the woman’s attention seemed to be fixed on the flames. Homer sat down beside her. “Homer? You sure you’re all right? I mean, you’re moving even more slowly than I am, and I know how bad I feel.”

			“Mmmm.” He had only just managed to get himself settled. “I’m sorry, Gabrielle; I—” His color appeared rather high, though that might have been a trick of the fire. “You know my father—a little about me. He wanted me to be a bard so much, I never—well, I’ve never been on a horse before today.”

			Gabrielle gazed at him in astonishment, and even Atalanta looked surprised before bending back to feed the fire. “You—really?” Gabrielle demanded.

			He shrugged and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I told you. He’s a carpenter, and a good one, but he wanted so much more for me. He wanted me to be a bard from the first time I told a tale—”

			“When you were five,” Gabrielle said softly. “I remember, see?”

			“Five,” Homer agreed quietly. “I’m—please understand, it’s all I ever wanted, too. But it meant changes in my life. Suddenly there were new rules, things I had to do each day, things I couldn’t do. He meant it for the best, I know he did,” he said unhappily.

			“Homer, I’ve met Polonius,” Gabrielle said, even more softly. One small hand cupped his chin and forced his eyes to meet hers. “He loves you very much, and of course he wanted the best for you. He just didn’t know how to go about making your dream come true. All of that—those new rules—they set you apart from the other boys in your village, didn’t they?”

			“Right from the first,” Homer said. His hand came up to rest on hers, and he smiled briefly. “I couldn’t go into the fields with the other boys, couldn’t serve as a crow-scare just before harvest, couldn’t participate in any of the harvest fest races—might somehow injure my voice, you see—couldn’t ride anything from a donkey to a horse, for fear I might fall and hurt myself.”

			“That would be hard on a boy,” Gabrielle said quietly. “On anyone. But at least you had your stories.”

			He smiled. “I did. And it was nice, honestly. Father’d come in at night, and after we ate, he’d sit back with some bit of carving or something, just keeping his hands busy, while I told him a story—sometimes one of the myths that I knew, often something I’d made up myself during the day. It was lonely sometimes, but not always—especially during the hot days of summer. The other kids preferred sitting in the shade and listening to tales, so I was pretty popular then.”

			Atalanta was gazing at him from across the fire, but as Gabrielle shifted, the huntress got up and walked away. Gabrielle’s eyes followed her briefly. Homer, who was biting his lip as he cautiously kneaded his fingers together, didn’t seem to notice. Silence. “Well, I’ll tell you what,” Gabrielle said finally. “That was brave of you, getting up on Argo and coming with me. I would have been petrified.”

			“I was,” he admitted ruefully. “If I’d had time to think, I probably wouldn’t have done it.” He glanced up at her and smiled briefly, then went back to massaging his hands. “So it wasn’t really bravery at all, just—not thinking.”

			“You can call it what you like—I know what I think.” Gabrielle held a hand over the contents of the pot. “Warm but not boiling—it’s ready when you are,” she announced.

			The stew didn’t last long. Gabrielle swabbed the bottom of the pot with a handful of grass and set it aside, then stretched out on her back with a stifled groan. “I’m gonna hate the morning,” she mumbled, and closed her eyes.

			“You’ll be fine after a few minutes on your feet,” Xena told her. It was the first thing she’d said in hours. Atalanta licked stew from her fingers and gave the warrior a cold, sidelong look. “So, Gabrielle, tell me what you learned back there.”

			“Well—it wasn’t much, I’m afraid.” The girl spread her hands in a broad shrug. “The usual thing. You know, it all happened so fast, no two people saw the same thing. What I got was a bunch of really grubby down-on-their-luck types—worse than Kalamos and his bunch, the kind who probably wouldn’t be good for much beyond stealing helpless little girls,” she said indignantly.

			“Never mind, Gabrielle,” Xena put in. “Getting angry won’t help anyone right now. What else?”

			“Well, the carts and horses and everything—that was new and shiny, expensive stuff. Stolen from some noble or another, I’d say.” Atalanta started, and Gabrielle glanced in her direction; the huntress shook her head and began sucking her fingers, as though she’d burned them.

			“Good thought,” Xena said approvingly. “If necessary, we can find out who in Athens might be missing some expensive chariots and everything that goes with them—and if he had a reason for hiring pond scum to drive them and kidnap girls from that race.” She scowled at her hands, then eyed Gabrielle. “It doesn’t make sense; men of that class don’t drive chariots. It takes skill and training.”

			“Well—sure.” Gabrielle considered this, then nodded enthusiastically. “I should have caught that; after all, I’ve ridden in a couple of the things . . .” A corner of Xena’s mouth quirked.

			“You sure have.”

			“So whatever they might be—the guys who grabbed the girls, I mean—the guys who drove are professionals.”

			“I’d think so. What else?”

			“Else . . . hmmm.” Gabrielle’s brow furrowed briefly. “Not much. They covered their faces, everything but the eyes, according to one mother.” Her face was suddenly solemn as she remembered the mother in question. Euterpe’s mother. Where was Euterpe at this hour? Was she sleeping, dead, scared, in tears? I must have seen her run, but she could have been any of them, eager young girls trying to copy their hero. Atalanta. Their hero sat like a stone, staring at the fire, still absently rubbing her fingers. Oblivious.

			“All right.” Xena’s words broke an increasingly dismal train of thought. “So possibly they didn’t want to show their faces. Which might mean they’re known in the market.”

			Gabrielle shook herself. “Good point. Still—why?”

			“We’ll find that out tomorrow, won’t we?”

			Gabrielle eyed her solemnly. “Let’s hope we will. One day is more than enough. Those poor girls, the women waiting for them, the fathers . . . it’s dreadful.”

			Xena’s eyes were grave. “I know. It’s something you can’t make better by dwelling on, though. Think of something else to talk about, why don’t you?”

			Something else . . . what else was there, just now? Gabrielle wondered unhappily. Homer patted her shoulder, then shifted his weight cautiously, and smiled at Atalanta.

			“I couldn’t help noticing your cloak,” he said in a clear shift of topic. “It’s a beautiful hide.”

			It would have taken a harder woman than Atalanta to withstand such an assault of youthful charm, Xena thought. After a moment, Atalanta smiled back at him, then shrugged, trying to be casual. “It’s boar—something I got in Caledonia,” she said. Homer’s eyes went wide and his jaw dropped.

			“That boar? That—that hunt?” he breathed. She nodded. “I’ve heard about it, the way one does—bits of rumor and so on. But never—I mean,” he added carefully, “I know you have your own personal bard. I’m certain he’s already set the tale in verse for you, and I’d never dream of trying to steal his fire, but—” He gazed down at the ground, then glanced back at her.

			To his surprise, and Xena’s astonishment, Atalanta laughed aloud, a delighted young girl’s laugh that erased years from her face, and clapped her hands together. “You’re sweet,” she said in a shy girl’s voice. “What do they call you, bard?”

			“Ah—ah—ah—Homer,” he stuttered; the tip of his nose was suddenly very red.

			“Homer. Well, I’ll tell you, Homer. Endymion is a very passable bard, but he doesn’t care much for my tales. He prefers tales of pure heroism like Orpheus’ journey to rescue his beloved Eurydice from Hades, or just—well, love. He doesn’t like telling violence—and the boar of Caledonia certainly was a nasty brute.” She pulled a log from near the fire, settled it behind her back, and clasped her hands around one knee; her gaze was fixed on something beyond the road and the abandoned chariots. “Four times the size of a normal boar and of an evil temper,” she murmured. “It killed cattle and men at will, trampled the fields—”

			“They say a goddess sent it to punish the king for not remembering to decorate her shrine,” Homer put in as she paused. “Though I thought it unkind of the goddess to make an entire kingdom suffer and starve for the mental lapses of one man.”

			Atalanta shrugged. “It’s as good a tale as any, I suppose. I thought the beast simply came down from the mountains after the heavy snows two winters ago. However it came, it was there, tearing Caledonia to shreds. The king was desperate; nothing he’d tried had worked, so someone suggested a great hunt. Word went around, the way it does.” Her gaze slid sideways and fixed on Xena. “I’m surprised you weren’t there.”

			Xena shook her head, and the corner of her mouth twitched. “I heard about it, but I wasn’t much interested. I was up north, helping some villagers. I’m not a hunter or a hero, anyway.” She turned away and fed sticks into the fire.

			“There were a lot of us,” Atalanta went on after a moment. Her eyes were warm, her voice suddenly soft and almost dreamy. “Some of the bravest and handsomest young Greeks, well-muscled, weapons-crafty, yet still at that golden age when sunlight touches the skin with love and the beard does not yet darken young cheeks. The brothers Castor and Pollux . . . young Pirithuos, and his friend Theseus . . .”

			“You know the king?” Gabrielle demanded, her eyes wide.

			“Well—” Atalanta smiled faintly and shrugged. “I hunted with him. We never spoke, though. Odd, in a way, since he married an Amazon. He certainly couldn’t have been affronted by my presence, or afraid of me. Like some.”

			“Yes. You were the only woman, weren’t you?” Homer put in softly. “That must have been—I can’t imagine it.”

			“It wasn’t very pleasant,” she said. “Not at first, especially. I already had something of a reputation as a huntress, of course, or I wouldn’t have dared set foot in the palace. But most of the men there were older, set in their ways. You know the sort,” she added sourly and lisped in a high, angry voice: “‘Let your parents raise and train you, then ride in a covered litter to the home of my mother and stay within those walls to the end of your days, taking care of me.’ It’s Menelaus and his kind, poisoning men’s minds, if you ask me,” she added in an even angrier voice. “They treated me like—the nicest thing most of them said was, ‘Go home and play with your dolls, little girl.’”

			“How unfair! That would hurt,” Homer said.

			Gabrielle sat up next to him and shook her head. “Of course it would hurt—but I wouldn’t think about that at the time. It would really make me angry. Mad enough to want to prove myself.”

			Atalanta’s gaze rested thoughtfully on her. “You really aren’t stupid, are you? That’s just what it did. Well—it made me angry enough to demand an audience with the king, so I could invoke my right to stay in the hunt. The call hadn’t specified male heroes only, after all. But the king was a weakling.” Her eyes were dark with remembered humiliation. “Bullied by his wife, Althea, who tried to swaddle her only son from anything that might possibly hurt him in any fashion. She said—well, never mind what she said.” She closed her eyes and sighed faintly. “I argued for—it seemed hours. It might have actually been. Castor and Pollux were starting to take my side against some of the other men, they were shouting I should at least have a chance since I’d come so far and wanted it so badly. Some of the others were shouting that I’d wasted an entire day with my whining, that by now the boar could be dead and the feast begun. And Queen Althea was whispering in the king’s ear, pressing him to send me home to my mother.”

			She brooded on the fire. “‘Send her home to her mother, with a message to put her in some decent skirts.’ That’s what she said, and when Castor—Pollux— You know,” she said with a faint smile, “I never could tell them apart! One of them was trying to get the king’s attention, and Althea was about to have him tossed out, and that had his immortal brother up in arms. Then all at once, the prince came into the chamber.” She drew a deep breath, let it out as a long, quiet sigh. “Prince Meleager interceded, and his mother was caught in a proper trap. She couldn’t deny her son—her perfect, priceless, only child—anything he really wanted, and what he wanted was—well, was me.” She shrugged. “So I got what I wanted, a chance to prove myself. And Meleager—well, he wanted me in the hunt, but for all the wrong reasons. It was maddening: I had my sights fixed on the boar, on tracking him and finishing him and winning out over everyone else there, and at every turn, there was Meleager. Everywhere I went, all that evening: next to me at the feast, next to me during the entertainment that followed. At my side when we gathered the next morning to begin the hunt. I wasn’t interested in—in that.” Unexpectedly, she blushed a deep, fiery red. “Well, I wasn’t,” she added shortly. “And, of course, he wasn’t really in love, or so I thought at the time. He was young for his years, I thought, and moonstruck.” She wasn’t paying heed to her audience at all; the words and the thoughts were inwardly directed. Gabrielle glanced at Xena, who rolled her eyes and shrugged.

			With a start, Atalanta came back to the moment; her color was even higher as she glanced in Homer’s direction. “I didn’t care about that—Meleager, his mother, the others involved—about anything, so long as they let me into the field with the men, so long as I could be part of the hunt. It was so important, nothing else mattered. Well, we were out of the palace as soon as the sun rose, and found destruction and prints everywhere, almost to the castle walls in one place. Sign of the boar everywhere—but no boar.” She held up her hands, making an enormous oval. Homer blinked. “No mistaking his prints for a normal pig’s, either. Or the damage he’d left—the smell of death all around us—dead, bloated cattle and sheep everywhere, too many to burn, and the herders terrified to go into the fields to deal with them anyway.” She came back to the moment with a little start and another brief smile for Homer. “You can see why Endymion wouldn’t want to cast this into verse.”

			“It wouldn’t need to dwell on detail like that,” Homer began, then shook his head. “Unimportant. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you. Go on, please.”

			“Well, we hunted most of that day, splitting into smaller and smaller groups, until finally it was me, Meleager, and another boy—I never knew his name, poor thing. The ground was boggy where we stood, the hour late and humid, no wind, and so of course, insects everywhere. I remember thinking the smell of dead beasts and mud and flowering weeds all combined was so awful. My legs and feet ached, and my arms were covered in bites. And I remember thinking how stupid that so many niggling, trivial things should interfere with something as important and heroic as this hunt.”

			“I understand,” Gabrielle said earnestly, and when Atalanta glanced at her, she nodded.

			“Well—perhaps,” the huntress conceded. Her eyes remained fixed on Gabrielle for a long, thoughtful moment. She shook herself then, and turned her gaze back to the fire. “Well—where was I? Oh, yes. I was following fresh trace, when all at once the boy shouted, then screamed. He came flying out of the brush, and right on his heels was a massive, mottled blur. The ground shook. The boy’s scream was cut off—” She closed her eyes, then swallowed. “The beast stopped maybe ten paces from us, and when I meet Cerberus, I swear he will seem not half as fearful as was that boar: as high at the shoulder as I am, bulky as an ox but fast on its feet, and terrifyingly agile. Hairs like that”—she held her hands nearly a forearm apart—“bristled from his snout; his eyes were”—she closed her eyes and shuddered—“were red, like dried blood. Evil. I looked into them and saw my death, saw the manner of it. It nearly froze me where I stood. But I think it couldn’t decide which of us it wanted first, and that gave me my only chance. It settled that horrid gaze on Meleager and took one step forward. I threaded an arrow, drew back the bowstring, somehow calmed my breathing enough to steady the bow, sighted, and shot. The arrow lodged just behind the boar’s shoulder, a deep wound but not a killing one. With a roar that momentarily deafened us, he wheeled and charged back into the brush. We followed at once, of course.”

			“You—followed?” Homer demanded breathlessly. “You went after a wounded boar of any size? Into the brush, where you couldn’t see anything?”

			Atalanta nodded, then licked her lips. “We didn’t dare lose him. He was still a deadly threat, and it would be on my shoulders if I sent him straight back into the others in such a state. It would have been on my shoulders if he killed someone because I had only wounded him, and not made an instant kill. I was running as fast as I dared on that boggy, uneven ground, so of course Meleager lagged behind me. Though not by much,” she added, and her mouth briefly softened. “When we got to open ground again, the boar was down, a dozen of our forces surrounding him, four spears and a handful of arrows in him. He was badly bloodied but still a danger. Castor, I think it was, caught hold of the beast’s head and pulled it back so Meleager could cut his throat. We lost two hunters altogether—only two, as the better heroic tales will tell you—but the boar was dead.”

			Her mouth tightened. “At the feast that night, they tried to honor Meleager with the hide because it was he who’d actually killed the brute. He refused it, and insisted it be given to me for drawing first blood. His mother—” She shook her head and managed a smile. “Well, you wanted the tale; there it is. Pity I’m not a better teller.” She stood abruptly and strode from the fire.

			Homer stared after her. “Meleager—the name’s familiar,” he said vexedly. Gabrielle tapped his arm.

			“He’s dead. He died that very night,” she said. “I’ve heard four or five different explanations of how he died, but it’s all because he gave the hide to her, and his family and the other hunters were outraged.” She turned to gaze after the huntress. “Poor thing. How awful to love a man and then have—have that to remember him by.”

			Xena stirred. “Maybe she didn’t really love him, Gabrielle. Not everyone has your heart, you know. More likely she feels guilty because she didn’t care for him at all. If she feels anything,” she mumbled to herself. Gabrielle looked at her in confusion. “Never mind, it’s not important. I’m going to check on Argo, then I’m coming back to get some sleep. I’d suggest you two do the same; we’ll be on the move before the sun’s up tomorrow.” She left the fire in the other direction. Gabrielle sighed.

			“But the look in her eyes, just now. Atalanta’s, I mean. I think she loved him—and probably didn’t realize it until too late. Or maybe she did know but couldn’t have told him. She just doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who could openly say ‘I love you.’” She glanced at Homer. “You know—like your father. Some people hold things in because they don’t know how to say that without feeling foolish. Maybe she’s one of those.”

			“I know,” Homer replied softly. “That would be terribly sad, wouldn’t it?” He took her hand and held it lightly for a long moment, then shifted into bardic voice:

			
			
“Hold me gently in your hands,

			Echo words I’ll never say.
When my sentences are uttered,
You will carry me away.”

			
			Gabrielle stared at him. “I—Oh, wait, it’s a riddle. And a good one,” she added after a moment. She eased her hand from his and gazed down at both of hers as she thought hard. “When my sentences are uttered—oh!” She gave him an impudent grin. “Scroll, of course.”

			He rolled his eyes and smiled back. “Of course. You are good; I tried that one at the Academy, and only Docenios got it.” He shrugged. “And I think only because he had a handful of scrolls at the time.”

			
			Out in the darkness, Xena rubbed Argo’s neck and stared back toward the fire. “Very nice story,” she murmured. Some of it might even be true. The hunt itself—well, the Caledonian boar hunt had taken place; details about it were sketchy and often contradictory. Possibly Atalanta had won the hide just as she said—though it was also possible she’d bought a large skin from a tanner.

			No one had ever said Atalanta wasn’t clever, and she was most certainly conscious of her image. Probably her latest boy-bard had concocted most of that heart-wrenching story from whole cloth. Once Atalanta realized she couldn’t shake her unwanted companions, it might have occurred to her to appeal to Gabrielle’s soft heart—and Homer’s.

			She’s still a manipulator, and she doesn’t care who gets hurt, so long as she comes out of things with her reputation as a hero unsullied. She might have fooled the others, but not me. Not after the last time.

			On the other hand, it would take a professional actress to fake the emotion—the stark fear—she’d seen on Atalanta’s face just now.

			Argo lipped her fingers. “Sorry, fellow,” she murmured. “I was ignoring you, wasn’t I? I’d like to know what she’s up to. Too many things about this whole mess just don’t add up.”

			
			Homer was lying flat on his back next to the fire, his eyes closed, when Xena returned. Gabrielle was curled on her side next to him—they were sharing his short wool cloak. She looked up as Xena sat down again, then slipped from beneath the cloak to sit, cross-legged, at her friend’s side. “We’ll find them, won’t we?”

			Don’t frighten her. At the moment, Xena wasn’t certain what they’d find when they caught up to the kidnappers. Best not to share her fears. “We’ll find them, Gabrielle. Soon.”

			“I hope so. I mean—I know you said not to worry about it, but I can’t think of anything else at the moment. And I just can’t think why anyone would—would do that, can you? I mean—Nausicaa’s father’s probably rich; he’s a king, after all, and Phaecia is one of those island kingdoms where everything’s always all right, for some reason. You know, locusts don’t eat the crops, the fish fall into the nets, the fruit drops from the trees and doesn’t get bruised when it falls. So he could pay a lot of money to get her back, and he probably would. But those men just rode up and grabbed girls at random, the way I heard it. And most of the mothers didn’t look rich or anything.” She bit her lip. “I know there are other reasons for stealing girls, but—such young girls!”

			The warrior shook her head. “Don’t tell yourself horror stories before you sleep, Gabrielle. You need rest, so you’re ready for tomorrow. And that won’t help the girls at all. Don’t try to live their story; live your own.”

			“Don’t—where’d you get that?” Gabrielle demanded. Xena smiled apologetically.

			“It’s something I’ve learned over the past few years. We’ll catch up to them, get them away safe—and then we can worry about why, about who was involved, and why.”

			“I—all right. Thanks.” Gabrielle smiled; Xena leaned over to tousle her hair.

			“Any time. Get some sleep.”

			
			Just out of sight, shrouded in her boar cloak and tree shadow, Atalanta stood very still. I knew she’d be suspicious of me, whatever I did. And that girl’s too quick-witted in her own way. She tugged hard at her hair. But everything’s still in place. I can still salvage it.

			She looked away from the fire and turned to pace between the trees. Everything had gone just as she’d intended. Why, of all people, had Xena chosen to show up at the women’s footraces? That girl, of course. The look on her face when she first met me . . . don’t they realize how—how uncomfortable it makes me to see that much worship in someone’s face every single time? Or how hard it was to keep up the appearance of someone worthy of that look. She sighed very faintly, pulled the cloak closely around her arms, and stared gloomily at the abandoned chariots. All right, she ordered herself finally, go over it one more time. So far everything is just fine; it will stay that way. Xena’s suspicious, but that’s only her way. She’d look at me like that no matter what I did, or said, any time we met, under any circumstance. It’s fine; I don’t like her either. Not after last time.

			Probably the best way to deal with Xena would be to return to the fire and sleep—or try to. She was exhausted, and her legs ached from that last hard uphill run. The price you pay for having to reach this place first, to make certain there was nothing amiss when Xena got here. Time to go back to the fire and sleep. She turned to look that way. Xena sat where she had earlier, feeding small sticks to the fire; the eager, chattery girl was no longer sitting next to her, her place taken by the fresh-faced young bard. He used his arms a lot, more than Endyrnion. Not as—well, as pretty, she thought. Probably not quite as young, either, by a year or more. They got too serious as they reached man’s years. Wait a little out here, she decided. She didn’t want another session like that last with Homer. The boy had probed too close to her heart with his questions, awakening emotions she’d rather have left fallow. Better to wait until he slept once more.

			
			Homer glanced at the armor-clad woman next to him, then back to the fire. “I hope you don’t think I’m presumptuous. But Gabrielle told me so much about you—”

			“I’m sure she did,” Xena said. Her eyes moved to the sleeping girl curled on her side under Homer’s cloak, and she smiled. “She’s told me about you, too.” A companionable silence passed then; wind soughed through the treetops and the fire crackled.

			“She beat me in the competition, you know,” he said finally. “For placement at the Academy. Her story—it was wonderful.”

			“She told me about it—and about your slave. I forget the name. It was a good story. You earned your place, Homer.”

			“I—thank you. I—just wanted to say, while she’s asleep, I didn’t think ahead very well, and if I’m in your way, well—I’m sorry. I’ll do my best not to be underfoot. I just—” He swallowed, then stared at the ground. Xena waited him out. “I told her I never had the opportunity before, in all my life, to see a heroic tale in the making. I know it sounds selfish—those poor frightened little girls out there somewhere, and here I sit, thinking about the wonderful story I can make of it all.”

			“Oh, I don’t think that’s exactly true,” Xena said. “And you aren’t in the way. Not in my way. Once I would have said just that.” She smiled, and her eyes turned to the sleeping Gabrielle. “And then she decided I needed her. Well, she was right. It took me a little longer to realize that, of course. These days, I see a larger mural, like the ones made up of all those tiny bits of enameled clay. Things aren’t solved just by brute strength, or valor, or even by words. Sometimes it’s a mixture of all that—” She broke off and shrugged. “Words aren’t what I do.”

			“It’s all right,” Homer said quietly after a long moment. “I understand what you’re telling me. At least, I think I do. Thank you.”

			“Of course.” Xena sighed faintly and stifled a yawn against the back of one hand. “I’m going to take my own advice and get some sleep. If you’re smart, you will, too.”

			“I can try,” Homer said. “But first,” he added diffidently, and shifted into the bardic voice.

			
			
“In with a breath and out with silence,

			Ending with age or ills or violence.
It’s yours to spend wisely, or to squander.
Some lay roots while others wander.
Gods may get in the way,
But they made you to run,
Give your all ’til it’s over, and
The battles are won.”

			
			His eyes met hers, then shifted away.

			Xena shook her head. “I don’t do riddles, you know. Gabrielle’d like that one, since the answer is obviously life . . .”

			To her surprise, he gasped, then broke into quiet laughter. “You know, I’m about to say something I should not ever say,” he managed finally. “Certainly not to a warrior. You’re much more clever than you think, Xena; don’t sell yourself short.”

			She smiled faintly. “I don’t. But I got lucky on that one.”

			“Gabrielle’s told me about you—the kind of team you make. How it was in the beginning and how things have changed since.”

			Silence. Xena finally shrugged and said, “Oh.”

			Homer nodded. “Yes. It seems so odd to me, sitting here and talking to you like this.” He cast her a quick, sidelong glance. “I mean, you’re a warrior; I’ve never so much as struck anyone in anger in all my life. I grew up in a sleepy little village; we never saw war, danger—anything like that. While you—”

			“It’s not quite like that. I had a quiet childhood. I grew up in a village, in a world, where everything had been the same for generations. That all changed in a moment, the day raiders attacked us. We had no weapons, no chance at all. I saw my brother murdered by brutal men. And no one would do anything. I can understand now why they didn’t want to fight. Some of them were too afraid, but most thought they were doing the right thing, that it would go that much worse for them and their families if they fought back. But I knew if we didn’t do something, we’d all die anyway, and it infuriated me that men I’d known my whole life were telling us, ‘Be patient, the king will rescue us, the gods will save us—’ The king was at least two days’ ride from us, and the gods didn’t seem very interested in helping one small village.” Her eyes were dark with remembered pain; silence held for a long moment, then she shook herself.

			“Well, all right. It was a black hour, and someone had to do something. That”—she shrugged and cast him a faint smile—“that someone turned out to be me, and that decision started—well, like any decision, it changed my future.” Silence, a long but comfortable one. “You can have that story if you like.”

			“Thank you.” Homer yawned widely. Xena’s jaws ached, and she turned away from him. “I think the best thing for me would be to try for more sleep. As you reminded me—reminded us—tomorrow comes early and goes long. Thank you.”

			“Of course,” Xena murmured. “Settle in as best you can. The wind will probably be strong by dawn.”

			Homer glanced at Gabrielle, then back at the warrior. “I hope you don’t mind if we—I mean, it isn’t anything—” His voice faded as Xena shook her head and smiled.

			“I know it’s not that kind of relationship, but it’s not my business. Keep each other warm; you’ll sleep better for it and be less stiff in the morning.” Her smile widened. “A little less stiff.”

			“Morning.” Homer contemplated it unhappily, but he obediently turned and cautiously, gently, took back a portion of the cloak from Gabrielle, who now slept on her stomach, the cloth pulled under her right shoulder.

			Xena’s eyes searched the surrounding road, slopes, woods, and distant silvery sea. Atalanta must be somewhere around, but she was beyond anything but a diligent search. She’s not worth that. Probably waiting for everyone around the fire to fall asleep before she came back. The warrior banked the fire with a thick chunk of oak, then got to her feet and retrieved her seldom-used cloak from the pack at Argo’s feet. Ordinarily she wouldn’t need it at this time of year, but the combination of sea and mountain slope might make for chill wind or fog by morning.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			The sky was a clear, cloudless blue, the air damp and cool, and the sun still below the horizon when Xena tugged at Homer’s cloak. “Time to go, you two,” she ordered. A pair of heartfelt groans was her only answer. “Up,” she added, and gave the cloak another tug. It came away in her hand. Gabrielle sat up, eyes still closed, and wrapped her arms around herself; Homer mumbled something and curled into a tight little ball. “Atalanta’s out on the road looking for a sign, which way they went from here. Hurry up.”

			“I’m dead,” Homer muttered as she walked away. “Dead men don’t go anywhere, not before the sun’s up, anyway.”

			“Dead men don’t talk, either,” Gabrielle informed him through a yawn. “Ohhhh,” she added as she staggered to her feet, “I knew I was gonna hate this!” Five short, cautious steps away from the fire; five back. She bit her lip, turned, and tried again. Gabrielle glared at Argo, who was quietly cropping grass a short distance away. “See if I ever get on you again!” It was easier walking back to the fire. Barely. She held out a hand to Homer, who groaned as he took it; she tugged hard, and almost fell into him.

			“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Try again.”

			She braced herself and pulled, this time bringing him to his feet. “Walk a little bit, if you can,” she said through clenched teeth. “It’ll help.”

			“If that’s a joke, it’s a very poor one,” he said, and moaned as he put weight on his right foot. “I don’t think I’ll ever walk again.”

			Gabrielle eyed him sympathetically, then winced as she bent forward to massage her legs. “I think you’ll have to, actually. Or sit here forever.”

			“You can’t think how wonderful that sounds at the moment.” Jaw set, Homer took three slow, awkward steps that brought him to the nearest tree, eased himself around, and leaned against it. “I asked for this, didn’t I?”

			Gabrielle managed a pained smile for him. “No—you asked to come with me. No one would ask for this. Here, lean on me. We’ll walk around the fire a couple of times. If it makes things any better, I don’t think we’ll be going very fast today.”

			“It helps—I think.” He set his jaw and concentrated on walking for several moments. “Why slower?”

			Gabrielle waved her free arm to take in the steep mountainside, overhanging cliffs, windblown trees. “I wager even Atalanta can’t run in that.”

			He eyed the terrain with misgivings. “I must have been mad,” he said.

			“It won’t be so awful, honestly,” she assured him. “And there’ll be plenty of chances to rest, especially if the trail isn’t very clear.”

			“But—why up there?”

			“Well, those men abandoned the chariots here, so they obviously took to the countryside. They’ll have to be tracked, and that takes time.” She frowned. “I wonder if we have time to eat anything before we set out. I’m starved.”

			
			Atalanta stood very still in the center of the road, her back to the chariots, eyes searching the nearest high ground. The surface of the road had been swept clean in both directions; she’d checked. Nothing to see except the prints of the lame horse, and now her own. She turned as something metal clicked against something else: Xena was moving between the cars, glancing into the interior of each. She finally shrugged and came on. “So—you’ve searched. What did you find?”

			“Not much,” the huntress admitted. “There’s a tree branch just up there.” She pointed to a notch in the steep ledge that bordered the east side of the road. “Obviously what they used to cover their traces. They must intend for anyone following them to think they went that way—so they probably didn’t.”

			Xena eyed her sidelong. Atalanta glanced at her, then went back to her visual search of the mountain. She can’t possibly see anything up there, with the sun below the horizon out there, and everything still in shadow. “Maybe they’re stupid and they really did go that way. Are you going to be able to tell?”

			“If they manage to stay on dry, hard rock, probably not. But I know this country, it’s not continuous stone. They’ll have to move onto dirt, or grass, or a game trail, and when they do—” Her voice trailed off, and she sighed. “It’s going to take time.”

			“Well, then, we’d better get started, hadn’t we?”

			Atalanta cast her a sharp look; her mouth thinned with displeasure. “Wrong. I look first, starting at that notch and working back this way, parallel to the road, until I find some trace of them. Then we go. If you’re all up there tromping around, you might cover sign and never know you did it. I’m the tracker, remember?”

			“Oh, I remember,” Xena said softly; her eyes were cold slits.

			Atalanta turned to glare at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing at all. You want to start looking alone, you’d better start now; they’ve had all the time they need to get ahead of us.”

			“They had to stop at some point for rest,” Atalanta said flatly. “I’ll call out when I see something. Keep your chattery little friends out of my way, all right? This is going to call for concentration.” Xena closed the distance between them in a bound and fastened one hand in the throat of the yellow chiton. The huntress’s mouth sagged, and her eyes went wide and nervous.

			“I warned you once. Normally, that’s all anyone gets. Six frightened little girls out there somewhere are buying you a second opportunity. It won’t cost you much to be nice to Gabrielle or Homer, but it’s going to cost you plenty if you treat her like dirt.” She let go of the other woman’s garment and gave her a little shove. “Go concentrate. And remember what I said.” Atalanta tugged the chiton straight, turned on her heel, and strode away. Xena watched as she crossed the road, then entered the narrow cut in the ledge she’d pointed out earlier. She vanished among thick brush and towering stone almost at once. Xena waited an additional count of ten, then turned back to inspect the carts and the road around them more closely.

			She worked slowly, steadily, from the notch back down the road, checked each of the abandoned chariots in turn, but there was nothing to see except brush marks in the dust, overlaid here and there with Atalanta’s narrow prints or the horse’s marks. No identifying markings or paintings on the cars themselves, or on what was left of the harness. Nothing special about the wheels, nothing left on any of the floors. She climbed into the sole wicker car last of all and knelt to peer closely at the inside walls. A long, pale hair had been caught in a broken reed—but she already knew the girls had been carried here. And it could be old, the owner’s hair, if he wears it long—his wife’s . . . She swore and returned to the road, brushing off her knees.

			“Hey, is it all right if we come over there?” Gabrielle hovered on the edge of the road. Behind her, Homer was walking slowly from a nearby tree to the fire pit; he reached it, turned and started back, his eyes narrowed, his mouth set.

			“Sure. There’s nothing here.”

			Gabrielle turned to watch Homer’s progress and nodded enthusiastically as he neared her. “Keep that up, you’re doing great!”

			“Sure am,” he grumbled. “In another year, I may even be able to walk normally again.”

			“Well, you’re doing a lot better anyway,” Gabrielle said. She patted his shoulder as he turned away from her to limp toward the fire pit once more. She crossed the road, peered doubtfully into the wicker car, then looked up at her friend. “Nothing at all, huh? Terrific.” She looked around. “Where’s Atalanta?”

			“Trying to find which way they went,” Xena said evenly. “She said there was sign of them that way”—she pointed toward the notch—“but that it was probably a ruse to mislead us.”

			Gabrielle studied Xena’s face for a long moment, glanced over her shoulder to see where Homer was, then lowered her voice. “There’s something wrong, isn’t there? I mean—besides the obvious something.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s your face. You’re giving me that look that says you’re pretty angry and you don’t want me to know.” She sighed and hung her head. “I guess it was pretty stupid of me to bring him along, wasn’t it?”

			Xena shook her head and wrapped an arm around her companion’s shoulders. “That’s not it at all, Gabrielle. He’s obviously in no shape for a trek like this. But if you’d left him behind and something happened to him because of that . . . You did the best you could in an impossible situation.”

			“Thanks—I think,” Gabrielle said doubtfully. “But—if it isn’t Homer, or something I’ve done, then what?” She paused, searching for the right words.

			Xena shrugged. “It just doesn’t add up. Like you said last night, why take a bunch of little girls and run for it? It couldn’t be for ransom, unless they aren’t looking for much money. They weren’t priests of some obscure little cult looking for sacrificial victims—”

			“I thought of that last night,” Gabrielle said in a small voice.

			“I knew you would. I hope it didn’t keep you from sleeping. Not for fortune, not for a god,” Xena went on thoughtfully. “And it couldn’t be for their company—I’d wager most of them have been in hysterics since they were grabbed. So—why?”

			“And why bring them this far, if it’s for ransom?” Gabrielle asked.

			“Why take them out of the city at all?” Xena countered. “I don’t like it, and I can’t put my finger on why I don’t like it.” Movement high to her left caught her eye; Atalanta had clambered up a steep ledge and was waving vigorously. “I guess that’s our call,” she said.

			Gabrielle squinted, then with an oath shielded her eyes as the sun rising behind her sent brilliant shards of light from water-slicked stone high on the mountain. “What’s that she’s holding?” She paused. “Guess we’ll find out when we—how are we supposed to get up there?”

			Xena touched her shoulder to get her attention and pointed toward the gap. “Get your things, go that way. She’ll have marked the way. I’ll be waiting for you.”

			It took time. The huntress was visibly trembling with the need to be gone when Homer and Gabrielle finally scrambled onto the steeply tilted ledge. “Here,” she said briefly, and held out a short length of rope, knotted with a loop at each end.

			Gabrielle took it. “That’s Nausicaa’s, isn’t it?” Homer nodded.

			Atalanta eyed the heavens, then the still and silent warrior at her side, and nodded. After a moment, she said, “It hasn’t been here long.”

			Gabrielle tied the bit of rope around the strap of her lumpy bag and sighed. “Well, that was an exciting climb.” Behind her, Homer groaned very faintly. “Which way from here?”

			Atalanta shoved the boarskin cloak back across her shoulders and pointed down the ledge and along a narrow ravine that cut roughly northeast. “There. Old streambed; it’s dry now but rough footing. Watch where you step; you break a leg and—”

			“I get the point,” Gabrielle broke in hurriedly. “Let’s go.”

			The morning passed slowly; footholds in the ravine were treacherous indeed, and signs of the passing men and children faint and few and far between, even for Atalanta’s keen eyes. As time wore on, and the day grew hotter, Homer lagged behind. Gabrielle dropped back to keep him company. “Leave markers if you jump out of this thing,” she called ahead. “I’d probably miss where a whole herd of centaurs went by, the way I feel right now.” Xena merely waved a hand at her and kept going; she had stayed on Atalanta’s heels the entire morning. “Remember, I’m the one carrying the lunch!” she added. The last word echoed from the rocks below them, and she clapped a hand over her mouth as Atalanta turned to glower down at her. “Here,” she said to the panting bard as the two women vanished around a bend not far ahead, “this is as good a spot as any for a quick rest.”

			“Are—you sure—that’s a—a good idea?” he asked. Gabrielle dropped onto a flat, shaded stone and patted the rock next to her for answer. He collapsed beside her.

			“Something I learned from Xena early on,” she assured him. “You go farther in the long run, faster, and with a clearer head if you rest once in a while.”

			He leaned forward, his forehead against his hands. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

			“You shouldn’t be,” she said. “You’re doing better than I did at first. Besides,” she added, “think of the great story this will make!”

			“For people who like horror stories,” he replied. Gabrielle chuckled, and he began to laugh. “Well—maybe long years from now, when I’ve forgotten how awful the backs of my legs feel right now.” He sat up straighter and looked around them. “It’s so quiet here. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere so quiet.” Gabrielle sat still for a long moment, then nodded.

			“It feels odd to me, too; after a village, you know.” Another companionable silence. “I wonder where they are.”

			“The girls? They can’t have gone too far, can they? I mean, imagine having to drag or carry a girl like Mitradia through here.” He frowned. “I wish I knew why they’d done it.”

			“That makes three of us,” Gabrielle said. “Maybe all of us; Atalanta wasn’t saying much about it, was she?”

			“Just that she’d get them back . . .” His voice trailed off; he settled his chin on the palm of one hand and stared blankly into the distance. “Funny. Odd, rather. What she said to the old woman—it sounded, well, bardic. Like she’d rehearsed what to say, maybe, or someone had written a speech for her—” He broke off, glancing sidelong at his companion. “But that’s foolish. Forget I said it.”

			“No,” Gabrielle said slowly. “You’re right, it was odd. But she’s—she seems like such an insecure person. Maybe she’s daydreamed about what she’d say or do in certain circumstances. Didn’t you ever know anyone like that?”

			“Yes,” he admitted. “But—insecure?”

			“You heard her story last night,” Gabrielle said. She shifted uncomfortably. “I wish rocks weren’t so hard, you know? Her story—I mean, it just—everything she said, almost every single word, I could just see the scared girl under the hero, the one who doesn’t believe she’s really that talented, or that good, or that worthy of praise. No matter what anyone tells her.”

			“I—well, I guess,” he said doubtfully. “It seemed to me a lot, taking on not just the boar but the king, the queen, those stubborn old men—and for nothing but a chance at fortune and glory. Why would anyone?”

			“Hard to say; I don’t think like that,” Gabrielle said. She sighed and got to her feet. “I guess we’d better get moving before we lose them entirely.”

			“Let’s not do that,” Homer said promptly. His eyes were wide as he edged off the rock and slowly got himself upright.

			“Oh, we’re not lost or anything,” Gabrielle assured him cheerfully. “I can find our way back to Argo any time; I’ve got a great bump of direction. But since we’ve come this far, I want a chance at thumping at least one of those guys. They’re caused a lot of heartache.” Homer eyed her with as much dismay as he’d earlier shown the mountain. “It’s okay,” she added, “Xena’s a match for any ten brutes, even on a bad day; I’ll be lucky to get in one good thump. And they won’t come anywhere close to you.” Silence. She glanced at him, and her coloring was rather high. “Look, I didn’t mean that like it sounded.”

			“It’s all right.” He sighed. “I hadn’t thought about fighting when I asked to come with you. I don’t object to—”

			“Don’t,” she urged, and he fell silent, eying her in confusion. “I mean, don’t feel like it’s something wrong, that you don’t fight, or don’t want to, whatever. It doesn’t mean you’re not as good as anyone else.”

			“Oh, I know that.”

			“You may know it, but you don’t feel it,” Gabrielle replied. “Look, I told you about when I first got together with Xena, and at the time it was great fun and adventure, all that. Well, it was also pretty maddening—it still is, sometimes, because so often she still winds up protecting me, or rescuing me from some stupid situation that, if I were really as good or as clever as I’d like to be, I wouldn’t have needed protection or a rescue from.” She considered this, frowned, glanced back at him. “Does that make sense? Good. Anyway, I want to fight. My village was attacked by Draco’s men—you’ve heard of Draco, I imagine?”

			“Everyone’s heard of Draco,” Homer said.

			“Xena saved us. Saved me. I was this far”—she held her thumb and index finger a hair’s width apart—“from losing most of my skin to a bullwhip; that close to being run off with every other young village girl and turned into a slave. That—that does something to you.” She went on after a moment, “Well, it did to me. I didn’t want to be afraid like that ever again; to know that some goon with a sword and a whip could break me, body and soul. And then, to see Xena take on all those—those—it was amazing. She was wounded and she still broke heads. I’d never seen anything so impressive in all my life. It was—well, yes, it was fate that brought us together.” Silence.

			“You didn’t have the same kind of introduction to the outside world, Homer: you were luckier in some ways. Once I would’ve said you’d lost something by not having to learn how to fight. Well, I’ve seen both sides, and though I know she was wrong about me, personally, I understand better what Xena tried to tell me at first. There’s a—an innocence that shouldn’t be broken. People who don’t have to, or don’t want to, shouldn’t be forced to fight by circumstances, or by what others will think of them if they don’t.” She glanced at him again; the tip of her nose was pink. “I’m not saying this very well,” she said with a nervous little laugh. “Some bard, huh? What I mean is, I think it’s good you don’t fight. And if you really meant what you said, I think it’s great you don’t mind being a guy and having a girl with a big stick defend you—if it comes to that.”

			Silence. The ravine had widened just around the bend; Homer caught up with her and took her hand. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t mind at all. I feel—inadequate, and I haven’t felt that way since Father convinced me to alter my tales according to the audience reaction. But I realize that’s—impractical. Foolish, even. No one can master everything. And”—he squeezed her fingers—“and since it’s you protecting me, I don’t mind quite as much.”

			Gabrielle turned to face him, her eyes bright; her hand squeezed his in return. “Homer, you’re the sweetest man I ever met.”

			
			A distance away, Atalanta had emerged onto hard stone that was probably a waterfall early in the year, when the streambed below them was full. Thick, spiny brush was everywhere. She glanced over her shoulder quickly; the warrior had lost a little ground on the last steep ascent, but not much. The huntress scuffled at the ground before her, where a little dirt had drifted across the rock, then moved to inspect the brush. By the time Xena hauled herself onto the broad ledge, the other woman was bent double to inspect the heavy growth at close range. “They came up here. I told you we hadn’t lost them,” she said sourly and pointed to the scuffed-up dirt.

			“How’d they get off this without getting torn to bits?” Xena demanded.

			Atalanta snorted in exasperation. “Maybe they grew wings and flew! Leave me in peace so I can figure that out, will you?”

			“Whatever you say,” Xena murmured sardonically, but when the huntress straightened to glare at her, she’d already turned to gaze back the way they’d come. No sign yet of Gabrielle and Homer. The boy had been a mistake from the start. Soft. You’re getting soft yourself; indulging Gabrielle the way you do. Still, the girl asked for so little—and so seldom. And usually with her heart in the right place. A bard torn to bits by an Athens mob—there’d be an interesting addition to Xena’s evil mythos, she told herself. And of course, if Gabrielle hadn’t insisted they come to Athens for the races, the huntress would have been on her own out here, searching for six little girls . . . Xena frowned, then half-turned to eye her companion sidelong; Atalanta was still checking the brush—to see if branches had been shoved aside, or maybe checking the dirt for prints, who knew? It’s been almost as though she’s invented this as she’s gone along, she thought. Something was wrong . . . But the thought wouldn’t form properly; she had only a sense of the wrongness, not of why.

			Maybe, with luck, that would come. Atalanta stood up and rubbed the small of her back. “This way,” she said flatly, and was gone through a narrow, and previously invisible, opening in the prickly brush before Xena could respond. The warrior swore under her breath, bent three branches in swift succession until all were pointing the direction the huntress had gone, and dove after her.

			
			Midday came and went; the land around them grew, if anything, more tortured and more difficult to pass. Homer was walking more easily, but now Gabrielle was limping after turning her ankle on a loose rock. Atalanta lost the trail as the sun reached zenith—on a ledge twice the size of the Olympic stadium—and then again not long after that when the kidnappers apparently thought to pull the trick of obscuring their trace with a branch again. Both times she found it quickly. A third time took longer: late afternoon sun lay golden on the woods and reflected in blinding shards from a fast-moving stream, rock-bordered on both sides for some distance.

			“I told you!” Atalanta snarled as Xena gazed at her. “There is absolutely nothing to track! There’s nothing to take prints or show passage! Do you want me to produce proof out of whole cloth?” The huntress balanced on rocks midstream just short of a low waterfall. She’d spent the past hour searching the banks on both sides, all the way to the next waterfall—an impassable mess comprised of stone overhangs, fast-moving, chill water, and two shallow caves that went nowhere. Xena, who’d gone downstream, had had no better luck, and the impatience that had driven her since dawn was threatening to shift into temper. Be easy, she warned herself. It’s likely she’s done just as she said; anyone would be angry, being outwitted like that. I would. I am.

			“All right, I believe you. Fine. So where do we go next?”

			“How should I know?” Atalanta demanded furiously, her cheeks blotched and mottled with uneven color. She shook her head, drew a deep breath, and let it out through her nostrils. “I’m not angry with you, any of you. I just—I don’t have an answer at this moment! And I’m sorry if that doesn’t please you!”

			“It’s not the answer I wanted,” Xena said evenly. “You can’t help that, I understand that. Come down from there, eat something.”

			“Another of those awful, fat-laden sticks of yours?” Atalanta inquired sharply as she slid down to join the others. Xena’s mouth quirked sourly.

			“Nuts and berries if you can find them instead. Food and drink. Even a hero needs those, you know.” The fire of anger kindled again in the woman’s eyes; Xena sighed. I can’t help baiting her; she can’t help reacting. Great. She turned to give Gabrielle a look; the girl was visibly exhausted, and the boy was even worse off. Yet Gabrielle was still unusually sensitive to mood.

			She smiled, spread her arms wide in a peace making gesture, and said, “I’ve got a bunch of trail sticks in here”—she patted the lumpy bag—“but I also have some dried grapes, things like that. Some baked wheat and oats and dried apricots and honey cakes, you know—energy without the animal tissue, if you’re avoiding it. Not quite as hard on the teeth either,” she added as she held out a small square. Atalanta accepted it, sniffed cautiously, then took a bite. “Good, isn’t it?” Gabrielle asked, and took a large bite out of her own.

			“Not bad,” the huntress allowed. But she turned aside, her back to the others, before she took another bite. Xena glanced at her back, then looked at Gabrielle, but Gabrielle had already turned away to offer something to Homer. The apprentice bard was pale and visibly in a lot of pain, but keeping it to himself. Odd. How can anyone be—embarrassed to be seen eating? Everyone has to eat—you die if you don’t. All at once she remembered Thisbe. Thisbe’d been older than her and—well, large all her life. Until she’d been trothed to Pyramus. Somehow, she’d managed to control her appetite. She’d grown slender. Then thin. Then—gaunt. Her mother and father had been pleased; Pyramus, if she recalled correctly, delighted. Thisbe had died two days short of the wedding ceremony, so thin her bones showed through her skin.

			She wouldn’t eat with others, either. I remember that: she was ashamed . . . She glanced sharply at Atalanta, who had stuffed half the oatcake into her belt. Half an oatcake—that wouldn’t keep a dryad alive. But Atalanta seemed, suddenly, very much alive. She glanced skyward, and her mouth curved with visible satisfaction; she clambered back up the stones next to the waterfall with an ease and grace that made poor Homer both groan and stare in admiration. She gazed eagerly all around, then pointed—dramatically, of course, Xena thought, and cast her own eyes heavenward. “There! Dear goddess, why didn’t I see it before? That way—there! Hurry! They aren’t that far ahead of us!”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Gabrielle stared at Xena as the huntress pulled herself up the steep stone wall and vanished. “Did you see or hear anything new?”

			Xena shook her head. “No. All the same—” She whirled around as a horrified scream tore at the air, easily topping even the roar of the waterfall. “Wait here! I’ll be back!”

			“Right!” Gabrielle called after her; the warrior was already finding handholds on rough stone, and moments later she disappeared after Atalanta. Gabrielle stared anxiously at the rock barrier and bit her knuckle; when Homer came up behind her and touched her arm, she started violently. He jumped.

			“What do you think that’s—all about?”

			“I wish I knew,” Gabrielle murmured; her fingers closed on his arm, and his free hand covered hers. “I guess we’ll know pretty quickly.” She swallowed hard. “I hope it’s—I mean, it can’t be—I mean—”

			“I know what you mean,” he said quietly. His eyes, like hers, were fixed on the waterfall and the tumble of massive stones flanking it. And on the woods above it.

			It seemed forever, but could only have been moments, when Xena reappeared, overhead and some paces northeast of where she’d climbed up. She cupped hands around her mouth and shouted, “Don’t come up this way!”

			Gabrielle’s eyes closed and she bit her lip.

			“Why?” Homer shouted, when it became clear his companion was momentarily beyond speech.

			“Just—don’t!”

			“Please, I have to know!” Gabrielle yelled. “It’s not—not the girls?”

			“No! There’s no sign of them, but there’re dead men everywhere, it’s a—it’s not a pretty sight,” Xena finished grimly. “I can see part of a trail from up here, goes around that way! You’ll have to jump the stream, then you’ll see it!” She turned and vanished once more. Gabrielle gazed at Homer, her face pale, her eyes wide and frightened. He stared back at her, and finally swallowed.

			“I guess—we should go,” he said doubtfully.

			“It’s all right,” Gabrielle replied. She walked toward the water, then upstream a few paces, looking for the best place to jump across. She jumped, waited for him, then led the way; the noise of the waterfall filled the air, making conversation difficult until they rounded a pile of spray-drenched boulders. “I mean—I didn’t mean all right; something bad must have happened up there. But she’s not—she wouldn’t lie about something like that; it wouldn’t help anyone. But”—she licked her lips—“but if she says it’s not a pretty sight, then—”

			“Then it’s not one I want to add to my visions,” Homer finished grimly as she hesitated. “I hope you’re right—about the girls, I mean.” Gabrielle nodded firmly, but her eyes were bleak. She just might not have found their bodies yet. She wouldn’t think about that—would try not to, she told herself more honestly. She blinked and tried to force a smile for Homer, who looked awful. His eyes kept straying to the steep hillside on their left. “Look,” he said after a moment, “I think she was right about the trail. There’s some kind of clear spot, that way, between those two oak trees. See it?”

			“See it,” Gabrielle replied, and followed him across water-smoothed stone and through a deep drift of fallen leaves, into cool and shaded woods. “It’s not much of a trail,” she said moments later as Homer paused to look around them. “All these years of fallen leaves on the ground, any space between the trees will look like a path. I’ve gotten seriously lost places like this.”

			“No, it’s an old hunter’s trail,” Homer said. “See the mark there? Shoulder level,” he added, and touched three faint, half-healed knife slashes in the bark of a slender aspen.

			She looked at him, puzzled. “How’d you know that?”

			He shrugged and smiled. “We had hunters in my village, an uncle of mine among them. He taught me a few things, though of course,” he said as the smile slipped, “I never got to hunt with him.”

			Gabrielle wrinkled her nose. “You haven’t missed a thing,” she said firmly. “Hunting’s messy. Well,” she added with a sigh, “I don’t want to go on at the moment, but I guess we don’t have a choice.” It was his turn to look puzzled. “I’m hoping Xena finds someplace to meet us beyond—ah, away from—well, you know. That may not be possible, though. Just—just a warning.”

			“Oh.”

			“I know she’ll do her best; I mean, she knows I don’t do bodies well. Or blood.”

			“Blood.” Homer’s eyes closed briefly, but when Gabrielle eyed him sidelong, her eyes worried, he managed a faint smile. “Don’t care for it much,” he said in a would-be casual voice. “We’d better go, get this part behind us. Before—before I lose my nerve.” His smile was forced; she patted his arm as they set out again. Silence as they moved from the aspen to the next marked tree; after five or so, the sound of the water was a very faint rumble. Somewhere far overhead, a bird warbled, and beyond it a raven uttered a harsh, pebbly croak. The leaves weren’t very deep here, and the trail was much more visible, though it wound in and out of trees and brush in such a fashion that they couldn’t see very far ahead.

			“I wonder what happened up there,” Gabrielle said finally. “The girls—”

			“She wouldn’t lie about something like that, isn’t that what you said?” Homer asked. He sounded nervous again.

			He was probably thinking the same thing she’d thought about the girls. No point bringing it out in the open, Gabrielle thought, and shook her head. “And I meant it, too. But where are they? I—I’m worried. What if someone attacked the kidnappers, and the girls scattered and ran? We could be days finding them all, and we might be—be too late to find them in time. We’re a lot higher than where we slept last night, you know. It’ll be pretty cold up here, and—”

			“And the girls were dressed for a race on a warm beach,” he finished as she hesitated.

			“And there’s the small matter of food and drink: I know how to look for water, and if I really had to, I could probably remember some of the wild plants my mother showed me back when she was training me to be someone’s wife, so I’d be all right, lost. But—but a scared young girl!”

			“A blind, scared young girl, you mean?” Homer asked gently. Gabrielle nodded.

			“Any of them, really. But if she got separated from Mitradia—it’s bad enough for the rest of them, but Nausicaa can’t even see which way—I mean, she could walk right over a cliff without knowing it was there!”

			Silence. Homer laid a hand on her shoulder and drew her to a halt. “Don’t underestimate the princess, Gabrielle. She’s never had the use of her eyes. I’m sure she’s learned not to simply put a foot down without testing the ground before her, and it’s obvious she uses her other senses to compensate for the lack of vision.”

			Gabrielle sighed faintly. “You’re right. I—guess it’s because I’ve never had to deal with anything like that myself. Not being able to see, I mean. So I don’t think of people like Nausicaa as able to take care of themselves. Stupid of me.”

			The trail petered out on mossy stone; Homer slowed, then looked around until he found the next marked tree, a goodly distance away. “That isn’t stupid, any more than it’s lack of feeling. Most people are busy living their own lives; they don’t think about problems of that sort unless it’s their own problem, or—like Mitradia, because she and Nausicaa are so close.”

			Gabrielle blinked rapidly, then surreptitiously blotted her eyes on the back of her hand. “Gods and goddesses, I hope they’re still alive!” She cast a glance at the sky and shook her head. “It’s getting late. We’d better keep moving.”

			But five paces on, she halted once again, and when Homer would have said something, she laid a hand on his mouth. “Listen,” she whispered. “Did you hear something?” Silence. He finally shook his head. “Not very loud,” Gabrielle whispered. “A moan—there!” The sound was faint, either distant or weak. She glanced at him; he nodded, and when the sound was repeated, pointed between the trees, just off the trail, where tall bushes cast a deep shadow. Gabrielle shifted her grasp on her staff, then looked at Homer once again. “Stay behind me,” she said softly. “Not too close, in case I need to use this, okay? But don’t get out of sight, either.”

			“All right,” he said doubtfully. Gabrielle cast him a smile, and he nodded. The smile slipped as she strode forward, checking the brush warily, pausing every other step to listen. Behind her, Homer swallowed hard, then cautiously followed her. Beloved Muses, he thought unhappily, what am I doing here?

			The moaning was louder now. Gabrielle hesitated, looked back at him and held a finger to her lips, then eased soundlessly over a bed of pine needles and stopped short. Silence. Then a weak, tremulous voice said, “Thank the gods, girl!”

			“It’s all right, Homer,” Gabrielle said. “Come on.” He set his jaw, then eased into the open behind her. A scruffy, red-bearded bear of a man sat with his back to a broad-trunked fir, hands bound behind him; blood had dried in his thick, reddish-gray hair, and a trail of it ran down his forehead and cheek, but he didn’t seem injured otherwise. At the moment, he was eyeing Gabrielle with astonishment, but it was rapidly changing to irritation as she stood and gazed down at him.

			“Well?” he demanded finally. His voice was deep, rather hoarse, as though he didn’t use it much. “Aren’t you going to free me?”

			Gabrielle smiled, but her eyes remained hard. “Not a chance in this world. You were one of the men down in Athens yesterday, weren’t you? Snatching little girls?”

			He opened pale brown eyes very wide, in an apparent attempt to look like he had no idea what she meant, but his lips twitched nervously. “Little girls? What would I want with little girls?”

			“Right,” she replied sardonically. “You’re so good at acting, why don’t you go down to the amphitheater and put on one of the masks? Little girls,” she repeated flatly. “You either helped steal them, or you were one of those who did—well, whatever got done up there,” she finished lamely and pointed toward the distant ledge with her staff.

			He turned away from her and spat. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a hunter, I live in the village just down there.”

			“Right,” Gabrielle repeated crisply, her voice now dripping sarcasm. “What’s its name?” He looked up at her blankly. “The village you live in,” she explained sweetly. Silence. “You’re an awfully bad liar. Girls,” she said, and spun the staff neatly, stopping the end just short of his nose. “Unless you’d like your kneecaps moved to the backs of your legs?”

			He laughed. “You couldn’t do something like that, little girl.” He didn’t sound or look very certain of that.

			Another, deeper voice answered him. “Maybe not—though I wouldn’t wager on it. Of course, I could,” Xena said flatly as she stepped into the little clearing. Gabrielle sighed and cast her eyes heavenward, then relaxed. Homer was backing slowly away—from her or from the prisoner, she couldn’t be certain which; his face was utterly white. Not far from him, Atalanta came out of the trees, and if anything, she was paler than he was. Her hands and her lower lip trembled.

			“What—I mean, who is that?” she demanded warily.

			“We just now found him, just like that,” Gabrielle said. She watched the huntress from under her lashes. Something really is wrong; she isn’t acting the way she should be.

			Atalanta cleared her throat and with a visible effort pulled herself together. “Oh, well, he doesn’t look like he’d know anything,” she said quickly. Walking slowly toward the man, Xena chopped a hand, motioning for silence. When she stopped, her boots were nearly touching his feet. He glanced up at her, then stared across the clearing. The huntress backed up a step, set her bow and quiver on the ground by her feet, gave Xena’s back a wary glance, sharply eyed Gabrielle, then turned a little away from her so she was directly facing the bound man. Homer, some paces away and apparently forgotten for the moment, stared in astonishment as Atalanta’s fingers moved in a swift sequence of gestures.

			Dear goddess, what is she up to? Those were the same kinds of hand signals his uncles used to communicate when they were close to game! But that would mean—! He couldn’t complete the thought. He glanced at Gabrielle, but her eyes were fixed on Xena and the man at the warrior’s feet. Atalanta now stood very still, arms folded, but her whole body was tense. Like a deer ready for flight, he thought.

			Xena eyed the bound man, her face impassive. The silence stretched. He licked his lips; his eyes flickered toward the huntress. Atalanta’s hands moved again; he blinked once, slowly, then fixed a blank stare on the ground by his feet.

			The raven cried from somewhere almost overhead; Gabrielle jumped. Xena shifted her weight. “Gabrielle?”

			“Xena?”

			“This is how you found him?”

			Gabrielle nodded, then realized Xena wasn’t watching her, and said, “We heard him groaning, found him just like this. He said he was local, a villager out hunting.”

			“Well, it could be true,” Atalanta began; Xena glared her into silence and turned back to the bound man.

			“It’s a lie,” she said softly. “There’s no village within a day and a half of here.”

			“It’s so obscure, he doesn’t even know its name,” Gabrielle said. He glared at her, then lowered his eyes again and set his jaw.

			“Fine,” Xena said, even more softly. “You tell me who you are, what happened up there, why you’re here like this, and maybe I’ll let you live. If I even think you’re lying, you’ll regret it.”

			“I told her,” he said sullenly. “I’m a hunter. There’s three villages within four hours’ walk of here. Mine’s called Vista—”

			The warrior went to one knee beside him and gripped his neck; her hand twisted. He yelped, and Homer closed his eyes. “I warned you,” Xena murmured against the man’s ear. “Now, you’ve got maybe a minute left to live. I just cut off the blood to your brain. You can tell me the truth, or I can just step back and watch you die.” She smiled unpleasantly. “Your choice.”

			Dead silence in the small clearing; then he drew a shuddering breath and gasped, “I’m sorry—I can’t—!” But his eyes had moved beyond her. Gabrielle turned as Atalanta shrieked in fury.

			“You fool! You thrice-damned fool!” She spun on one heel and fled through the trees. Xena leaped to her feet, chakram in hand, and threw; it ricocheted off two trees, then sliced the air between two others to rebound off a third. It caught the huntress square on the back of the head. Hard. Xena retrieved the flying weapon before it could wedge itself into the tree behind her, then knelt once more beside the gasping, sweating man and said, “Well?”

			“I’ll—tell you, I swear,” he gasped. “Don’t—let me die.” She gazed into his eyes, shrugged, and reversed the pinch. He caught his breath on a sob and sagged into the trunk.

			“Make it good,” she said flatly, then held up a hand for silence. “Wait. Gabrielle?”

			“Right here.” Gabrielle was staring in shock at the fallen huntress.

			“You still have that piece of rope she found?”

			“Got it.”

			“Go drag her back here and tie her feet with it. Good knots. Then watch her closely.” Gabrielle shook herself, dropped her bag to the ground, and knelt to untie the length of rope. “Do it now, before she wakes up. Get her weapons, make sure you have all of them before she wakes up.” She turned back to the prisoner and leveled a finger at his nose. “You—talk. I’m listening. Who are you?”

			“I’m Ixos. It—it wasn’t supposed to have happened this way!” he protested, a whine edging into his voice.

			“I’m sure it wasn’t. Where are the girls?”

			“Gone—she said they’d be safe, though! Swore they would! At least, until—”

			“Who’s she—Atalanta?” He shook his head. “Who, then? And safe until what?”

			“Horrid creature.” He closed his eyes and shuddered. “Woman’s face and hair—beautiful face, long, wild hair like dark gold. Lion’s body and—and wings! I swear, I’m not making that up!” he added hastily as the warrior eyed him in visible disbelief.

			Homer cleared his throat; Xena glanced at him. “He’s not,” said Homer quietly.

			“If you say so,” she said doubtfully, then glared at Ixos, who swallowed and closed his eyes. “What else? Safe until what? And where did they go?”

			“Up the mountain, just over the top and partway down. The road goes east and north toward Thessaly. “She—she’s holding it now, she said. The Thessaly road. She said to say that.” He looked up as Gabrielle backed into the clearing, dragging the still unconscious and bound Atalanta. “Said—said to tell her that the Sphinx was looking forward to a proper duel, with a proper opponent.”

			Gabrielle checked the rope holding the huntress’s ankles together, then bundled the javelin case, bow case, quiver, and sword belt together, binding them with the belt. They made a sizable burden; she scowled at it, then rummaged under the boarskin once again. Four long-bladed daggers joined the pile. She sighed, shoved the knives into the case with the javelins—except for one, which went into her own belt—then got to her feet and reclaimed her staff. “You aren’t making a lot of sense, Ixos,” she said. “Start at the beginning, why don’t you?”

			Ixos looked from her to Xena, back again, then sighed and gazed at his feet. “All right. She’s—I helped raise her. After her father set her out on a rock. I mean—we were hunters, Neneron and I. We’d shared a hut on the other side of the slope, eastward slope, I mean, almost a day’s walk from here—shared it for years, and it suited us fine. Well, I went out to check my lines and found—found her.” He looked at Atalanta, and his gaze softened momentarily. “She wasn’t above a few hours old,” he added indignantly. “Well, I’m no wet nurse, but what could I do? Leave a child—a helpless baby—to die? I took her back and—” he sighed. “It wasn’t easy, two hardened men raising an infant, but we managed, somehow. I mean, look at her.”

			“Thanks,” Xena said flatly, “I’d rather not. Go on. And don’t take all day!”

			“She left us—four years ago, it would be. Wanted to make someone of herself. Couldn’t understand that, myself, but—well, couldn’t argue with her, either.” He gazed at the fallen huntress, and his eyes softened. “Never could argue with her. Trouble was, she wanted to be a hero, do all these great deeds, have people talk about her. But it didn’t make her happy, even when she got what she wanted. She had all this—competition, she called it: this Hercules fella with Zeus for a father, and Prince Theseus, down in Athens. She thought she’d stand out, only woman hero around, but there’s this—” He paused, trying to remember something. “This female, name of—”

			“Name of Xena,” Gabrielle said dryly. She smiled. “But you’ve already met.”

			He looked up at the warrior, and his already pale face went ashen. “Oh.”

			“Go on,” Xena said flatly. “And speed it up; there are some scared little girls out there somewhere, remember?”

			He sighed. “I didn’t want to; I mean, she had the boarskin, she’s a wondrous archer—taught her myself, but she’s long since passed my skills by!—fast runner, she doesn’t need to create things like this to be known! But she’s always been so aware of her—her image, she calls it; said a women’s footrace every two years wasn’t going to make her anyone special. And—well, she insisted. And I just couldn’t tell her no. Neneron couldn’t either.” He swallowed, and his eyes were suspiciously bright. “What’s left of him is up there. Thirty-five years we were together; never thought he’d cross the Styx before me, and in so many pieces.”

			“Let’s see if I have this right,” Xena said after a moment. “Atalanta had you and some other men steal girls from that beach so she could rescue them and be named a hero?” She gave the fallen young woman a chill, appraising look. “And then what happened?”

			“It wasn’t supposed to happen this way!” Ixos protested weakly. “She told us where to go to steal the chariots. The king’s guard doesn’t bother to watch the king’s carts and horses very closely—it was dead easy. Then we did ourselves up as rough as we could—”

			“We?” Xena demanded.

			“Me, Neneron, nine boys from around where she grew up. You know the sort: bored by village life but not willing to learn a skill well enough to leave the village for something better. Louts with no ambition. Did ourselves up rough,” he repeated, “covered our faces, and drove down the sand. My word, you think that was easy? Controlling carts and horses like that! ’Specially with all those shrieking little girls? Managed, though—and once the horses had a clear way ahead of them, it wasn’t so much work. We left the carts where she told us, cleaned all sign from the road, took the girls back down a way, over rock; there’s a path comes straight up here, hardly any distance at all if you know where to find the start of it.”

			“And Atalanta took us on a long, false trail this morning,” Gabrielle said indignantly. “I guess to mislead us, right? Except—she couldn’t know we’d be at the races, could she? Or right on her heels yesterday afternoon?”

			“Was always a chance some father, or maybe the city guard, would be there to follow her. She planned it well,” Ixos replied loyally, then glanced up at Xena and bit his lip. “She had a plan in place to mislead you—mislead anyone trailing her, you know—to give us time to reach this place and stow the girls up here, warn ’em to stay put, and give ’em a hard enough threat they’d do it. Then we were to steal away, down to the Thessaly road, and no one the wiser. Atalanta shows up, rescues them, takes ’em back to Athens, and she’s a hero. And no one’s hurt. Maybe a little cold and hungry, but what’s that? They’re all the more grateful—”

			Xena sighed loudly, silencing him. “I never heard anything so stupid! She’s touched, and you’re no better, Ixos. All right, it’s done, and we’re wasting time. What happened up there?”

			“Wasn’t supposed to go so wrong,” he mumbled unhappily. She tapped his arm, hard; he winced and went on. “We got the girls in place, the shallow cave just short of where the waterfall drops down. I started warning ’em, and the boys were already backing off, when all at once, there were these men everywhere, real armor, ugly weaponry and—and her. I tried to tell the creature—I mean, there was a chance it would work, wasn’t there? Tell her Atalanta’s coming for them, she’s a bad enemy, don’t mess with her—All at once, the creature was interested—really interested, I could tell. She gave orders, I couldn’t make ’em out, but then one of the men grabbed me and”—he swallowed—“and I saw what they did to the others. The girls tried to run, but other men and that lion thing cut them off, got them all together, bunched up, like. And—and when it was all over, she came to me and said, ‘Ordinarily, I’d simply eat nice young prey like this. But it’s boring on the Thessaly road, and I haven’t had a decent challenge since that brute Oedipus was fortunate enough to guess the answer to one of my best riddles. I need a better adversary—one with a hero’s name. Tell her, if she wants these children back alive, she’ll have to come to my lair at the bald peak just above the crown of the Thessaly road, and we’ll riddle for them.’ That’s all I remember,” he said unhappily. “I think the man holding me hit me; I woke up here with blood in my eyes and my head pounding.”

			Xena cast up her eyes and sighed. “It’s ridiculous enough to be true,” she muttered. “But this creature—what is it?”

			“Sphinx,” Gabrielle and Homer replied in chorus. Xena motioned for silence, then pointed at Gabrielle, who made a reasonably succinct story of it. “Immortal—can’t be killed or wounded—body of a lion, wings of an eagle, woman’s face and hair. Has a nasty habit of blocking roads and demanding that travelers who’d get around her answer a riddle. When they can’t, she eats them.”

			“Oedipus must have answered her,” Homer put in.

			“Must have,” Gabrielle replied. “Let me think: What comes on four legs in the morning, two at midday, and three at night?”

			“Man,” Homer said promptly. “Because man crawls as a babe, walks upright as a grown person, then leans upon a cane in his age.”

			“Glad to see you wouldn’t have been the Sphinx’s lunch,” Gabrielle said with a smile; it faded at once as Xena cleared her throat meaningfully. “This is awful! The Sphinx! I mean—she might have the face of a woman, but her appetite’s all—well, all lion!” At her feet, Atalanta groaned and stirred; Gabrielle drew back, eyeing her with alarm. Xena shook her head, stepped over Ixos’ legs, and went to one knee, putting herself at Atalanta’s eye level.

			“I never did like you,” she murmured softly, her eyes pale daggers. “Especially not since last time. Right now, I’m ready to turn you into the same kind of bits of men we left up there.” She jerked her head toward the ledge. “How dare you play with the lives of innocent little girls?”

			“I? I dare? He’s lying, if he says that!” Atalanta shouted indignantly as she struggled partway upright. Xena gave her a shake, and the huntress subsided. Xena glanced at Ixos; he’d gone wide-eyed and pale. She leveled a finger at his nose.

			“You’re about that far from dead,” she hissed. “Both of you. Give me one decent reason not to kill you.”

			“You wouldn’t dare!” Atalanta yelled, but she winced away from the warrior’s hard look. Ixos sighed and shook his head.

			“Go ahead and kill me,” he mumbled. “Maybe I can catch up with Neneron before he pays Charon to take him over, and we can go together.” Atalanta stifled a sob, but when Xena glanced toward her, she was dry-eyed, her jaw set.

			The warrior smiled; it wasn’t a nice smile. “Oh, no,” she said softly. “You aren’t going to get off that easily. You took those girls from their mothers and fathers— you’re going to help us get them back. Gabrielle . . .”

			“Yeah?”

			“Stay here, keep an eye on him—on both of them. I’m going to see if I can sort out which way they went.”

			“You can’t track half as well as I can,” Atalanta said defiantly. “I can fix things! I thought you were supposed to care so much for the weak and the oppressed, but you—!”

			“Shut up,” Xena said evenly. “It’s true—everything he said. Isn’t it?” Silence. The huntress wouldn’t meet her eyes, and after a moment, she nodded. “Fine. You’re coming along, too. But I’ll do the tracking. At this point, I wouldn’t trust you to tell me water runs downhill.” She looked at Gabrielle, who was pale and still, then at Homer, who stared into the distance, his mouth moving though no words came. “Keep an eye on her,” she told Gabrielle. “I’m going to search for tracks up there. Don’t get soft and do anything you’ll regret, like think about letting her go.” She glared down at Atalanta. “She isn’t worth it.”

			“I won’t,” Gabrielle said flatly. A long, uncomfortable silence lay over the small clearing as the warrior vanished from sight. Ixos had drawn his legs up and sat staring at his knees; Homer seemed to be of two minds, perhaps trying to decide whether he should stay here or back away entirely and return to the Academy. If he could recall the way they’d come. Atalanta lay motionless, her eyes fixed on the ground just beyond her splayed fingers, her legs bound in rope that wrapped twice around her ankles and culminated in a huge, complex knot.

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh. She looks so—vulnerable. So thin and young and helpless. And yet, what she did— “Why?” she demanded suddenly. Homer started; Ixos looked up abruptly. Only Atalanta remained motionless, finally gazing up at her. Her mouth quirked.

			“Why? What do you mean, why? Why does anyone do anything?”

			“I’m not interested in blind philosophy,” Gabrielle said angrily. Homer and Atalanta gazed at her in astonishment. “If I wanted that, I could have gone down to the Agora in Athens and listened to a bunch of dull old men play questions and answers. I want to know why anyone would terrorize innocent young girls—including a blind girl!—to satisfy her own quest for fortune and glory!” Silence. Gabrielle glared down at Atalanta, who stared at the ground before her hands. “I—I was—I wanted to be proud of you! To watch you run and see something glorious and golden and wonderful. I did see just that when you ran! Why would you spoil that by—by doing what you did? I—Atalanta, honestly, I want to know!”

			A long, chill silence. Homer looked from Atalanta to Gabrielle, to Ixos, and back again. That poor man! Of all of us, he’s made the dearest purchase, and he has less coin to pay. His eyes touched, thoughtfully, on Atalanta. And she’s the one who cost him, and all for spoiled, stupid pride. A thought brushed over him. Achilles was supposed to have been one of the greatest Greek heroes in the war for Helen. But Stallonus had met the man—the sullen, spoiled creature who’d been so indulged by his mother that he couldn’t see beyond his own nose—or his own desires. Suddenly, the young bard was almost trembling with realization: Oh; Muse, now I know I can create a new telling of this great tale! But if one girl died here—I may not ever be able to compose verse again, without remembering it. Or to compose at all.

			Atalanta’s voice drew him back to the present. “You wouldn’t understand! Why should you?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I’m trying to! Don’t you see that? I—just tell me, why? What’s worth that much? You put those girls in danger—”

			“There wasn’t going to be any danger, it was planned!” Atalanta shouted. She caught her breath on a sob and turned away. “It wasn’t supposed to happen this way,” she mumbled defiantly.

			“There isn’t a military leader in all history who hasn’t said that at some point,” Homer put in quietly. Gabrielle glanced at him, surprised. “I’ve studied these things, the Academy stresses them, and they’re right; it’s one of the great components of tragedy: failed tactics, blundered strategy, stupid mistakes. Any leader who’s lost a major battle will say just that: ‘It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.’” His ordinarily mild eyes were fixed accusingly on the fallen huntress. Atalanta looked up at him, then immediately away. Her shoulders sagged.

			“Maybe you didn’t plan for this to happen,” Gabrielle said. “It doesn’t matter. Didn’t you think what it would do to a young girl, to be snatched from her parents by masked men and taken away, up the sea, across a hard, cold land? Don’t you know what most of those girls must have thought—have feared? Not death, girls at that age don’t think of death so much. Even if no man laid a hand on any of them, even if they survive all this, what do you think their dreams will show them, for years to come?”

			Atalanta squared her shoulders and brought up her chin in defiance. “Why should I care what any other girl thinks or feels? My father carried me from his house while my mother was still bleeding from my birth; he set me on hard, cold stone in hopes I’d die! I’ve borne scars like none of those girls will ever know, borne them all my life! All those wide-eyed, giggling little girls, you saw them,” she added bitterly. “Maybe a dose of reality is just what they need. I had it from my first hour in this world—”

			“Got it,” Gabrielle replied crisply. “All right, you started out hard, you suffered, so everyone else should have it just as hard, right? Like no one else in the whole world had something go wrong? Like I didn’t? Or he didn’t?” she added, with a glance in Homer’s direction. Atalanta gazed from one to the other, shrugged angrily, and glowered at the pine needles under her hands. “All right,” Gabrielle went on quietly. “That’s—that’s ugly, that your father would do something like that. Nastier than what happens to a lot of people. But you grew up with love; look what Ixos did, because he loved you too much to say no to you! And you ignore that much love, so you can keep all that hate for your father alive?” Atalanta’s lip curled, and she looked away. “Why hang onto a part of your life you can’t control? It’s past, it’s done. And because you won’t let go of it, your father’s won after all, and you’ve lost. Haven’t you?” she demanded as Atalanta stared at her blankly. “I don’t call that much of a life,” she added mildly.

			Atalanta bit back a sob, shook her head, and burst into tears. Homer cast Gabrielle a nervous look; the girl shook her head, hard, and he retreated. She waited; the huntress finally blotted her eyes and drew a deep breath. “All right,” she mumbled finally. “I’m sorry!”

			“Don’t be sorry,” Gabrielle said. “Be useful. Help us save those girls. Oh!”

			“Oh?” Homer asked warily.

			“Oh!” Gabrielle said once more. “Dear gods and goddesses, I forgot, the Sphinx! How are we going to get those girls away from her?”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			Xena was back with them moments later. As she drew a knife, both Atalanta and Ixos eyed her nervously; but she merely used it to free his hands. He remained where he was, eyes still fixed on her, his fingers gingerly pressing raw wrists as the warrior walked over to the huntress and stared down at her. Atalanta sat up and spread her arms wide.

			“Go ahead,” she said bitterly. “I don’t care. I’d rather die than have anyone know that I—”

			“Oh, no,” Xena replied evenly, her ice-blue eyes very bright. “The Sphinx wants you. You’re our bargaining coin.”

			“You wouldn’t!”

			“Wouldn’t what? Hand you over to her? In a minute, if it would get those girls back safe. Gabrielle, untie her.”

			“I won’t go,” the huntress mumbled rebelliously. “You can’t make me go.”

			“You might be surprised,” Xena said. “You’ll walk right in front of me, you’ll do exactly what I tell you, or you’ll be even sorrier than you are right now. Than you think you are. But I don’t intend to just feed you to the Sphinx. You might think that way; I don’t do things like that.” Silence. The huntress eyed her in patent disbelief. “I’ll even make a bargain with you. You cooperate with me—with us. You do exactly what I tell you, when I tell you, you do whatever it takes to help us get those girls back home safely. At whatever cost to yourself. In return, I won’t tell anyone that you were responsible for the whole stupid mess.” Stunned silence. Gabrielle and Homer both stared at her.

			Atalanta finally looked up; tears beaded her lashes, and her cheeks were wet. “Why?” she whispered. “Why would you even bother?” She flushed. “You’re lying! You’d say anything, just to get me to—!”

			“It’s not a lie,” Xena overrode her flatly. “I’m trying to get your help, willingly if I can. Saving those girls and getting them back to Athens is the only important thing. If I can avoid letting them know what kind of a person you really are at the same time, if I can let them hold onto something—believe me, I would never do that just for you. But I’d do it for them.” Another silence. Xena stared down at Atalanta, whose eyes were fixed on the ground between her hands. Gabrielle was scowling at her jumble of knot, trying to remember how to undo it. “We don’t have all day,” the warrior said sharply.

			“Working on it,” Gabrielle mumbled. She backed one end of a loop through another. Atalanta sighed very faintly; her shoulders sagged.

			“All right. I’ll do it. Whatever it takes. I swear. I didn’t mean for this to—”

			“Save it,” Xena told her. “What you meant doesn’t count for anything at this point. It’s done.” Gabrielle unwound the last loop, then used the rope to bind Atalanta’s formidable weaponry to her bag strap. She moved the bag around so it lay against her back, then got to her feet. Ixos eyed her staff warily and pushed himself upright. “Let’s go,” the warrior said. Atalanta stood slowly and carefully, then backed away from Xena, who indicated the direction with the knife. “I found traces of the girls up that way, but if he isn’t lying, we know where to find them anyway. You,” she said as Ixos sidled past her, “you know how to find this place in the Thessaly road she was talking about?”

			“I can find it.”

			“Good. You better not have lied to me about that,” she added evenly.

			“I’m not—I swear it by Neneron’s shade,” he vowed as she gave him a cold-eyed look.

			“You’ll join him sooner than you expect, if you are,” Xena said. “Go up there with your precious ward, so I can keep an eye on both of you. I’ll be right behind you, so don’t try anything.” Ixos nodded, then moved stiffly toward the trail; he patted Atalanta’s arm as he passed her. The huntress gave Xena a measuring, wary look, then turned to follow him. “Gabrielle, you and Homer stay behind me,” Xena said sharply. “Keep an eye out for any sign of trouble. It’s possible all Ixos’ men aren’t dead, or that some of the Sphinx’s men stayed behind for her.” She fell in directly behind Atalanta, who cast a nervous glance over her shoulder, then moved up to join Ixos.

			One slender, long-fingered hand slipped into the old hunter’s; he patted the hand gently, then wrapped his own fingers around it. “There, princess,” he murmured, “we’ll mend it somehow. There’ll be a way.” She merely nodded; Xena cast up her eyes and muttered a nasty curse under her breath.

			Behind her, Gabrielle slowed to let Homer catch up to her as the trail widened just enough for them to walk side by side. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Are you all right?” she asked in a low voice.

			“I’m—I don’t know how I feel,” he said frankly. “Do things like this always happen to you?”

			“Things happen,” Gabrielle answered with a shrug. “But this is stranger than most.” She gestured with her head toward the three ahead of them and slowed a little. “It’s going to be up to us—you and me—to figure out how to deal with her. The Sphinx, I mean. Riddles,” she said gloomily, “I don’t think I’ll ever want to hear another riddle as long as I live.”

			“Well,” Homer said after a moment’s thought, “it doesn’t sound to me like we’ll have much to say about any of this. Unfortunately. If she wants to contest the matter between herself and Atalanta, I mean.”

			Gabrielle laughed briefly. “Oh, she thinks that’s what she wants. We’ll just have to convince her otherwise.” Homer eyed her sidelong. “Think about it,” she added as he eased her around a pile of stones that had fallen from the ledge high above. “She’s obviously a very proud creature, all the tales say so. And what she told Ixos—”

			“If he was telling the truth, that is,” Homer put in.

			“He was. I could tell. No one lies to Xena when she puts that pinch on them. When you’re that close to death, you just—well, you don’t.”

			“Mmmm.” Homer swallowed. I really must have been mad, leaving Athens, he thought. And if Father ever finds out— Probably he would; likely the Academy would dismiss him for having just taken off—if they hadn’t already done that. Either way, they’d inform Polonius. Who would immediately go through the roof. I’ll never hear the end of it.

			Gabrielle hadn’t noticed his sudden quiet; she was concentrating on the increasingly steep and rough trail and on what she was talking about. “Anyway, she’s vain. The Sphinx, I mean. So we can work with that, make a real contest. At the very least, we need to coach Atalanta with some really good riddles.” She tripped, nearly bringing the distracted Homer down with her. “Hey, are you all right?”

			He shook himself and let go of her. “Just fine. Wasn’t paying attention to my feet was all.”

			“Good. We both need to think hard.”

			“Uh—sorry?”

			“Riddles. Good ones. What do you have?”

			“Well . . .” His voice trailed off. “All right. Twickenham came up with this one last week; I’ve altered it a little:

			
			
I am quick as I pass by,

			Faster than great Zeus on high.
I can chill Helios’ light.
I touch the Titans, who brush the sky.

			
			
I am plain, I am not shy,

			I shriek and wail, I scream and cry.
There is not one who escapes my eye.
Still, one day I, too, must die.”

			
			He paused. Gabrielle frowned, shook her head, then said, “Wait. Shriek and . . . wail . . . Wind!” She glanced at him, and he nodded. “Good one. Change ‘wail’ to something else, and it would be even harder. I like the touch with the Titans.”

			“From your story last night,” he said with a faint smile.

			“Nice extempore work; I wish I were better at that. Really. You know, I hate climbs like this,” she added sourly, and shifted the staff so she could grab at crumbling rock and pull herself up. The trail was the faintest depression in soft stone, and it had suddenly risen very steeply. “Hey, we’re falling behind,” she exclaimed, pointing up and ahead. The others were out of sight, over the lip of the ledge.

			Homer worked his way around Gabrielle, up a little higher, and craned his neck. “Not really. I can just see the top of Xena’s head; they’re on level ground again, I think. Come on.” He held out a hand and braced his feet to pull her up. “There’s a better set of holds here, and after this little bit, we’re almost done.” He pointed to the long slab of sandstone blocking their way; someone had cut foot and handholds in it. Gabrielle sighed, then clambered up. The others were about twenty paces ahead. Xena glanced over her shoulder as Homer and Gabrielle reached level ground.

			“Hurry up, you two,” she called back.

			“Coming!” Gabrielle shouted breathlessly. She was quiet for some moments. Homer brushed scraped fingertips against his tunic, then shook dust and tiny stones from his sleeves. “All right,” Gabrielle said in a more normal voice. “Try this one:

			
			
’Tis fit to be tied—or worn, cut, or hit.

			It can move as I move—or not give a bit.
It can’t die, ’cause it’s already dead, don’t forget.
And it comes between me and my friends. What is it?”

			
			“I like the rhythm of that,” Homer said. “It’s—hmmm.” He was silent for some time as they crossed a meadow dotted with slender rowan and a few brushy willows. To Gabrielle’s relief, there was no sign of any violence here, and Homer seemed to have forgotten about all those dead men—about that—at least for the moment. Poor man, what an awful time he’s had of it. He’s gonna think I’m bad luck or something. She glanced around them cautiously as she remembered Xena’s warning, but there wasn’t anywhere within a hundred paces of them for even one man to hide, let alone an army or a creature the size they said the Sphinx was. “Hmmmm,” Homer said again. “I can—it’s almost there, if I could just— All right,” he sighed finally, “what is it?”

			Gabrielle blinked, momentarily lost. “What is—? Oh. Leather, of course.”

			“Of course,” he muttered. “Fit to be tied—already dead—oh!” He eyed the three just ahead of them. Atalanta was walking very stiffly, her shoulders tense as though she expected a blow from behind at any moment. “You think she’ll be able to learn the lines? I mean, she isn’t bardic trained, she’s a hunter!”

			“Don’t know,” Gabrielle replied thoughtfully. “We’ll have to work with her, that’s all. Or maybe there’ll be another way. Look,” she added, and pointed with the staff. “Is that a road up there, just through the trees?”

			Homer stared in the direction she indicated, then shrugged. “All I can really see is that oak woods. And a—what’s that?”

			Ixos stopped dead in his tracks and Atalanta uttered a muffled shriek. Xena eased to one side and then around them as an enormous man-shaped being came out of tree shade, heading straight for them, a much smaller person at his side practically running to keep up.

			“Oh, no!” Gabrielle exclaimed as Xena swore and drew her sword. Familiar dark, grubby pants and shirt, familiar shape. Familiar awkward stride. “Oh, no, tell me it isn’t—!”

			“It is,” Xena replied flatly. “Stay back, all of you,” she ordered. “I’ll take care of this.” She strode across open ground. Atalanta turned to run back the way they’d come, but Gabrielle had closed the short distance between them, staff at the ready. The huntress caught her breath in a startled squawk. Gabrielle smiled and jiggled the ends of the staff.

			“I wouldn’t, really,” she said. “I’m sorry, but Xena’d only find you later, and she’d be—pretty upset with you. Besides,” she added, as Atalanta glanced over her shoulder at the enormous creature now almost upon them, “I know him personally. He isn’t going to hurt you.”

			“That’s a Cyclops, little girl!” Atalanta hissed. Her face was a muddy color; her eyes, enormous.

			“That’s a blind Cyclops,” Gabrielle corrected her gently. “And he’s not very smart to begin with.”

			“Who would blind a Cyclops?” Homer asked, then shook his head. “Don’t tell me, I can guess.”

			“Right in one,” Gabrielle replied cheerfully. She gazed thoughtfully beyond Atalanta. “I wonder who the fellow with him is. The big guy was a loner last time I saw him.” Her nose wrinkled as the afternoon breeze shifted. “I don’t think he’s washed those pants since I saw him last, either.” Atalanta stared at her blankly, then sighed, shook her head, and dropped down to sit cross-legged.

			“Everything was fine,” she mumbled. Ixos knelt next to her and patted her hand; his nervous gaze was fixed on the giant now no more than twenty paces away. “I had everything under control. The woman is a curse, I swear it. Last time she crossed my path, everything went—”

			“Last time?” Gabrielle asked curiously. The huntress cast her a black glance.

			“Ask her; I don’t have to tell you anything, not one single thing! Ask her about it—if we don’t all get turned into lunch, that is,” she snarled, then fell silent. Gabrielle shrugged and looked over at Homer, who was staring blankly at the creature who now towered over Xena, grubby hands clenched into fists at least the size of her head.

			“All right?” Gabrielle asked. He started, then managed a faint, nervous smile.

			“Assuming I survive this journey, he’ll make a tale all by himself,” Homer said. “But how could anyone get close enough to a Cyclops to blind him?”

			“Ahhhhh—well, that’s a long story,” Gabrielle said quickly. Her cheeks were noticeably pink. “And not exactly polite enough, let’s say, for the mass market. I wonder who the little guy is,” she added thoughtfully.

			
			Some twenty paces away, Xena eyed the Cyclops’s companion with delight. “Mannius! I haven’t seen you in—”

			“Not since they ran you out of your own camp,” Mannius broke in. He was a full head shorter than Xena, a neat and compact person; next to the Cyclops he looked small indeed. Thick, dark curls bounced as he tipped his head to one side and smiled, a crooked grin that was even whiter against the dark, neatly trimmed beard and moustache. “I hope you know I didn’t have anything to do with that. I’ve missed you,” he added quietly.

			“I know you didn’t. And I’ve missed you, too, Mannius,” Xena countered softly. “But—what are you doing here? With him?” The Cyclops snorted, and she fanned the gust of dreadfully bad breath away from her face.

			“Man’s got to eat, you know,” Mannius said with an apologetic smile. “And I know you didn’t keep me in camp for my mighty thews and sword prowess.”

			“I’ve always liked the way you talk, Mannius,” Xena said, and her eyes were warm. “All those big words.”

			“Always glad to entertain my favorite warrior princess,” he replied. “Well, once you were gone, I didn’t last long; they tossed me out a few days later. Of course,” he said thoughtfully, “there wasn’t much left of your army anyway, by the time I got booted out.”

			“Why am I not surprised?” Xena murmured,

			“Yeah. All that brawn, not a brain in sight. But I was at loose ends, so when I left camp, I decided, why not go visit my old mother up in Thessaly? My rotten luck, I walk up the old highway, right into the Sphinx.”

			“Sphinx—you mean, you’re with her? He’s with her?” she asked warily. She glanced at the Cyclops, who was snuffling the air and glaring in the general direction of her voice.

			Mannius executed a neat little bow. “At your service,” he replied cheerfully. “Everyone needs an outer perimeter of defense, right? Well, that’s what I convinced her.”

			“Yeah,” Xena said. “You could convince almost anybody of almost anything, couldn’t you?”

			“Well, the alternative wasn’t one that made me very happy. Anyway, since she lost the contest on the road to Thebes, she’s gotten cautious. Guess she doesn’t much like vanishing in a puff of smoke—hurts, or something. And it sets a bad precedent.”

			Xena laughed deep in her throat. “Yeah. Precedent. You and those words.”

			“Well, she’d already acquired the big guy here. Since I talked her into keeping me around, she’s added a genuine guard company—they mostly hang out close by. Me and the big fella, we do the perimeter stuff. It’s quieter, and the company’s a lot better.”

			“Sounds like she handpicked some company,” Xena said with a wry smile.

			“One or two you might know, if she hasn’t had ’em as a late night snack. Some of ’em don’t learn fast enough that you don’t criticize the boss when she’s that big and that—ah, voracious.” Mannius glanced up at his towering companion. “How you doing up there, Flyer?” The Cyclops grunted. “Say hello to your old friend Xena,” he said persuasively. The Cyclops scowled, his single eyebrow lowering over the cavern that had been an eye.

			“Hullo,” he said finally, resentfully.

			“Hello,” Xena replied, her eyes fixed on his face, the sword at the ready and her free hand on a dagger. Mannius spread his hands wide.

			“Hey, you don’t have to worry, Xena. Flyer here has become a changed Cyclops since I joined forces with him.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Xena asked. “He’s picked up a name, anyway.”

			Mannius grinned, dimples bracketing his generous mouth. “Well, I couldn’t just call him Cyclops; it sounds rude. And even blind, when he carries me and I guide him, he can move so fast it’s almost like he’s flying.”

			“Mannius, you’re insane. This guy hasn’t changed a bit since I saw him last.”

			“Hey, Xena, it’s me, remember? I’m a master of words. He and I’ve talked all this stuff out; he’s not even a little like he used to be.” He gave a mock bow, but Xena’s eyes remained fixed on the Cyclops, who was still glowering. “And we’ve been together—how long, Flyer?”

			“I lose count.” The deep voice rumbled, vibrating Xena’s bones. “Plenty of time, though. Xena, if I could still eat human flesh, I would—”

			“Now, Flyer,” Mannius cut in soothingly. “Remember what I taught you.”

			Flyer sighed heavily; Xena batted at the gust of horrid breath. “I remember,” he said dully. “Eating meat is not good for your stomach, for your heart, for your voice; it is wrong to kill humans or any living things for meat. All things are touched by gods.” He scowled in the direction of his small companion, who spread his arms in a wide shrug and grinned. “Stupid notion,” he growled. “Meat is good! See these?” He bared a formidable array of teeth, tapped long canines with a grubby finger. “These are teeth like wolves, and dogs, and panthers, and bears have! Like humans have. They are made to rend meat! The gods gave me such teeth for a purpose. I quit eating people because you drove me mad with your big words and arguments. I don’t give up meat altogether. Got it?”

			“Fine, good, all right,” Mannius said hastily. He gave Xena an apologetic grin. “We’re working on it,” he murmured. “Besides, he has something of a point. Sheep are stupid enough; they aren’t much more intelligent than tubers anyway.”

			“I remember you and your arguments about not eating meat,” Xena said. “You really haven’t given it up, have you?”

			“In this region,” Mannius said gloomily, “if you don’t eat meat, you could starve. I mean—dry bread stolen from villages two days’ walk away? Yeah—I eat sheep. And some fowl. And an occasional fish. He,” he added with a jerk of his head toward the Cyclops, who was testing the air again and scowling mightily, “I consider him a success story. It hasn’t been easy, but I’ve actually convinced him to quit eating people. He’s grown rather fond of mutton—and one of these days, he may even let me cook it for him first.”

			“Mutton,” the Cyclops mumbled.

			“One whole sheep, I swear,” Mannius told him. “It’s marinating as we speak. But it’s yours only if you leave Xena and her companions alone.”

			“Companions!” the Cyclops said sharply. “I knew I recognized that scent! It’s—it’s that chatty bit of food! I remember her!” He directed what should have been a daunting glare in Xena’s direction. “She swore she was out to kill you!” he said accusingly. “That if I’d let her go, she’d bring me back both your eyes, both legs, and a—”

			“Let’s not get greedy,” Mannius interposed hastily. “And remember, you don’t eat young girls anymore, do you? Remember what I told you, how we worked it out?”

			“Don’t eat girls,” the Cyclops mumbled gloomily. “Don’t eat people. Eat sheep.” He sighed heavily. Xena fanned the air in front of her face, and even Mannius wrinkled his nose fastidiously.

			“Be nice, and you’ll get stag tomorrow,” Mannius said. The Cyclops considered this, then smiled.

			“Stag.” He scowled in the general direction of his slight companion and demanded, “How much stag?”

			“Everything but my percentage,” Mannius replied smoothly. “Two chops for me, and you don’t get to comment on how I cook them.”

			“You do funny things to food,” the Cyclops complained. Mannius folded his arms and waited. The Cyclops sighed again; Xena turned away, coughing harshly. “All right. Two chops, no comment.”

			“Good settlement,” Mannius applauded him.

			“Some deal,” Xena said dryly. “So he gets a sheep or a stag, you get a couple of chops. What else you do for him?”

			Mannius grinned crookedly. “It’s not such a bad deal, Xena. He’s my meal ticket, and I’m his Seeing Eye thug. So I have to ignore his breath, and sometimes his table manners aren’t so good—he’s no worse than some of those I hung out with back in your camp, right? Little guy like me doesn’t always get to choose who pays his tally, does he?”

			“Always could count on you to land on your feet, Mannius,” Xena said softly, and her eyes were warm.

			Mannius nodded. “I don’t do so bad. But Xena, what are you doing all the way out here? Last I heard, you were somewhere south and west of here, kicking stupid Kalamos out of some village.”

			“News travels fast,” Xena murmured. She sent her eyes sideways to take in the small company behind her. “We’re looking for a few young girls. But you’re quick, you probably guessed that already, didn’t you?”

			It was Mannius’ turn to sigh. “I—yeah, I guessed as much. They warned me someone was looking for those girls. I don’t know who the other three over there are, but the skinny thing on the ground must be the virgin huntress, huh? Listen to me: the Sphinx has put out word to everyone guarding her borders—which includes me, of course—and Flyer, of course,” he added as the Cyclops rumbled high above him, “that when the huntress shows up, she gets grabbed and brought to the Thessaly road. I shouldn’t be standing here gabbing about old times with you.”

			Xena smiled faintly. “You know you aren’t going to overpower me, even with his help. And I’ve got help over there. Why don’t you just forget you saw us?”

			“Forget,” the Cyclops rumbled ominously.

			“Let me handle this, Flyer,” Mannius said quickly. “You know, Xena, I have to admit I don’t like this whole situation. I mean, she finds a spot on the road where the late afternoon sun hits, takes over, then asks riddles of travelers and eats anyone who doesn’t give the right answer—which is just about everyone who gets asked. Now, I can live with that; she’s a carnivore. The face doesn’t control the appetite. Besides, I know better than to argue with someone who’s immortal and eats as much as she does! But this: taking those little girls hostage, just so she can bargain herself some fame and glory, what’s that? It isn’t right.” He lowered his voice and took a step toward her. “One of them’s as blind as he is—who could use a poor little helpless thing like that as a bargaining stick?”

			“You’re going soft, Mannius,” Xena remarked. He laughed, but his eyes were dark.

			“Yeah—maybe I was soft to start with, but I can’t go with this deal of hers. Maybe I can’t confront her, but there are other ways, right? Hey, Flyer,” he added quietly, “you and me—we’re gonna let Xena and her friends go, right?”

			The Cyclops cleared his throat ominously. “Let the chatty food go free again? Why should I?”

			“Because,” Mannius explained patiently, “you gave up eating humans, remember? And because I won’t let you have your share of the stag tomorrow night if you do eat her.”

			“Oh.” He considered this, then finally shook his head. “I get my share raw, none of your fussing with the meat?”

			“This once,” Mannius said even more patiently. “But next stag you eat, I cook it to rare stage; you’ll see how much better it tastes once it’s had a little heat, all right?”

			“Rare. Sounds foolish.” The Cyclops bared his teeth at Xena. “I still say you cheated when you blinded me!”

			“Probably did,” Xena replied evenly. “You cheated whenever you ate a villager, though; it evens out.”

			“Hah!” He blew a gust of air her direction; Xena quietly held her breath.

			“Ahhh,” Mannius put in. Xena’s breath came out with a whistle. He smiled at her. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I rather think we’ve been useful to you, Xena. So, maybe for old times’ sake, you wouldn’t mind—when you get to the Sphinx, you wouldn’t mention that you saw either of us? Just a minor detail, really.”

			Xena smiled, then closed the two paces between them and kissed him gently. “Mannius, you take care of yourself. All right?”

			“I’ve been doing just that,” he said quietly. “And you—be careful, will you? She’s not to be trusted.”

			“The Sphinx? I don’t intend to trust her, any more than I trust that huntress over there.” Xena turned and walked away. Behind her, she could hear Mannius talking to the Cyclops.

			“My friend, that’s quite a woman.”

			“Women,” the Cyclops replied dreamily. “I still remember how good they taste.” He spat noisily. “That Xena’s all muscle; probably too tough to chew anyway.”

			
			Xena strode across open meadow and waved a hand to her companions. “Come on, road’s that way.” Atalanta growled something under her breath that made Homer blink and stare, then got to her feet. She eyed the massive Cyclops warily as they started past him and his guide, cast Gabrielle a very sour glance, then hurried to catch up with Ixos, who was practically running. He slowed once the odd pair was well behind them, and stopped when Xena stepped into his path. She bared her teeth at him in a mirthless smile, and motioned him ahead of her.

			Gabrielle shielded her eyes and eyed the sun with resignation. “It’s getting awfully late,” she told Homer unhappily. “We’re gonna be lucky to find the road and the Sphinx before night falls.” She shivered. “I’m not particularly wild about the idea of meeting her on a dark road, if you know what I mean.”

			“Not what I had in mind when I asked to come with you,” he said gloomily. Gabrielle laid a hand on his arm, and he managed a smile. “I’m not—I’m trying not to complain,” he said.

			“You’re doing great. Honest.”

			“I’m not. I’m stiff and sore, and so far I haven’t been any use at all.”

			“Oh, sure you have,” she protested, but he shook his head.

			“You don’t have to lie to me, Gabrielle. You were ready to hit that man Ixos; you would have struck Atalanta if she’d tried to run just now, wouldn’t you? I’ve never hit anyone in my life—I can’t imagine hitting anyone.”

			Gabrielle eyed him sidelong and considered this gravely. “Well, don’t try,” she said finally. “Sometimes—understand me, when I first saw Xena fight, in my village, there wasn’t anything I wanted so much as to learn to fight just like she does. I’d still like to be able to do half the things—a quarter of them—that she does! Still—sometimes I wish I’d never learned as much as I have. Fighting for your very life, or fighting to save someone else, you’re so busy you don’t have time to get scared or sickened. But sometimes it’s unpleasant things, like today. If I’d had to hurt Ixos, to get the truth out of him, I’d have done it, but I wouldn’t have liked myself for it.” They plunged into the shade of a grove of ancient oaks. Xena had moved ahead of Ixos on open ground, but now she paused to ask the man something. The hunter pointed; Gabrielle stared, but the shade was too deep for her to make out much around them. Xena shook her head, then finally stepped aside to let Ixos and his ward lead the way once more. “Besides,” Gabrielle went on, her voice determinedly cheerful, “I don’t think there’s going to be any more fighting, really. It’s more—thinking and planning, and then talking. I’m still better at talking, and that’s what you do, so it’s up to us. Where’s he leading us, anyway?” The ground on both sides of them began to rise sharply; ten paces, and they were in a deep rift overhung with bracken and moss. A trickle of water meandered down the narrow floor, making footing hazardous. “This better not be a trap!” she called out; her voice echoed.

			“It’s not,” Ixos called back. “It’s the best way to reach the Thessaly road without—” His voice rose to a startled squawk, and Atalanta yelped as four men slid down the east bank, and half a dozen more charged down the ravine floor, straight at them.

			Xena’s high battle cry bounced off the walls of the rift; she shoved Ixos one way, Atalanta the other, and raced upstream to meet the attack. She leaped high, legs snapping out at the last moment, and the two men who’d thought to catch her between them fell in a sodden heap. Another went sailing over her head to land with a splash and a groan in a shallow pool.

			Gabrielle shifted her grasp on the staff and shouted, “Homer, stay with me!”

			“Give me back my bow!” Atalanta yelled.

			“Not in here,” Gabrielle shouted back. “Too close. You’ll hit one of us. Here,” she added, and held out the long-bladed dagger she’d stuffed in her belt. “Watch where you put it!”

			“Shut up and fight!” Atalanta replied sourly, setting her shoulder at an angle against Gabrielle’s; the two formed a barrier to a narrow depression in the sheer stone wall.

			Gabrielle shoved Homer behind her, then lunged, ramming one heavily armored thug in the midsection; the staff rebounded sharply, and the man laughed as he swiped at the staff with a gauntleted hand. But she’d already pulled back, and this time she swung the staff in a vicious arc, catching him beneath his ear. He stumbled back into the brute who was trying to pull himself out of the pool, and both went down with a splash. Beyond them, Xena yelled and wrecked three men with her spin kick, then vaulted over a fourth and drove her elbow into the back of his head. All at once the two men just short of Gabrielle were the only ones still conscious; both were trying to stagger off amid the slick rock. The smaller one, now dripping wet, tapped his companion’s arm and gestured urgently; the other glanced upstream, where Xena stood, sword at the ready; across from him was Gabrielle, staff doing a lazy circle in the air, and next to her Atalanta crouched over a bleeding man. The huntress stood slowly, a red-bladed dagger in her hand. The two men turned as one and fled down the ravine.

			“Let them go,” Xena shouted as Gabrielle moved away from the wall. “And give me that,” she added angrily as she snatched the dagger from Atalanta.

			“I gave it to her,” Gabrielle said warily. Xena’s mouth quirked; she bent to rinse the blade and handed it back to Gabrielle, then hauled Ixos out of hiding.

			“It wasn’t—I wasn’t—!” he stuttered. “I swear, I didn’t have anything to do with that!” She rolled her eyes, shoved him aside, and headed up the ravine, stepping over unconscious and wounded men and gesturing sharply for the others to follow. Once in the open, she turned back to wait for them to catch up, then shoved Ixos ahead of her once more.

			“I hope for your sake that’s true,” she said softly. “Get moving.”

			It was very quiet in the ravine; Xena followed the subdued hunter and his ward. Some paces back, Gabrielle put Homer in front of her and kept a wary eye on the way behind them. The sun was low and tree shadows long when they finally clambered out of the rift to stand on a broad, steep mountain road.

			“Fine,” Xena said. It was the first thing anyone had said in some time. “Which way, hunter?”

			“That—” His voice died. Xena turned to look; Atalanta clapped a hand over her mouth. Gabrielle edged around the tall huntress so she could see.

			“Oh!” she breathed. “She’s—she really is big, isn’t she?” Twenty or so paces up the road, at its crest and across most of its breadth, the Sphinx sprawled, golden and glorious in the late afternoon sun. Flanking her, several seasoned fighting men paced or stood, weapons at the ready. The tallest of them didn’t reach her furred shoulder. Gabrielle swallowed hard as the Sphinx yawned, exposing glittering canines and a mouth that would easily hold four men—or possibly the Caledonian boar itself. Xena looked at Gabrielle, who shrugged, trying to be casual. “Well,” she said, “I guess there isn’t any reason to be standoffish, is there?”

			“I can think of one or two for leaving here right now,” Atalanta whispered, her voice trembling.

			“I can think of six better reasons for staying,” Xena replied in a low voice. “Between her forepaws—look.”

			Gabrielle squinted, then caught her breath. Between the enormous lion’s feet, she could just make out a small, frightened huddle of children. Standing apart, just short of a shining, exposed claw, were Nausicaa and Mitradia.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			Atalanta stopped and folded her arms. “I don’t care what you say or do,” she said flatly. “You can’t make me face that!”

			“I told you, you haven’t got a choice,” Xena hissed.

			“I’m—I’m with Atalanta,” Ixos put in, his voice much too high. “I’m not going anywhere but back down that road, as fast as I can.”

			“It’s—ah, not wise to run from something like that,” Gabrielle said quietly. She was watching the Sphinx and her young captives, head tipped thoughtfully to one side. “I mean, look at those wings. She’d have you before you got five paces.”

			“I won’t,” Atalanta said flatly, and sat in the middle of the road. Xena swore a blistering oath and turned to drag her back to her feet; Atalanta struggled, but with little success, as the warrior dragged one arm behind her back and hauled her, kicking and cursing, to her feet.

			“Gabrielle,” she said sharply, “hand me that piece of rope.” No reply. “Gabrielle?” She turned; Gabrielle’s bag and staff were on the ground almost at her feet, but Gabrielle was a good twenty paces away, heading purposefully toward the Sphinx, Homer right behind her. “Gabrielle!”

			“Be right back,” Gabrielle replied over her shoulder. “Just setting the ground rules. All right?”

			“All right,” Xena growled under her breath. “I swear, I’ll—” Atalanta tried to twist away from her, and Xena swore again and shook her, hard. “Settle down,” she said sternly. The huntress sat still, panting and staring blankly. Ixos gazed down at her, then glared at the warrior.

			“You didn’t have to shake her so hard,” he said evenly.

			“Shut up and sit down next to her. There’s enough to worry about here and now—you’re not going to distract me.” She glared him into submission, waited until he’d settled on the road and taken the girl into his arms, then turned back to check on Gabrielle.

			This time I just might wring her neck, and— She sighed, and some of the anger went out of her. Someone was going to have to do the talking here. And Gabrielle hadn’t misjudged the size of those wings. The Sphinx could probably have picked her off even from this far away in the blink of an eye. Still, those are eagles’ wings. Eaglelike. There wasn’t an eagle alive with wings like that. None now, at least, she reminded herself grimly. But eagles were day birds. Maybe, if they could stall this contest long enough, it would be possible to grab the girls. Lions hunt at night, she reminded herself gloomily. If Gabrielle had just hung around long enough for them to come up with a plan! I wonder what she’s saying up there.

			At her feet, Atalanta moaned and stirred in Ixos’ arms. “Keep her quiet, and keep her down there with you,” Xena said evenly. “Or I’ll flatten her again. Got it?” Silence. She looked down at him; he eyed her angrily but finally nodded. “Good.”

			
			“Wait!”

			Gabrielle turned to glance over her shoulder; she frowned slightly.

			“Homer, you shouldn’t be here. I mean, if she decides—well, you shouldn’t be, that’s all.”

			“I have to,” he said. “I’m afraid, yes. But I know how I’d feel if I did nothing, and hid back there, and then if she decided to—”

			“No one’s going to get eaten,” Gabrielle put in hastily. “But someone’s got to talk to her and set things up.”

			“Talking’s what I do, you said so.”

			“I’m not so bad at it myself,” she replied mildly.

			“I know.” He managed a faint, shaky smile. “So between us, maybe we can fix things up right.” The smile faded. “I’m not going to go back and leave you alone here.”

			“Well, then I’m glad to have you,” Gabrielle said. Sunlight was suddenly warm on her back, and the Sphinx very near indeed. The great beast with a woman’s face stretched and yawned widely; Gabrielle’s jaws ached, and she set her teeth together to keep from yawning herself. Four girls sat in a huddle between the enormous paws, and one of them was crying steadily and hopelessly. Mitradia, who had been whispering something in Nausicaa’s ear, straightened and smiled.

			“Oh! I’m so glad to see you, Ga—!”

			“I’m glad to see again you, too.” Gabrielle cut her off sharply, then turned a dazzling smile on the Sphinx. “I heard you want to see me. My name’s Atalanta, and there was something about a contest. He wasn’t too clear about it, though, and—”

			“Shut up!” the Sphinx snarled. Homer paled, and Gabrielle kept the smile in place with a great effort. “You aren’t Atalanta; even I know she’s a huntress and a runner.” Dark green eyes moved beyond Gabrielle to the three people down the road. “That’s Atalanta, the skinny thing.”

			“Hey, I’m not so overweight as all that, you know!” Gabrielle protested indignantly. The Sphinx laughed and bared her teeth. Gabrielle took an involuntary step back and said, “All right, I’m not Atalanta. But, you know what? You don’t really want Atalanta.”

			“Who says I don’t?” the Sphinx demanded ominously.

			“I do. I’m Gabrielle—you’ve heard of me, I’m certain. I’m the personal bard and soothsayer for Xena—that’s her down there, the, ah, not skinny one with the black hair.”

			“Why would I have heard of you?”

			“Well—you’ve heard of Xena, haven’t you?” The Sphinx growled under her breath, then finally nodded. Gabrielle patted her chest in a self-congratulatory gesture. “So, I’m the reason you’ve heard about her. She has an adventure, rights a wrong, saves a village, rescues a child or two, slays an ogre—and I cast it into iambic pentameter—or whatever form fits it best; some adventures don’t fit well with iambic pentameter . . .” Her voice faded as the Sphinx eased forward and glared directly into her face.

			“Why are you here? I sent for Atalanta: I’ve heard of her. She’s famous. When I out-riddle her, everyone will know I’m the greatest of all time!”

			“Well,” Gabrielle temporized, “they’ll know you beat Atalanta.” The Sphinx was still staring at her. “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” she added vexedly. “Makes it hard for me to remember what I’m trying to say to you.”

			“You talk too much,” the Sphinx muttered. “Why are you here? I won’t ask you again!”

			“Here? Ah . . . here! Because you may not have heard of me—or my very famous companion here.” She indicated Homer with a deep bow and a flourish of her arm. “But we’ve certainly heard of you. Why, there probably isn’t a bard in all the land who wouldn’t be honored to engage in a contest with you!”

			“Some have,” the Sphinx replied meaningfully; she gazed into the distance and a smirk turned the corners of her mouth. “Some of them were fairly tasty, too.”

			“Nice to hear that,” Gabrielle muttered. “Well, anyway, since you want me to come to the point: Atalanta’s a runner; she doesn’t know a riddle from a—from a—well, she’s no good at them. Now, I’m one of the best, and this—well, there isn’t anyone greater at riddles than Homer. You’ve heard of him, of course,” she added. “He’s the king’s bard, the bard of all Athens.” The Sphinx gave her a confused look. Homer opened his mouth to protest, and Gabrielle stepped on his foot. “King Theseus,” she explained. The confused look didn’t change. “Of course, before that, he was bard to King Menelaus—and Queen Helen.”

			“I’ve heard of them. They’re in Sparta,” the Sphinx said. “I left Sparta years ago; not enough travelers.”

			“Well—sure,” Gabrielle replied. Doesn’t even know Helen left Menelaus for Paris, or that she didn’t come back! She filed the thought for later examination and went on. “Well, the thing is, now instead of a girl who doesn’t know the first thing about riddling, you’ve got two experts—not as good as you are, of course, I’m sure, but still, we’re about as good as it gets. Right, Homer?”

			“Right,” he echoed faintly, and eased his foot from beneath hers.

			Gabrielle turned back to the Sphinx, who was showing signs of restlessness. “So, my question is, why should you settle for winning a contest against someone like Atalanta, when you could best the two greatest bards in all Greece?”

			“Hmmmmm.”

			“Keeping in mind, too, that if you eat Atalanta when she loses, there isn’t that much there to eat.”

			“Good point,” the Sphinx conceded. She eyed Gabrielle sidelong. “No one deliberately sets out to be eaten. You’re planning to trick me!”

			“No way,” Gabrielle said firmly. “I think too much of your talent and your prowess to do that. An honest bard would never attempt trickery to win a contest. What we’re offering is, we come up with three riddles between us; you come up with three. Best two of three wins it. And—well, you get your choice between us. One gets to take the girls, and he—or she—goes back to Athens to cast the tale of the Great Contest into verse, for all the world to hear in amazement. And the other is—well—” she shrugged. “Lunch. Or dinner.”

			Silence. Even the sobbing girl had stopped crying so she could listen. The Sphinx frowned and gazed down the road. “I need to think about this—stay where you are,” she ordered. “Only a fool would try to run.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Gabrielle replied cheerfully.

			“She’s lying, your Greatness,” a gritty voice broke in. A dark-haired, ugly man in old leather armor came from somewhere near the creature’s left flank and stopped just short of Gabrielle. She blinked; his face was as scarred as any she’d ever seen, and he was missing most of his left arm. Must be good with the one he’s got left, she thought. “If she’s with Xena, she’s lying. They’re trying to pull something.”

			“Be still, or be appetizer,” the Sphinx hissed. He glanced up at her and went quiet, but he stayed right where he was, within sword’s reach of Gabrielle. She ignored him, met Mitradia’s eyes, and winked at the girl, who tried to smile at her, then whispered something in Nausicaa’s ear. The blind princess whispered something back and Mitradia nodded, then returned Gabrielle’s wink. “Probably you are up to something,” the Sphinx went on after a long moment. “Most people are; usually it’s trying to get away from me alive. No one does.”

			“Ah,” Gabrielle said. “But if no one does this time, then there’s no one to tell the tale and spread the story of your greatest conquest, is there?” She glanced at the one-armed man and smiled contemptuously. “I suppose you could let him do it, or something—but there isn’t a bard anywhere else in the whole world who could do you justice in Dorian like I can, and Homer’s the absolute master of Ionian.”

			“Three riddles each—why three?” the Sphinx demanded.

			“What’s the point of one?” Gabrielle countered. “One riddle, you either guess it or you don’t, and bang! It’s all over, isn’t it? This way, you’ve got something—a story worth telling and a contest worth participating in.”

			“Three,” the Sphinx said thoughtfully. “All right. We’ll do this your way.” She smiled; Gabrielle tried to swallow past a very dry throat. “I like your looks.”

			“Ah—thanks!” She paused. “I think. Are you ready to get going on this now?”

			“It’s nearly sundown. And you’ve probably already chosen your riddles. You think to best me by trickery, don’t you?”

			“Hadn’t even occurred to me,” Gabrielle said.

			“Hah! We’ll begin when the sun reaches the tops of those trees tomorrow. Don’t think of escaping tonight, any of you,” she added pointedly, “or I break my fast on very young meat. I hope that’s not a riddle beyond your grasp.”

			“Nope—got the idea. I don’t suppose you’d let them come sleep with us, or—anything like that?” Gabrielle’s voice trailed away as the Sphinx bared very sharp teeth. “I was afraid you’d feel that way about it. Well, then, I guess we’ll see you in the morning.” She looked at Mitradia, who managed a shaky smile before backing cautiously between the creature’s paws, drawing Nausicaa with her, as the Sphinx muttered something Gabrielle couldn’t quite catch. The one-armed brute scowled at her for one more long moment, then turned on his heel and went back the way he’d come. Homer tugged at Gabrielle’s sleeve, and bowed to the Sphinx—her mouth quirked in amusement. Gabrielle backed away, turned, and walked down the road, Homer at her side.

			“Beloved Calliope, just let me keep my knees from buckling until we get back to the others,” he mumbled. Gabrielle squeezed his hand.

			“You did really well—really and truly well. I’m proud of you,” she said quietly. “Don’t walk any faster; we don’t want her thinking we’re scared.”

			“Aren’t we?”

			“Well, we don’t want her thinking it. I’ve got to talk to Xena; I think I have an idea.”

			
			Light was fading rapidly in the trees around them; Xena was on one knee, rummaging through Gabrielle’s pack as Gabrielle and Homer came up, skirting Ixos, who still sat in the middle of the road, Atalanta in his arms. Her eyes were still tightly closed, but her lips were moving—steadily cursing, from the looks of things, Gabrielle thought. The old hunter looked up at her, rolled his eyes, then looked away. Xena shoved the pack aside, got to her feet, folded her arms across her chest, and turned toward her traveling companion. That look, Gabrielle thought nervously. The silence stretched. “Ah,” she managed finally, and to her surprise, her voice sounded almost normal. “Ah, I think we got everything set up all right; no surprise we couldn’t get the girls back over here, but I did try.”

			Xena looked at her for a very long moment. Finally, she sighed faintly and said, “I’m still trying to figure out how it was going to help anyone if you just walked up to her and got eaten.”

			“I wasn’t gonna get eaten!” Gabrielle protested. “No one’s gonna—”

			“Gabrielle, talking’s what you do. Eating is what she does. Keep that in mind, will you?” Xena spun away and glowered down at the bag. “You have any kind of something to fix for dinner in there? Because somehow I have the feeling game might be a little scarce around here.”

			“Good one,” Gabrielle laughed. Xena glanced back at her, and the laugh died an instant death. “I—yeah. It’ll take a while. I didn’t figure on two nights in a row, but I can feed us.”

			“Good,” Xena said flatly. “Keep an eye on those two; I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

			“Ahhh—I hope she doesn’t think you’re taking off,” Gabrielle said. “Because—”

			“I’m going to scout both sides of the road for firewood,” the warrior broke in. “She’ll be able to see me at all times. You keep our two helpers there under control, all right?”

			“Got it,” Gabrielle said. She knelt to rummage through the bag, grumbling as she straightened the contents. A string of dried vegetables and a few hot peppers needed to be untangled from her spare bodice; the shallow cooking pot probably wasn’t very clean, but a surreptitious swipe of her hand cleared the worst of the grit, and it really didn’t smell too bad. Water might be a problem. Guess I didn’t think of everything up there. Well, it would have taken someone twice as good at talking as she was, to have gotten everything in. Everything caught up to her between one breath and another, and she had to stuff her hands between her knees to keep them from shaking.

			“Gabrielle?” Homer leaned over her shoulders. She managed a smile for him. “Everything all right?”

			“As close as it’s going to get under the circumstances,” she said brightly. “Think you can stand my cooking two nights in a row?”

			“My father used to cook for me. I can eat anything. Almost anything,” he amended carefully. “Except maybe those salty, hairy little fish some bakers put on their flat bread along with the rounds of dried sausage and the goat cheese before they bake it.”

			“Anchovies?” Gabrielle’s nose wrinkled. “No one really eats those on flat bread, do they? Actually,” she added thoughtfully, “I guess if there was enough cheese to hide the taste, I could . . . Well, anyway, it isn’t anything like that. More soup. Provided we can find water. Guess I should’ve asked her.”

			“She probably has a mind above such mundane matters,” Homer said. “But if Ixos knows this area, then he’ll know where water is. If—” He swallowed. “If I go for water, and I have a bucket in hand, surely she won’t think I’m trying to run for it.”

			“You’re the world-famous bard Homer,” Gabrielle reminded him. “World-famous bards don’t run away.” She suddenly caught at her head with both hands; her eyes closed. “Oh! Oh!”

			Homer eyed her anxiously “Gabrielle? Are you all right?”

			“I—I can see it!” she gasped, then shook her head and blinked at him. “I almost could. Ohhhh. My head aches. Um—what’s a catalog of ships?”

			“A—?” He blinked at her, his jaw hanging. “A what of ships?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, “but it’s important. It—somehow, it’s part of your legend.”

			“My—legend?” he echoed.

			“I don’t know,” Gabrielle whispered, and let her eyes close again. She could see it so clearly, line upon line, verse upon verse; children in odd, bright clothing seated in pale-walled rooms on hard wooden benches, other children staring at black walls covered in white squiggles that must be writing, reciting lines. Lines he wrote. How wonderful. She managed a smile for the wide-eyed, wary Homer, and shrugged.

			“What are you talking about?” he asked finally. “Was that a—a vision? You never said you have visions.”

			“Sometimes I do. I think. You know how visions are,” she added with another shrug. “They don’t always tell you anything you can use—or tell it to you straight.”

			“I don’t know anything about visions, except what the tales tell me,” Homer whispered. “Catalog of ships—I’ll remember that.”

			“Well, I hope it’s something useful.” She got to her feet, the string of dried vegetables dangling from one hand and the pot from the other as Atalanta shoved free from Ixos’ arms and tried to struggle to her feet. Gabrielle stared briefly at her hands, then shoved the pot and stew starter toward Homer, caught up her staff, and closed the distance between her and Atalanta in a bound. “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” she said.

			“Wouldn’t what?” Atalanta snapped. “Wouldn’t try to keep from being turned into that creature’s—next meal? I suppose you look forward to it as a new experience! Forgive me if I’m not as open-minded as you are!”

			“I wasn’t thinking about that so much,” Gabrielle said. “I was thinking more about those six girls up there; one of them was crying when I got there, and still crying when I left.”

			“Crying doesn’t prove anything, and it doesn’t get you anywhere,” Atalanta replied sullenly.

			“That isn’t true,” Gabrielle said. “It releases pain; it—well, it does a lot of things. Just because it didn’t soften your father doesn’t mean it’s a useless activity.”

			“How dare you!” the huntress demanded furiously.

			Gabrielle shook her head and dropped down cross-legged onto the road. Ixos reclaimed his grasp on his ward, who gave him a black look but subsided in his embrace. “Atalanta—I’m sorry. I don’t like shoving myself into other people’s private affairs, it embarrasses everyone, including me. And obviously, you.” There was a long silence. “Look, you’ve fooled everyone around you for years. Castor and Pollux, Meleager—all those guys on the boar hunt had you figured for this really tough little thing, didn’t they?”

			Atalanta stared at her for some moments, then turned away. “They thought—they said they thought—that I was the hardest, bravest female they’d ever met,” she said finally.

			“Fine. You fooled a bunch of young male would-be heroes. You know, they can be both the hardest and the easiest guys in the whole world to fool—they’re all so concerned with their own male thing, the ego, hiding their own nerves, making sure the other guys see them in the bravest possible way. At the same time, they’re all so scared someone else is gonna show ’em up. A girl like you—a genuine girl hero—shows up and demands to be part of the party, and has the weapons and the skill to back up the demand, half the time they’re gonna be scared silly a mere girl’s gonna show them up, and the other half they’ll be wondering how they’re gonna—ah—gonna—well, you know.”

			Atalanta’s mouth quirked. “Virgin huntress,” she said quietly, then giggled. “Oddly enough, that part’s still true.”

			Ixos blushed painfully. “Atalanta! I should hope it was! You’re unwed, after all, and—and dedicated to—”

			“To Athena,” Atalanta put in gravely. “Papa, I—I think Gabrielle and I need to talk a little. I’m sorry,” she added. “Uncle Nenny, everything—I’m not trying to hurt you—”

			“Princess, it’s all right,” he said at once. “It wasn’t your fault.”

			“It was my fault. If I hadn’t come up with this mad scheme, Nenny’d still be alive and both of you planning your next—next hunt.” Her eyes filled with tears; she swore angrily and blotted them on the backs of her hands. “But remember what you both said, just before I left you. That I needed a—another woman to talk to? Not things like—like that—but—just to talk?” Her color was high; so was Ixos’. “Please, Papa. I’ll come find you in a little.”

			“It’s all right, Princess,” he replied. “I’ll be right here.” He sighed faintly and mumbled under his breath, “I haven’t anywhere else to go, after all. Not now.”

			Atalanta got stiffly to her feet and blotted her eyes once more. “He won’t survive this,” she whispered. “And it’s my stupid, stupid fault. Poor Nenny was half-blind the past year or so, and—”

			“You can’t take responsibility for anyone but yourself,” Gabrielle broke in firmly. Atalanta blinked tear-starred lashes, then shook her head. Gabrielle insisted: “I mean it. I left behind a village, a father, a mother, a younger sister, a betrothed—to follow Xena. What if because of that, because I wasn’t there, something awful would happen to them? I could have thought of it that way. Just as maybe you should’ve thought about what would happen if you persuaded those two old men and a bunch of stupid, bored village boys to help you out. But those boys had the choice of saying no, and so did your—so did Neneron and Ixos.”

			“They never said no to me, all my life,” Atalanta broke in tearfully. “I knew that, and acted on that knowledge.”

			“That was still their choice,” Gabrielle said. “Just like it was your choice to become a huntress and a hero. There isn’t one of those little girls up there right now who isn’t resting easier because you’re here to rescue them.”

			“Oh, goddess, don’t put a burden like that on me!” Atalanta cried out.

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I’m not. You put it on yourself when you chose the path you took. Maybe the goddess did mark you early on, but that doesn’t need to be a horrible burden. Xena’s been marked for that kind of attention by Ares—not my idea of a soulmate. But even so, she hasn’t been kept under his influence, has she?”

			Atalanta shook her head furiously and pounded long-fingered fists against the trunk of a nearby tree. She winced and shook them out with care. “Let’s not talk about her right now—all right?”

			“Whatever you want. Look, Atalanta, I’m just trying to help. To understand you. Most important, to help you and me—all of us—get those girls home safely.”

			“I don’t know what you think I can do,” Atalanta whispered. “You’ve seen me—at my very best,” she added bitterly. “You know I’m no more a hero than—than that Cyclops is.”

			“Well,” Gabrielle objected mildly, “he might be a hero to someone. Maybe even to the little guy traveling with him, who knows? Thing is, all it takes sometimes is the look: you had that right from the start. Put the appearance on and people will believe, because they want to believe. You can do it. You’ve already proved you can.”

			“I can’t—not here.”

			“Of course you can.” Gabrielle laughed suddenly and spread her arms wide; Atalanta eyed her tearily. “Look, if Homer—who’s never been allowed to so much as blink at danger—and I can face off with a nasty, mythological, immortal being who has a nasty taste for raw humans, and come away with the upper hand, are you gonna tell me someone as well trained with weapons as you are can’t at least pick up her javelin case and look heroic? To please a captive—’scuse me, bad choice of words—audience?”

			“Oooooh!” Atalanta wrinkled her nose and suddenly began to giggle. For the first time since Gabrielle had seen her, the huntress looked, and acted, like a girl only a year or so short of full womanhood. “That was awful! Now I know why I don’t keep company with a woman bard!”

			“Hey!” Gabrielle grinned. “If I had a choice of bards like that boy you had in Athens! Well—”

			A strong voice interrupted her. “You’d probably lose your—ah—your ability to occasionally view the future, wouldn’t you?” Xena dropped a loose load of firewood to the road; a rope-bound bundle of kindling followed. The sound of wood rattling onto the dry, hard surface echoed from tree to tree, then finally died away. “We gonna eat sometime tonight?” she added dryly.

			“You see any water out there?” Gabrielle countered as dryly. Xena eyed her for a long moment, sent her eyes toward the huntress, then finally shrugged.

			“Small spill over a decent length of stone. How much you need?” She took the shallow pot Gabrielle thrust at her. “How long’s it gonna take to cook this?”

			“Full dark!” Gabrielle shouted after her. “Or longer, depending on how long it takes you to bring me a pot of water.”

			“Your humble servant,” the warrior replied sarcastically. “You think only the Sphinx is hungry,” she added as she vanished down the darkened roadway.

			“I know she is,” Gabrielle mumbled to herself. Can’t believe I did that—not only confronted a bored and hungry carnivore but told her I’d make a better lunch than Homer would. . . . Homer! Suddenly, she realized that her vision sense was talking to her—not only talking, but demanding she listen. It was about the war for Helen, of all things. I was there; I talked to Helen, fought Menelaus’ warriors, saw the Horse firsthand—but I was too close to it all, including poor Helen. I wouldn’t mind telling Xena’s part of that story, if she’d let me. Homer’d do such a wonderful job of the rest of it. Find the time, if you aren’t on tomorrow’s menu, to tell him the whole story.

			Gabrielle shook herself and got to her feet; Atalanta was eyeing her curiously. “Well, never mind. I just—act like you aren’t afraid, for those poor girls up there. Who knows, it might even stick to you.”

			“I don’t believe it,” Atalanta said flatly, but a small, embarrassed smile tugged at her mouth. “But—all right. I’ll try.”

			
			It took time to get the fire to burn hot, then die down enough so she could shove the pot into a sheltered corner. Wind blew steadily down the road, coating everything in dust. Gabrielle scooped out a small spoonful, tested a tuber. “Just about,” she promised.

			Xena sighed faintly. “Gonna be full dark before it’s ready, right?”

			“Sorry. It’s the wind, you know.”

			“Not your fault.” Without warning, she leaped to her feet, her eyes flashed, and she stepped onto the road. Half a dozen men were coming toward them, the Sphinx at their back. They halted in a ragged line. The Sphinx sat on her haunches. Atalanta froze; the branch she was shoving into the fire trembled briefly, then steadied as she drew a deep breath and positioned it. Ixos edged closer to her. Homer, who had fallen asleep moments earlier, sighed faintly and rolled onto his side, away from the light.

			“Great,” Gabrielle murmured. “Something to block the wind, finally!” Atalanta cast her a startled glance across the flames, then clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle something that might have been hysterical laughter. Gabrielle settled the pot more firmly, dropped the spoon on a warm, flat stone next to the coals, and turned to see what was going on.

			
			On the road, Xena stood very still, her eyes moving from one shadowy figure to another. “You might at least make some light,” she said finally. “I like to see who I’m talking to.”

			“Light,” the Sphinx rumbled. One of the men crouched at her feet and began to fumble with flint and tinder; moments later a torch spluttered and caught. And then a second, and a third. He passed one to the man at each end of the line, and kept the last for himself. Xena took a step forward and smiled.

			“Well, well. Old home week, isn’t it? Philimos. Kodro. And—how nice.” She didn’t look the least bit pleased. “It’s my old friend Zakon. What’s left of him.” She looked up to meet the Sphinx’s eyes. “There’s a purpose to all this? And where are the girls?”

			“They’re safe—and warm, and fed. But they aren’t your concern. He is.” The creature gestured with her chin. Gabrielle squinted against a sudden swirl of smoke as the one-armed man in grubby fighting leathers took a step forward. “He tells me you’re the one responsible for his . . . condition.”

			“He thought he knew more than me about how to take a ridge,” Xena countered softly. “I don’t put up with that kind of insubordination from common soldiers, not when it costs me time and men. I wager you don’t either.”

			“I told you she’d have a lie ready,” Zakon said smugly.

			“Shut up, Zakon,” Xena snarled. The Sphinx rumbled ominously and two of the torch holders paled.

			“He’s not your underling anymore, warrior. He’s mine—and I take care of what’s mine. He says he wants vengeance. . . .” She was abruptly silent; Xena was laughing.

			“Vengeance!” she managed finally. “Zakon, you never did have much for brains! I could easily have killed you back in camp that day. You couldn’t get near me, even with two good arms!”

			“I’m bored at the moment,” the Sphinx said. “Very bored.” The woman’s face looked bored; as Xena eyed her sidelong, one vast eyebrow went up. “You know how these things are,” she added in mock apology. “When there’s nothing to see or do—you want to eat.”

			“You do,” Xena echoed flatly. Her gaze moved to Zakon, who was smirking broadly.

			“I do,” the Sphinx replied. “Of course, I don’t doubt you could simply take him the way things are. But if we evened them somewhat . . .”

			Gabrielle was on her feet and next to Xena in one smooth movement. Xena cast her a sidelong glance and muttered, “Get back over there; I’m really gonna be hungry after I get done with this fool.”

			“It’s cooking all by itself,” Gabrielle said out of the corner of her mouth, then addressed the Sphinx. “Ground rules again!” she said brightly. “I mean—I can see your point, but how do you plan to even things out? Because if you—ah—cut her arm off, then it isn’t even any more, not if she’s bleeding and all that.”

			“Hadn’t thought of that,” the Sphinx said thoughtfully, and snarled wordlessly at Zakon, who was trying to protest. “All right. Suggestion?”

			“Easy. Tie one hand behind her back,” Gabrielle said promptly.

			“Right hand,” Zakon demanded.

			“I could take you any time, either hand,” Xena purred. The Sphinx looked from one to the other, then flopped bonelessly onto the road, human chin resting on enormous paws, and sent her eyes in Gabrielle’s direction.

			“Do it,” she ordered.

			“Do it—right! You bet. Be right back,” Gabrielle added. She scurried across the road and knelt to fumble in her pack. There was a slight delay as she struggled with the knots on Nausicaa’s length of rope. “I swear I just put a simple over-and-under in this thing,” she grumbled. It finally came loose, and she scrambled back onto the road. Zakon stepped in front of her.

			“Wait a minute!” he demanded loudly. “I want to see this bit of rope, make sure it isn’t fake or something!”

			“Oh, sure,” Gabrielle retorted. “I always carry a bit of magic rope around with me. Doesn’t everyone?” She held it out, let him tug at it. “Want to watch me tie it, too?” she asked sweetly. He probably would have said yes, but one of the men behind him broke into raucous laughter.

			“Hey, Zakon!” another jeered. “Thought you said you could take her with your hand behind your back! What’s the matter? Scared?”

			“Just making sure it’s all done right,” he shouted back. With a sour glance at Gabrielle, who was unsuccessfully biting back a grin, he slapped the rope aside and stepped back to draw an ugly, knobby mace from his belt. He eyed it with satisfaction. Gabrielle turned away and looked up at Xena. “I hope I didn’t mess things up for you.”

			“You did fine.” Xena squeezed her shoulder. “I liked your suggestion a lot better than his.” And as Gabrielle looked at the rope, then eyed her companion uncertainly, Xena put her right arm behind her back, turned so it was facing Gabrielle, and wiggled her fingers. “Fix it to my sword belt; it won’t go anywhere.”

			“It better not!” Zakon yelled. He’d secured the mace and was now testing the air with his sword—a thick-bladed affair with a grip of leather-wrapped metal bands that encircled his hand.

			“I told you,” Xena said as the blade sliced the air with a hiss that made Gabrielle wince and nearly drop the rope, “I never did need two hands to take you.”

			“Ahhh—” Gabrielle was busy at her back, working a complex wad of knots even larger than the one she’d wrapped around Atalanta’s ankles. “Listen,” she whispered, “I bet you can flatten him in one whack. But—ah—keep in mind, our furry friend there wants to be entertained.”

			“I won’t forget,” Xena said quietly. “She wants a show, she’ll get one. Watch your back, and keep an eye on our skittish friends over there, will you?”

			“Got it,” Gabrielle said. With one last tug on the rope, she backed up two paces, then turned and headed for the edge of the road. She had barely turned back to watch the fight when Xena’s battle cry cut the night air. Four thugs backed hastily away and the Sphinx sat up, the tips of her wings quivering above her head, her eyes wide and very bright.

			Zakon laughed and held his sword at the ready. “You can’t scare me with noise, Xena! Come on—” He stopped short, his mouth hanging open; the warrior had launched herself into a tight double flip that carried her over his head. She made hardly a sound as she landed behind him and whirled around, smacking him hard with the flat of her blade. He howled with pain and outrage, spun around, and slashed where she’d been. Too late. She was already airborne, this time coming down so close to him that her near foot flattened his. He yelled again. “Fight fair! You know I got bad feet!” He started halfway around, then back the other way. Xena was behind him, behind him again, then right in his face, sword between her teeth; her left hand backhanded his blade aside, then came back hard in a ringing slap to his face. He reeled and blinked, tightened his grip on the sword hilt, and with a yell charged her. Xena sidestepped and tripped him as he rushed by. He staggered to regain his footing, blinking dazedly. Xena waved her empty hand in front of his eyes, then backflipped away from him to retrieve the sword she’d let fall to the road. She wasn’t even breathing hard. A corner of her mouth quirked; she seemed to be enjoying herself.

			“You’re making a game of this!” he shouted breathlessly.

			“You prefer I just stand here and kill you on the spot?” she asked evenly. “You forgot just how good I am, didn’t you Zakon? And how lousy you are?” He swore furiously—and incoherently—and charged straight at her. Xena sidestepped at the last possible moment, gripped his shoulder as he passed, and flipped him onto his back. The air erupted from his lungs in a loud gust. He opened his eyes to see a sword held very steadily, just short of his nose.

			“What do you think?” she asked conversationally. “Take your nose off and make you even uglier—if that’s possible? Or maybe just hack off your other arm? You can always fight with your teeth, you know.”

			Zakon gasped for air and swore helplessly. “You’re making a game of it! Damn you to Hades, Xena! You think it’s easy finding work as a one-armed fighter?”

			“So go be a one-armed goatherd, or a one-armed baker,” she said indifferently. “No one’s forcing you to do this kind of stuff.”

			“It’s what I do,” he replied stubbornly. “It’s all I’ve ever done.”

			“You won’t be doing it anymore if I kill you here and now, will you?” she asked.

			“Or if I do,” the Sphinx put in smoothly. Zakon’s eyes rolled sideways in a vain effort to make out the bulky creature. She didn’t sound very happy, he realized uncomfortably. Not that she ever sounded happy—but this was definitely the other voice.

			To his surprise, Xena flipped her sword away from his face, and stepped over him to confront the beast. “He amused you, didn’t he?” she asked. “I think that’s worth letting him go.” A long silence. Men eyed each other sidelong, and the Sphinx stared beyond Xena, her thoughtful gaze fixed on the fallen Zakon, who lay motionless where Xena had left him, lips pressed together and eyes closed.

			To his astonishment, the creature began to laugh, a sound like stones falling downhill, but indisputably laughter. His eyes flew open. “Amused,” the Sphinx repeated. “Yes. That was—most amusing, warrior. Kept my mind off food very nicely.” She turned the impassive look back to motionless Zakon. “I’m not hungry now,” she said. “In the morning, I doubtless will be. Go away, now.” Zakon scrambled to his feet, backed warily away from her one slow step at a time, fumbling his sword back into its sheath with a shaking hand, feeling for the mace, which had fallen from his belt. But the sight of both Sphinx and warrior made him decide not to press his luck. When he was beyond the light of the torches and Gabrielle’s fire, he turned and fled. Coarse laughter followed him.

			Gabrielle came up to begin working the knots free. The Sphinx watched in silence, but as Xena shook out her right hand and scooped up her sword, the creature rose and stretched massively. Great wings unfurled briefly, then folded back to her tawny sides. “Most amusing,” she repeated. She looked beyond Xena to Gabrielle, who was coiling the length of rope. “I hope tomorrow’s contest is half so amusing. Don’t forget—sunrise, three from you two, three from me, best two of three. And one of you returns to Athens to tell the story. My—ah—choice,” she added, and bared very white teeth.

			Gabrielle swallowed, then put on a smile. “How could I possibly forget? I’m looking forward to this—what a terrific contest it’s gonna be!” Xena was eyeing her curiously; she kept her eyes on the Sphinx as the creature turned and sauntered up the road. Her guard backed partway up the road, then turned and followed her. Silence. The Sphinx reached the crest of the road and vanished from sight.

			“I’m almost afraid to ask what she meant by that,” Xena said finally. Gabrielle started, blinked, and smiled at her.

			“Oh, nothing much, really. Maybe I can tell you about it later. After you eat. Soup’s probably ready.”

			Xena’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Maybe you can tell me while I eat. I’d like to know what I’m facing tomorrow, if you don’t mind.”

			“Facing—well, sure. Thing is, I’m absolutely starving, and I wager you worked up quite an appetite. The soup’s hot, but it won’t be that good once it cools off, or if it overcooks—”

			Xena sighed loudly, silencing her. “Tell me after we eat. Make it good, too,” she added, as she shoved her sword into its sheath, and headed toward the fire.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			The soup was hot and just cooked, but it wasn’t that good. Gabrielle apologized several times until Xena finally cleared her throat ominously. “It’s better than mine would be,” the warrior said, then drained her bowl with one long swallow. Ixos followed her example.

			“Fills the empty spot and it’s warm; good enough for me.”

			Homer dropped his empty wooden bowl on the heated rocks surrounding the fire. “Told you I wasn’t fussy,” he said with a faint smile. “No anchovies, and better than anything my father ever cooked.”

			Atalanta, who had been picking at hers, shoved the bowl aside with a little smile. “It’s—it’s fine, honest. I’m just not—not very hungry.” She jumped to her feet, swayed, and sat again, rather suddenly, her face paler than normal. Ixos sighed and edged next to her. He put the bowl back in her hands, and said, “Come on, now, you eat. Just a little more. You haven’t had anything all day, have you? Don’t bother to lie to old Papa, I know how you are.” His voice faded to a whisper. Atalanta eyed the bowl with misgivings and Ixos with irritation, but she finally nodded and began to drink the broth. “Vegetables, too,” he said quietly. “A few of them, at least.”

			Xena looked away from the pair. Her eyes met Gabrielle’s; her mouth quirked. “You had a story for me—if that’s all the soup there is.”

			Gabrielle gave a nervous little smile and turned away to check the pot. “Actually, there’s a little broth left, and a couple bits of that hard bread.” For answer, the warrior held out her bowl. Gabrielle emptied the pot into it, then dropped three pieces of dark bread on top of the watery meal. “Sorry it’s so tasteless,” she added. Xena chopped a hand in her direction for silence.

			“We did that part already. Several times. You weren’t expecting to feed us two nights in a row, but it doesn’t matter, you came up with something to fill the need. And the stomach.” She fished one of the bits of soggy bread partway out of the liquid; it folded limply, part broke off and dropped into the bowl with a splash. She shrugged, ate the remaining bit and licked her fingers, drained the bowl in one long swallow, then leveled a hand at Gabrielle. “And don’t try to distract me,” she said as she set the bowl aside and leaned forward to shove sticks into the blaze. “You made a deal with her this afternoon—I know that much. I’d like to know what you set up, since it might affect what I do. And, just possibly, what the rest of us do.” Mild reproof was in her voice, but her eyes gave away nothing.

			Gabrielle dropped the empty bowls into the empty pot, then spread her arms in a broad shrug. “We didn’t really do that much; just—well, if it’s a riddle contest, then obviously Homer and I are the ones who should be challenging her, right? So since we’re the ones on the front line, we should set up the way the contest is run, shouldn’t we? I mean, Atalanta doesn’t particularly want to face off with her, Ixos would probably rather pass, you keep telling me you don’t do riddles—”

			“Just tell me, Gabrielle,” Xena broke in. Gabrielle sighed, very faintly, and told her, with an occasional prompt from Homer. “Great,” the warrior said finally. “Just great. You know, I think I should have a say in whether you get named catch of the day.”

			“Catch of—hey, that’s funny,” Gabrielle applauded her. The smile slipped. “Almost funny. Well, under other circumstances, it would be. But I told Homer the same thing; no one’s gonna get eaten! Not me, not him.” Atalanta made an unhappy little noise and set her soup bowl down with finality, then turned her back on them all. “She especially isn’t gonna eat you, Atalanta,” Gabrielle added soothingly. “She said you’re much too thin.”

			“No, I’m not,” the huntress mumbled. Ixos murmured something against her ear; the other three stared at her in astonishment. Gabrielle shook herself, blinked, and went on.

			“We worked things out. I’ve got a stake in all this, too, you know; I’m not gonna make a mistake with that as the result if I do.”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena said with hard-held patience, “she eats people. You’re standing close enough to exchange riddles with her, she gets mad, you’re history. All right?”

			“I tried to tell her that,” Homer said gloomily. “Who knows, maybe she’ll eat me instead.”

			“You?” Gabrielle asked in surprise. “You didn’t see the way she was looking at you while I was talking to her.”

			“Looking—at me?” His voice soared into descant range. Gabrielle laughed quietly and patted his knee. “It wasn’t that kind of hunger, trust me; the body and the appetite might be lion, but the mind—well, I bet she never saw a clean, cute young bard in all her life before now. I mean, usually the kind of travelers you get on a back road like this—”

			“We get the idea, Gabrielle,” Xena said dryly. Homer had gone red to his ears.

			Gabrielle patted Homer’s knee again and went on. “Well, she may not normally act like an honorable being, but I appealed to that. Trust me, she’s got it in her. An honorable being who helped set the rules of a riddle contest for fame and glory wouldn’t ruin things by—”

			“Polishing off the competition. I hope you’re right,” Xena said hurriedly. “So. You have the riddles worked out?” Gabrielle shook her head. “You’ve got what’s left of the night,” the warrior reminded her crisply, “and you’re gonna need some sleep if you want to be able to answer whatever she throws at you. If you can.”

			“Oh, I’m not worried about her riddles,” Gabrielle replied cheerfully. “She hasn’t got much of an imagination, and she might be an immortal and pretty impressive to look at, but basically, she’s just your average local girl. I mean, she obviously knows some of the creation myths fairly well, and some of the stuff about plants and animals, that sort of thing. But she’d never heard of King Theseus, and as far as she knows, Helen’s currently redecorating the palace in Sparta for Menelaus and entertaining his guests.” Silence. Xena frowned, shook her head. Gabrielle elaborated. “She has absolutely no idea what’s going on outside her own little world here.”

			“I—I didn’t realize this afternoon,” Homer broke in. “That’s—that’s inspired, Gabrielle! All that talk, I thought maybe you were just nervous, or maybe trying to impress her, and—and here you were, testing her knowledge and she didn’t even realize—!”

			“Thank you,” Gabrielle said modestly, but she was grinning widely as she glanced at Xena, and her cheeks were turning pink. “Now, what this means is, we can give her one riddle like yours about rain, something to make her feel like we’re a couple of prize fools. Lead her on.”

			Xena eased to her feet and picked up the soup pot. “Go ahead and work things out; as you reminded me, I don’t do riddles. This pot needs to soak. Think I’ll walk down the road and get some water.” She bent down to shove another stick in the fire and put her mouth close to Gabrielle’s ear. “Keep talking just like you are, but don’t give anything else away. We’ve got company,” she said softly, then stepped out into the darkness.

			Behind her, Gabrielle stared blankly at Homer, for one rare moment completely at a loss for words. But he had heard the warrior’s warning. He thought fast, then nodded and said, “Fine, that’s a good idea, Gabrielle. I think maybe you should ask her the one about the legs: you know, four, then two, then three. And maybe after that—” He chattered on, giving Gabrielle time to recover and help him out. Atalanta was staring at both of them as if they’d gone mad.

			Quickly Xena walked toward the small spill of water. Just short of it, she slipped off the road into deep shadow, set the pot down and ran light-footedly into the trees, then worked quickly back toward the fire in a wide half-circle. As she’d suspected, there was someone—two someones, actually—crouched behind an enormous oak not ten paces from the fire. Both were listening so intently to the babbling of Gabrielle and Homer that neither was aware they had company until too late. Xena caught one up by his shirt and the other by the neck of his armor, and slammed them together. Foreheads collided with a nasty crack, and the two men fell unconscious with a loud thump.

			Gabrielle was on her feet in an instant; Atalanta scrambled about on her knees, feeling for the weapons that had been taken from her. She swore as she remembered, and watched with anger-black eyes as Xena dragged first one unconscious brute, then the other, into the firelight. One man, a fattish, grimy creature in leather pants and filthy wool shirt, was too dazed to move. The other, the one in armor—a small-boned, dark, seam-faced specimen missing one earlobe—groaned and tried to sit up. Xena gave him a shove, sending him flat once more. “I wonder where you came from,” she remarked. “And why.” As he tried to speak, she shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. You’re not going anywhere until very late tomorrow. If you’re lucky, it won’t be across the Styx. Gabrielle, help me bind and gag them and settle them against that tree over there.”

			“She’ll miss us,” the little man spat. “And she’ll blame you.”

			“What a shame,” Xena replied softly. “And if you feel like it, you can tell her all about how you were stupid enough to get caught eavesdropping—after we’re gone tomorrow.” She grabbed him by the shoulders, and when he tried to pull away from her, swore and clipped him across the chin. He groaned and slid bonelessly to the ground. “Here, Gabrielle, you take this one,” she said, and went for the bulky man in the leather pants and wool shirt. Both women were gone for some time, and when they came back to the fire, Xena scowled at her hands and wiped them on the grass. “All right,” she said. “We’re clear for the moment. Keep your voices down, though. And don’t take all night.”

			“You said that,” Gabrielle reminded her, then turned back to Homer. “So, anyway, what we have to do is lead her on, get her overconfident, then hit her with one she’ll never guess. And I’m gonna need help on that.” He eased next to her; Gabrielle lowered her voice even more.

			
			Ixos seemed to be asleep—or at least resting. Atalanta was staring at the bowl of soup; if she’d eaten any more of it, it couldn’t have been much. By now it had to be stone cold, anyway. Xena sat down next to her, took the bowl from her before it slid from nervous fingers, and quietly said, “It’s all right, I just want to talk. They’re planning; we need to do some of that, too.”

			“Plan—you’ve seen one of my plans,” the huntress replied bitterly.

			“I saw it. It was complex enough to please a maze builder, and it might have come off just the way you intended,” Xena told her. “You can plan just fine. Leave a little more room for things to happen that weren’t supposed to, and you’ll be even better. And stick with plans that don’t involve scaring little girls.”

			“I’m too scared even to think,” Atalanta said frankly. “And I’m trying hard not to be, mostly for his sake.” Her eyes fixed broodingly on the old hunter, who was breathing heavily, his brow furrowed. “He’s not young, and he’s not a warrior. And I’m—I’m all he has now. If he thinks he has to worry about me, he won’t be watching out for himself. I can’t lose both of them—Neneron and Ixos were all I ever had, the only people I could tell anything to. That I could trust.” She glanced at the warrior, then away again. “I’m so scared, I don’t even care that you know.”

			“You don’t look that frightened. Tell me, though, why are you so—so odd about food and eating?” Atalanta stared at her, her face blank. “I saw him trying to coax you to swallow some of that soup: it was bland; could’ve used salt and maybe some herb, but it wasn’t that bad. You were fighting him every inch of the way, and you looked at it like it was meat gone bad. I’ve seen people pass out from lack of food before—the way you almost did just now. Same thing with my trail sticks last night; they aren’t great, but there’s nothing offensive about them.” Silence. Atalanta wouldn’t look at her. “People don’t eat, they die,” Xena said finally. “I can’t imagine why you’d be trying to starve yourself to death. It strikes me as an uncomfortable and slow way to go.”

			“I eat enough,” Atalanta replied resentfully. “And it’s not your business.”

			“It wouldn’t be, and I wouldn’t ask, if I didn’t need your help tomorrow.” There was a long silence; Atalanta glanced up at her, then away once again; her shoulders were tense, and she seemed to be waiting for the other woman to give up and go away. Xena simply waited.

			Finally the huntress eased away from Ixos a little more and said, “He asks me that, too. It’s—it’s not a problem. I eat enough. More than I should, probably. Even the goddess can’t help me win races if I’m fat.”

			“You’re not fat. I can’t imagine how you’d ever become fat. You don’t eat enough to keep a butterfly alive. And you’re so thin, I can count your ribs right through that chiton, when the wind’s right.” Silence. “I can’t think what good it does you or anyone else, picking at your food that way so you can stay too thin.”

			“I don’t starve myself!” Atalanta snapped. She glanced toward Gabrielle and Homer, then at the sleeping Ixos, who stirred, then was still again. “All right, I’m not—not huge. Like a woman I saw in the Athens market two days ago, sitting outside a tinsmith’s—I don’t look at myself reflected in a lake and see that. One of the women in my father’s village used to nag at me about that, but it’s not true! I’m just—when you do what I do, you have to be careful not to let the weight sneak onto you. Suddenly, there you are, the size of that woman outside the tinsmith’s, and it’s too late.”

			“Weight couldn’t sneak onto you if it had a god’s blessing,” Xena broke in. “Not the way you eat. Slender isn’t so bad if you don’t have to fight for it. Thin like you are is—” She hesitated, looking for the right word. Atalanta snorted inelegantly.

			“I’m slender. That means long and lean and lacking in curve, and there’s nothing wrong with it! And it’s what people expect: I’m a runner, a huntress—a virgin huntress, is the way they put it. Like Artemis and Athena. A chubby huntress—they’d laugh at me. I wouldn’t dare show my face or my body in public ever again.”

			“That’s it?” Xena asked after a moment. Her eyebrows went up. “Image? You starve yourself—for image?”

			“I do not starve myself,” the huntress said between gritted teeth. “I just—I just don’t need to be any bigger than I am. People—”

			Xena eyed her own arms, held them out. Smooth muscle rippled under sun-bronzed skin. She shrugged. “People by and large don’t really care that much about anything outside themselves and those closest to them—like family. Most people wouldn’t notice if you had two eyes on one side of your nose, if you were saving them from peril or death. They’re like that.”

			“Maybe that’s one of the big differences between us,” Atalanta mumbled. “They expect it of me.” Silence. Ixos groaned faintly and rolled onto his side. Atalanta leaned forward to tug his cloak down over his knees and up to his chin.

			Xena stirred. “You don’t want to let other people tell you who you are, do you? Besides, you need meat on your bones—muscle. You know—muscle? The stuff you use to draw bows, fight, track game, hunt down frightened, stolen girls. The stuff you need if you want to hunt and run with the big boys.” Another silence. Atalanta eyed her sidelong, then turned back to gaze broodingly on the sleeping Ixos. Xena continued, “If I ate like you do, that one-armed goon would’ve made stew meat of me. Not a very heroic way to go, is it?”

			“Not really,” the huntress admitted. She turned a suspicious look on her companion. “Why are you doing this—talking to me like this? I mean, you don’t owe me anything; you don’t even like me.”

			“You’re right. Mostly because of what happened the last time we met. We got off on the wrong foot, and besides, we aren’t much alike,” Xena said. “Probably if we were ordinary people, we wouldn’t have cared for each other. But I don’t like a lot of people, so you’re likely in good company.” She considered this a moment, pausing to choose her next words with care. This was the wrong moment to anger the huntress or alienate her by saying the wrong thing. “But those little girls up there on the hill—they like you. A lot. I was watching them at the races: their faces, the way they gazed at you when you first came onto the sand, that short yellow chiton, your hair, everything. They’d been waiting for a golden hero, and you didn’t let them down one bit. I watched the way some of them ran after that, just knowing you were there; I saw how gracefully a few of them ran after they’d watched your first race with their young hearts in their eyes. They were copying you, trying to do what you do. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

			“No. Not just—blind worship, hero worship for no reason,” Atalanta said. “That’s—it’s embarrassing.”

			Xena cast a swift glance over her shoulder toward Gabrielle and Homer, who sat, heads together, giggling over something. I know, better than you’ll ever suspect, runner. She didn’t stay like that very long, but Gabrielle was one of those when I first met her. I thought I was angry at the time, whenever she tried to talk to me. Maybe some of it was anger, but I wasn’t really angry with her—at events around me, sure. Maybe a little at myself, though. Because Atalanta’s right, that much blind, mindless adoration is embarrassing. No one could ever be good enough to live up to that. Still—  “Blind hero worship goes with the lifestyle,” she said finally. “And eventually, some of them will grow out of it; they’ll give up on hero worship, or on you, or they’ll come to see you for what you really are—what you could become, if you try, I mean—and their love will matter to you more. But that’s beside the point. For some of those girls out on that beach, you were more than just a famous face and a short chiton that let you run without obstacle. You were someone who’d beaten tremendous odds to do what you wanted to do with your life. You’re a grown young woman, and you still race despite the age rules. You hunt. I heard one or two of the girls arguing with their mothers that there wasn’t any good reason they couldn’t keep running beyond puberty, and they pointed to you as an example. Ask Nausicaa tomorrow, when we get those girls to safety. She’s a genuine princess, daughter to a king; she’s half-grown; and she’s blind from birth. And she’s still running. Because of you. You ought to be proud.”

			“I’m—” Atalanta stared off into the trees. “I never thought of it that way. Ever. It was—always just for me. What I wanted, needed, had to have. Most of the time, it was nice, it made me feel good to be stared at, to hear strangers whisper my name. But all that, that misty-eyed, mindless adoration— As if I were already a hero, without doing anything.” Her voice faded.

			“You are already a hero to Nausicaa, an example she’s proud to try to follow.” Xena shrugged. “I’m no hero; I just mend things that need to be fixed. When I can. I don’t want that kind of lifestyle, or that title. If you do—well, fine. I don’t have the right to tell you what you want. And anyway, people need heroes, someone to look up to, to copy until they can find their own way. If they ever do. At least to make their own lives seem better, or just to give them pleasure, the way you did on that beach when you ran. You can’t just take one part of it and reject the rest; you can’t fake it. You can’t—” she shrugged. “I’m not good with words, that’s Gabrielle’s job. But real heroes don’t do what they do for gain, or for glory, or for fame. It’s just how they have to be.” She got to her feet. “Think about it. Maybe you don’t have that in you, and maybe I’m stupid, giving you the chance to find it. It’s something you’ll have to decide.” She went over to feed the dying fire, then picked up a bulky bundle next to Gabrielle’s bag and brought it back, setting it at the huntress’s feet. Her weapons. “Keep an eye on things here for us; I’m going out to make sure we don’t have more company and to get some more wood.”

			Atalanta gazed down at the pile of weaponry, then fished out her dagger belt and the two blades. By the time she looked up to thank her the warrior was already striding into the night. The huntress bit her lip, then got to her feet and walked over to the fire. Gabrielle looked up; her eyes fixed on the tall woman’s face, then the weapons belt. She smiled and edged closer to Homer to make room for the huntress. Atalanta flushed, smiled back, and sat down. “I thought maybe I could be—maybe a little use,” she managed finally. “I know you’ve got everything planned out but—just in case the Sphinx doesn’t play by the rules or something, if I can be some sort of help—” Her voice trailed off; she swallowed.

			“That’s great,” Gabrielle said warmly. “If Xena’s already approved of you, who’m I to say no?” A wave of her hand took in the restored daggers. “And—well, you know,” she lowered her voice and glanced carefully around before going on, “I hate to admit to Xena that something I work out could have problems; when she plans things, hardly anything ever goes wrong. But, well, this time, there’s a lot at stake. And you’re right, the Sphinx hasn’t got a particularly stable personality, has she?”

			“She’s not known for it,” Atalanta said. The corner of her mouth quirked as Gabrielle laughed and clapped her hands together.

			“And for good reason, too. I thought that stupid Cyclops was over the edge the first time I met him. Well, he’s a novice in comparison to the Sphinx. But—yeah. Xena may have some other ideas, or something else might come up, but I’d say you should make it your job to keep an eye on those girls.”

			“What if she doesn’t bring them out?”

			“Oh, she’ll have to,” Gabrielle said with assurance. “Or there won’t be a contest. Because how could we be sure there was—” She sobered abruptly and bit her lip.

			“Was anything to contest for,” Homer put in quietly. He turned and smiled so warmly at Atalanta that the huntress blinked, then turned away to hide her sudden confusion and rapidly beating heart. “We’ll find a way to make the girls part of the deal, so we can see them at all times. So—”

			Atalanta swallowed, then turned back. “So I’ll be able to keep a close eye on them. That’ll help?”

			“Well,” Gabrielle said. “Think about it. If the guard decides to move them off somewhere, or if the Sphinx decides she’s not gonna play by our rules anymore, you might have a better chance of getting to them and getting them away. I mean, you’re fast on your feet and you’re good with javelins and arrows, right?” Atalanta nodded. “It shouldn’t come to that, but if it does, then—well, we’re lucky we’ve got you along.” Atalanta cast her a sidelong, unhappy look, but when she would have said something, Gabrielle shook her head and laid a hand on her arm. “That’s behind us, remember? Forget about it; concentrate on getting the girls away from here. Any way we can. But with a little luck, it’s all gonna fall on these riddles, and I still say there’s no way she can beat us.” She stifled a yawn with the back of one hand. “We’d probably better plan on taking turns on watch, but I think I’m ready to fall asleep where I sit. Once we work out the last riddle, of course,” she added, casting Homer an anxious look.

			“You’ve got my suggestions,” he said gloomily.

			“Well, they’re good ones,” Gabrielle said at once. “But just obscure enough that she’d cry foul and we’d have a hard time proving we hadn’t tried to trick her.” She yawned again, and this time Atalanta yawned in chorus.

			“If you tr— if you need me to help with the watches, wake me,” she said, and yawned again. “I’m going to go get a little sleep now, while I can.”

			“Good idea,” Gabrielle said. She watched Atalanta wander over next to Ixos, unfurl the boarskin cape and pull it over her shoulders, then drop down next to the old man. “What we need,” she said finally, “is something everyone knows about—even those brutes up there guarding the pass—so if she tries to cry foul, it won’t hold up.”

			“Hmmm.” Homer cast a wary glance toward the dark woods just beyond the firelight and murmured, close to her ear, “Wood gives under me. I eat more than the Sphinx—than the Cyclops.” He broke off, then shook his head and resumed, “Lighter than daybreak. Poseidon breaks my spell.”

			“Ahhhhhh—” Gabrielle closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose in concentration. “Good—maybe better than my choice for the second. And everyone knows the substance. But she’ll guess fire pretty quickly, don’t you think?”

			“You did,” Homer mumbled. Gabrielle eyed him sidelong and smiled.

			“I’d say the honors were about even. Something really big,” she muttered to herself. “And famous—or at least well-known.”

			“Got it,” came a quiet voice from just behind and above her, Gabrielle jumped, turned, and cast Xena what she hoped was a chill look.

			“You’re doing it on purpose, I swear,” she accused. “I thought I’d apologized for that mess on the wrong side of Athens.”

			“You did. And I accepted.” Xena grinned, then dropped down cross-legged next to her. She leaned over to murmur against her friend’s ear. Gabrielle’s eyes went wide.

			“No! Wait—wait! If we—I mean, if—yes!” she said exultantly. “That’s it, exactly!” She cast Xena an accusing look. “And you said you don’t do riddles!”

			“I don’t. I do survival—and this seems to qualify. I certainly don’t cast riddles into verse; that’s your job, yours and his.” She cast a warning glance toward the woods. “Quietly, please,” she added in an undertone. “There’s no one out there, I’ve checked; but she might have her own means of eavesdropping. She’s immortal, remember.”

			“Nice,” Gabrielle exclaimed sourly. “I’ll sleep really well after that.”

			“Go try,” the warrior said. “I’ll take first watch.” But the girl shook her head; a frazzled braid flopped across her shoulder, and she shoved it impatiently over her back.

			“You go sleep,” Gabrielle said. “And I’ll wake you up in an hour. We have to get this done now, or I won’t be able to close my eyes.” She smiled nervously. “Not that I don’t expect everything to go just fine,” she added.

			Xena tugged at the braid and smiled back. “It will. We’ll make sure it does. Every one of us.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			The morning, when it dawned, was already warm, the wind stilled, the sky a brilliant blue. Sunlight touched the tips of the tallest trees, but shadow still lay dark across the lower road when Gabrielle struggled to her feet and rubbed her eyes. She stretched hard, then stepped into the open; Xena was a motionless figure in the gloom, her gaze fixed on the pass. As her young companion came up, she turned to offer her a smile, then gestured with her head. “Get yourself awake, and wake up the others. I think the party’s about to start.”

			“Huh?” Gabrielle squinted up the road. A handful of men had assembled at the high point, and as the sun slid down long, rough trunks and laid their shadows across the road, the enormous, tawny figure of the Sphinx paced slowly into view. She stood very still for a long moment, staring down the road, then collapsed, catlike, onto her side. Xena glanced over her shoulder once more. Gabrielle was kneeling next to the cold fire pit, shaking Homer’s shoulder. Just beyond him, Atalanta was awake and checking her weapons, shoving the case of javelins onto her shoulder and settling the quiver in place. Ixos gazed at her unhappily; by the look of things, he was trying to tell her something, but she wasn’t listening. Typical, the warrior thought. Hope she listened to some of what I said last night.

			She turned back to study the road, the trees on either side, the ledge above the Sphinx. No one along the road or on it, save the ragged little company at the top, and no one visible along the ledge. Anyone could be back in the trees, or just down from the crest, out of sight, though. Play it safe; you don’t know how many men the creature actually has. Might have been better to question one of those men last night. Well, there wasn’t time now. It didn’t really matter, anyway. A full army would take a lot of feeding and plenty of room; the Sphinx didn’t strike her as someone who’d want to be bothered with things like that.

			Footsteps on the road brought her around: Gabrielle and Homer came up, Atalanta just behind them with Ixos—a very worried-looking Ixos—at her side. “Well, ready when you are,” Gabrielle said brightly, but with worried eyes. Homer merely nodded; he was pale, and the hands he stuffed under his cloak trembled.

			“Go on, then,” Xena said. “I’ll be right behind you. Atalanta, stay farther back with Ixos, just in case they try something like those two did last night. Keep your eyes and ears open.” She glanced at the two of them. “Ixos, go take whatever weapons you need from those two men we tied up last night; they won’t be needing them. Ixos nodded and went. Xena’s eyes moved to Atalanta’s face. The huntress loosened both daggers in their sheaths. “All right?” Xena asked finally. “You’ve got it?”

			“Right,” Atalanta replied crisply. Xena waited until Ixos came back, a bow in one hand, a fistful of arrows in the other.

			“Don’t look like a visible threat if you can help it,” Xena added as the older man knelt to string the bow. “We want her to know we’re here, but we don’t want to antagonize her. At least not yet.”

			“Got it.” The huntress nodded once, then strode across the road and vanished in the shadows. Ixos scooped up the bow and arrows and followed.

			Xena turned back, laid one hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder, the other on Homer’s. “Be careful.”

			Gabrielle forced a smile. “I was about to say the same thing to you.” She took Homer’s hand and started up the road.

			The Sphinx was thoughtfully examining the claws on her left paw as they came near. She met Gabrielle’s eyes, then Homer’s, finally looked beyond them to Xena, who stood twenty or so paces back. “The other two,” she rumbled. “Where?”

			“Cleaning up camp,” Gabrielle said promptly. “We don’t want to leave a mess in your neighborhood. I—ah—don’t see the girls,” she added in a casual voice. “If we’re going to do this the right way, you know, we have a right to see them. Make certain they’re all right.”

			“I suppose,” the Sphinx replied; she sounded and looked bored. Playacting, Gabrielle thought. Not a bad job of it, either. Lots of practice, probably. “Bring!” the Sphinx shouted. Her voice echoed, painfully sharp and loud in the narrow cleft, and Gabrielle clapped her hands to her ears. An answering shout came from high above moments later, and the Sphinx gestured vaguely with one very sharp claw. “There. All right?”

			Gabrielle shaded her eyes, staring up the stone wall. Morning sun momentarily defeated her, but Homer pointed to a spot partway down from the crest. Two large men in full armor and closed helmets flanked six girls tied together at the waist. “I see them. Everyone all right, up there?” she yelled. Someone sobbed, but Mitradia’s voice silenced her.

			“We’re—we’re fine!” she shouted back. “Honestly!”

			“Great!” Gabrielle yelled. “We’re working on getting you out of here!”

			“Riddles first,” the Sphinx reminded her pointedly, then resumed the scrutiny of her claws.

			“Right. But, if you really don’t mind, I’d like to run through the rules again, just one more time,” Gabrielle said. As the Sphinx glared at her, she stuttered, “I mean, you wouldn’t want me—I mean, we’ve got this all set up. I don’t want to make a mistake and invalidate the results.”

			“Rules.” The creature made a curse of the word. “Three riddles, one from me, then from you, then from me, then from—we set the rules. You aren’t that stupid,” she added angrily. “You’re stalling! You know I’ll beat you!”

			“Very likely. But just in case you don’t win—in case we get lucky or something—then we win in the girls, alive, whole, and just like they are now. Right?” Gabrielle said firmly. She met the Sphinx’s cold gaze, managed a nervous smile. “And if you win—”

			“When,” the Sphinx interrupted her.

			“Whatever! Then you—ah—get your choice of— Well, fine, we did set the rules, didn’t we?”

			“No backing out,” the Sphinx warned. “Or trying to run once you’ve lost. I don’t like it when my lunch runs; in fact, I dislike it enough to eat the feet first.”

			“I get the idea,” Gabrielle broke in. “And we’re bards. We have to follow a code of honor, so there’s no way we’d do anything like that. Right, Homer?”

			He swallowed past a very dry throat, then nodded and managed a small smile for the creature towering above him. To his surprise, the Sphinx’s rather pale human face went pink across its vast cheekbones. Maybe Gabrielle was right. Well, can it hurt? “And the code of honor is very strict about breaking your word to the greater immortal beings, especially the ones who’re so—well,” he eyed her sidelong, “so impressively built.” He wasn’t imagining it; the Sphinx simpered at him, then caught Gabrielle eyeing her speculatively and promptly straightened her face.

			“Besides,” Gabrielle said, “this kind of thing, it’s like swearing a sacred oath, and you know what happens when you break a sacred oath.” She spread her arms wide, nearly flattening Homer, let her head fall back, and declaimed in a dramatic and echoing voice: “Oh, holiest of all the Muses, beloved Calliope, let the hair fall from my head, and the fingers drop from my hands—or the claws, of course—let my eyes melt and my tongue—!”

			“I get the idea,” the Sphinx interrupted her hastily. “Sacred oath—fine. You’ll get the girls if you win.” A smug smile twisted her generous mouth. “You won’t—but it’s nice for people to think they have a chance.”

			“My feeling exactly,” Gabrielle assured her.

			“It’s really very kind of you,” Homer said. “Especially since I’ve never—well, I’ve led a very sheltered life. I never expected to meet anyone like you.”

			“Riddles,” the Sphinx said, almost purring the word. “Me first,” she added, tapping the ground with one claw thoughtfully. “What goes on four legs in the morning—”

			“Ah, excuse me,” Gabrielle broke in. It was hard indeed to meet the Sphinx’s formidable glare. “I don’t imagine you like being interrupted, but honestly, it wouldn’t be fair of us to let you use that one, because everyone knows it.”

			“Everyone?”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “Oedipus has a big mouth. If you need a few minutes to come up with a new one, I don’t want you to feel like you’re under any pressure or anything.”

			“I know plenty of riddles,” the Sphinx replied haughtily, and went back to tapping the ground with one sharp nail. Gabrielle could feel the road shuddering beneath her feet. “All right.

			
			
I move and yet journey not at all,

			I wear down the mighty,
Yet a thin disk controls me. What am I?”

			
			Homer stared at her, mouth open in astonishment. Gabrielle eased over to press down on his toe.

			“You are good,” she told the creature, and turned to give Homer a warning look. He mouthed “all right” soundlessly, and she looked up at the Sphinx, who was waiting with ill-concealed impatience. “You don’t mind if we talk this one over, do you? I can see it’s going to be quite a contest.”

			“Feel free,” the Sphinx replied haughtily, and turned her head to inspect a patch of sun-warmed fur on her right flank. Gabrielle looked swiftly back down the road, gave Xena a quick smile and a thumbs-up; a corner of the warrior’s mouth twisted before she sent her eyes back to their study of the men closest to the Sphinx, the woods on either side of the road, the girls on the cliff face.

			“We know that one!” Homer breathed against Gabrielle’s ear. “It’s—”

			“I know,” Gabrielle murmured in reply. “Stall; make her feel good about herself. She might get angry if we guess too quickly. Look worried,” she added, and drew her own brows together. A quick glance to her left showed her the Sphinx was engrossed in whatever she was doing to her flank with one enormous paw. What flea would have the nerve to land on her?

			A long silence. Only when the Sphinx turned back to face them and finally cleared her throat did Homer look up, an anxious expression on his face. “Well, I think—I don’t know, it’s only a guess. Is—is it the tide? Ocean tide?”

			The Sphinx let her chin down on her forepaws and eyed them broodingly. “Impressive,” she said finally. “Ask!”

			“All right,” Gabrielle said. “Ah—Homer, why don’t you put yours to her first?”

			“Well—of course. I’d be honored.” He drew himself up and went into declamatory mode. The Sphinx’s dark, bored gaze had taken on an entirely different appearance as he began to speak. Gabrielle thought, I knew I was right about her. But he had barely finished the first verse when the Sphinx interrupted him.

			“That’s wind, of course,” she said casually.

			“Excellent.” Homer applauded her. He glanced at Gabrielle. “I told you she’d be a wonderful opponent, didn’t I? All right—your turn.”

			“Wait,” the Sphinx said. “There’s no point for so many men to stand out here with me. It’s nearly midday, and if they are to eat tonight, they need to go find plunder.”

			“Well—you know,” Gabrielle said doubtfully, “I hate not to just take your word for something like this, but—I don’t suppose you’d care if my warrior back there came up here to watch them go, and—not that you would break your word, or anything!” she added hastily. “But you know how it is when you’re hiring swordsmen for duty in a place like this. You don’t always get good quality.”

			One of the soldiers swore under his breath and took two steps forward; a look from the Sphinx stopped him in his tracks. “It’s a valid point,” she said thoughtfully. “Not much choice in the quality of riffraff.”

			Gabrielle clapped her hands and laughed. “D’you mind if I quote that? Assuming we get out of here alive, of course!”

			“Feel free, bard,” the Sphinx said, and for the moment, at least, she almost seemed to be in a good mood. Probably deliriously happy, for a Sphinx. “All right,” the creature added magnanimously. “Let your warrior come up to make certain they hold to our bargain.”

			“Hey,” one of the other men grumbled, “that’s Xena! I ain’t lettin’ her—”

			“You do as I say, when I say, and how I say,” the Sphinx reminded him, “or you know what you are.” Silence. Gabrielle motioned for Xena to join them, and succinctly—for her—explained the latest addition to the bargain. Xena merely nodded and moved up the road, stopping just over the crest so she could watch the rapidly retreating dozen or so men move down the road and across a narrow bridge. After several long moments, she nodded once, then returned.

			“Everything all right?” she asked Gabrielle.

			“Everything’s fine,” Gabrielle assured her.

			“Good. Then—would any of you mind if I went back down to camp? I haven’t finished my breakfast, and I’d like a drink of water.”

			The Sphinx dismissed her with an impatient wave of her paw. “My turn,” she said as Xena strode off.

			
			
“Concealed from stars, my heart of stone

			Will echo your loudest cry.”

			
			“Ah—ah—” Gabrielle ran a hand through her hair. “You know, you really are good! Same thing as last time, all right?”

			“Take your time,” the Sphinx purred. A glance overhead assured her the girls were still in place: the guards sat now, the girls sitting or sprawled out between them. The warrior was well down the road, near the spot they’d chosen for camping. The other two: well, one was old enough to be no threat to anyone, and as for that skinny virgin huntress—the smallest of her men could break the shameless creature in half without much effort. Haven’t seen so much bare skin since I asked a riddle of that armsman bathing in the stream back yonder.

			It probably didn’t matter much to the outcome, but it was nice to know where people were.

			
			Xena gestured, just a small jerk of her arm in front of her body, where it would be shielded from the Sphinx’s gaze; Atalanta came into the road to join her. “Don’t look like we’re talking about anything but what’s for breakfast. She’s probably watching us, and she’s got good eyes.”

			“All right.” The huntress set one hand on her hip, ran the other through her hair as though untangling the previous night’s snarls.

			“Good. She’s sent most of her men down the road to forage—or pillage, more likely. There are only two I can see up there with the girls.”

			“There are only two,” Atalanta said. “Ixos and I went up that side of the road. The ledge is a little higher over there, so we could look right down on the girls and all the way down the back slope to their camp.”

			“Good. What’s the ground like over there?”

			“Not very many trees, but a lot of big stones and boulders. Some brush.” She sent her gaze casually across the road, across the riddlers, and then, very briefly, above them. “It’s not that steep.”

			“Fine.”

			“You think—?”

			“I’d prefer to have the girls in our hands while all this is going on,” Xena said evenly. “Even if the Sphinx is honorable about this contest, I wouldn’t trust those men as far as I could spit them.”

			
			“Got it—I think,” Homer said. “Could it be—a cave?” The Sphinx snorted inelegantly, finally nodded. “I can’t believe what a pleasure this is,” Homer went on. “Having a real opponent, I mean. If—I only hope I live to tell the story of this day. It’ll be such a challenge to get it all right. The combination of strength, glorious golden fur, such beauty.” At his side, Gabrielle held her breath. Don’t lay it on so thick, you fool! she thought. A low, throaty chuckle was the Sphinx’s only response.

			
			“All right,” Xena said. “I’m gonna do like last night—take the pot, go for water. I told her I was thirsty, after all. Then we can—” She stiffened as one of the men she’d flattened the night before yelled and charged out of the woods, sword upraised. “Great,” she mumbled, snapping the chakram free and sending it into flight. The morning sun lapsed into flashes of golden light as the ancient weapon slashed its way through the air. The man seemed barely to feel the deadly, furtive touch of the disk on his neck before he fell, and the chakram returned easily to her hand.

			“Nice,” Atalanta said mildly. She swore under her breath and leaped the bank, then darted into the woods. A deep curse and then a yelp of pain, followed by a solid, meaty thump as the second man fell, hard. The huntress went to one knee to check the pulse in his throat, then got up again. Xena shoved the chakram back into place and beckoned to Ixos to follow her into the camp.

			Back up the road, it was Gabrielle’s turn to shift into bardic voice:

			
			
“A bird swoops by in hurried flight

			And steals the sun’s eternal light.
Beware this brazen fire thief
(round as an egg, thin as a leaf).
Don’t get too near, or she will bite!”

			
			The Sphinx was quiet for some moments, her eyes idly resting on the road and the two conversing in the distance. She stiffened as Xena turned and threw her weapon; her eyes narrowed as it came back into the warrior’s hand. “Mmmmm. Of course. That round throwing thing.” Gabrielle blinked up at her; the girl’s mouth hung open in blank astonishment. “That—her round throwing thing,” the Sphinx added, gesturing down the road. Gabrielle turned to look, watched Xena fix the lethal little device in place and sighed. “A chakram,” she said, with another little sigh.

			Homer looked puzzled at the Sphinx, momentarily; he patted her shoulder, then, and gravely said, “Bless you.”

			
			Back down the road, in the woods beyond the rough camp, Xena stood and brushed dirt from her knees; the two unconscious thugs were tied to separate trees, well apart. “They won’t get loose this time,” she said grimly.

			“You can’t think of everything,” Ixos said quietly.

			“Maybe not. All right,” she added briskly, turning to face Atalanta, who was testing her arrow shafts and dropping them one at a time back into the quiver. “You ready?”

			The huntress shoved the last of them in place, pulled the strung bow over her shoulder, and got to her feet. “Ready,” she said, then turned to point into the woods, at a narrow opening between two huge oaks. “They came that way. Their trace leads back in the direction we want to go, and it’s not a trail. Good enough?”

			“Good enough,” Xena said tersely. “Remember, we keep this quiet.”

			“Just like those two,” Atalanta replied, and gestured toward the unconscious men with her chin; her hands were full of javelins. She bundled them together, then fitted them into the case hanging from her belt. “You leading, or am I?”

			“You’re the tracker,” Xena said softly. Atalanta glanced sharply in her direction, but there was no malice in the warrior’s face. “You lead.”

			“Right. Papa, come help me,” Atalanta said. “You still see things I don’t.” The older man patted her shoulder awkwardly as he moved to join her, then stepped aside to let her pass through the oaks. Xena gave the two unconscious men one last hard look, then checked the clearing for shadows. Late enough. Even Gabrielle might not be able to stall the third riddle much longer.

			
			High on the pass, the sun shone almost straight down. Gabrielle blotted her forehead and cleared her throat. “Boy, all this contest stuff sure does work up an appetite. I don’t suppose you’d want to—” At her side, Homer hissed something urgently. The Sphinx smiled; it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “Ah—right. Sorry for asking!”

			“We can—some of us can eat after the contest is finished,” the creature told her ominously.

			“Sure. In all the excitement, I just plain forgot.” She blotted damp palms on her skirt. “So—you have your final riddle for us?”

			“Oh,” the Sphinx purred. “I certainly have.

			
			
When olden days were not yet old,

			The goddess raised her sword of gold.
Full many men have met that blade
With weapons sharp, of iron made,
To earn their keep. But none has e’er
Defeated yet that goddess fair.
For iron is hard and gold is soft,
And still she holds her blade aloft
Each year, and comes again to wield
Her sword on last year’s battlefield.”

			
			“Oh, good one!” Homer applauded. To Gabrielle, he looked honestly pleased by it. I might be pleased with it, too—later, once we figure out the answer, she thought gloomily. The Sphinx dimpled at him and waved a paw.

			“Take your time,” she said. Homer nodded and turned his back, gesturing urgently to Gabrielle.

			“So?” she whispered. “You’ve got it, right?”

			“Are you kidding?” he demanded under his breath. “It’s a multi-parter—those are terrible unless you can find the key to some bit of it. Wait—let me think.” He buried his face in his hands, fingers tapping nervously against his brow. “Wait.” He looked at her again, and his eyes were alight. “Sword of gold. Holds her blade aloft—it’s grass—no!—wheat!”

			“Of course,” Gabrielle hissed. “There’s a scroll I saw somewhere, I forget, Demeter was called the goddess with the golden blade! Battlefield—”

			“Wheat field,” Homer replied at once. “And men harvest the wheat each year, but it comes back the next. Ah—you want to give her some more time on this?”

			“As much as we can,” Gabrielle whispered. “Don’t look now, but there’s no one on the road down there. Xena’s up to something, and it’s up to us to keep her amused in the meantime.”

			“Great,” Homer mumbled. He cast a wary eye at the Sphinx, who was picking at her teeth with one claw. “Ah—we need a little more time, if you don’t mind, my lady!”

			“Take what you need,” the Sphinx told him with a warm smile.

			She wasn’t smiling some time later when Homer finally laid their answer out; shadows were starting to crawl down the road, and the air was still and thick. “All right,” she said at last. “Your final riddle. And if I guess it—?”

			“Well!” Gabrielle managed. “I guess we have to have one more each, to break the tie. That’s the way it’s usually done,” she added.

			“More riddles,” the Sphinx said thoughtfully. “It’s been an entertaining day, better than most I can recall. I will almost regret eating one of you.”

			“Well, that makes us even, I guess,” Gabrielle said. “Because one of us will most certainly regret being eaten. Homer, why don’t you give the lady our last?”

			But before he could speak, one of the Sphinx’s guards—the captain, by the badges on his shoulder and on his hat, though he wasn’t any cleaner or better clad than the others who’d blocked the road earlier—arrived. “Begging your pardon, ma’am,” he said with a low bow. “They’ve got a meal going down there, want to know if you’ll want your share set aside as usual, and if they should make something special for the little girls, like last night?”

			“It may not be needed,” the Sphinx replied grandly. “Wait here. It shouldn’t take long, and you can carry my answer back.” She turned a warm eye on Homer, who managed a warm smile in reply. “Go ahead,” she ordered.

			Homer squeezed Gabrielle’s fingers, swallowed hard, then shifted into bardic voice:

			
			
“The ancient giant from the East

			Was slain by man, and slain by beast,
And laid to rest upon his pyre.
To feed a ravenous desire,
He’d swallowed a woman whole (a thing
That pleased a prince, but not a king).
Then, feeling hungry still, he tried
To swallow a horse—and thus he died.”

			
			He bowed low, and when he straightened again, the Sphinx was staring at him, wide-eyed. “I had a simpler riddle planned,” he said modestly. “But after the wonder you presented us, I would have been shamed to give you any less than the greatest riddle I know.”

			“Mmmmm.” The Sphinx’s eyes closed, and her chin dropped to her paws. The grubby, ill-attired captain at her side rolled his eyes and sighed—very quietly. He took a step back, a second, and moved his hands. Gabrielle looked up in time to see one of the soldiers guarding the girls repeat the gesture. Swords out, the two pulled the girls to their feet and began a slow retreat up the ledge, back out of sight over the crest.

			
			Well up the slope above the pass, Atalanta lay stomach-down between two black boulders, hidden in deep, dry grass, eyes fixed on the two armsmen holding the girls. As she watched, one of them stood and gazed down to the road below, then moved his hands in a quick pattern—not hunters’ pattern, nothing she could translate, but there was no need. The two men were pulling the girls back from the edge, moving toward their camp, perhaps. She turned to let Ixos know—two swift movements of fingers and hands sufficed for that—before locating Xena so she could edge back and tell her what was happening. But the warrior was nowhere in sight.

			
			“Got it!” the Sphinx shouted. “I—wait. No.” She mumbled to herself and sank into thought once more. Not too deeply, however; as the captain at her side began to move cautiously away from her, she came alert and glared down at him. “I said you were to wait,” she said sternly. “You know the penalty for disobedience.” The man went white to his lips; he nodded. The Sphinx turned away from him, let her eyes close, and started mumbling to herself again. Homer’s face was slick with perspiration, his eyes worried. Probably the mirror of my own, Gabrielle thought tiredly.

			
			No Xena anywhere. She has no business—Atalanta thought angrily, then shook her head, hauled bow and quiver from her shoulder, and leaped to her feet. Nothing mattered but getting control of those girls before those men could get any farther away with them. Already they were below the ledge that overlooked the road. Sound won’t carry that way—not very well, she realized, and charged between the tall boulders, deftly snagging two blue-shafted and fletched arrows from the quiver as she ran. One of the girls saw her first; she gasped, and both men guarding them turned, a girl in front of each, a sword to her throat. Mitradia was one of them. Atalanta skidded to a halt, her hands a blur as she fitted the specially cut arrows to the string, sighted swiftly, and let fly one and then the other. Mitradia tugged free of the startled man holding her and threw herself flat, but there was no need: the arrow would have missed the top of her head by at least a hand’s width. It buried itself in the throat of the Sphinx’s guard; less than a startled breath later, the second man fell, mortally wounded in exactly the same place.

			Mitradia snatched at the fallen guard’s dagger and cut herself and Nausicaa free of the others, handed the blade to the girl beyond Nausicaa, and, drawing the princess with her, ran to the huntress. “We knew you would come,” she said, and her eyes were shining. “We knew you would do it somehow.”

			“Thank you.” Nausicaa’s voice was very soft; her eyes fixed vacantly on a spot just beyond the huntress’s left ear. “My father will be grateful; I’m sure he will reward you.”

			“Please,” Atalanta said quietly, “I don’t want any reward. Just—finding you alive and well is reward enough.” It’s true, she realized with something of a shock. How—how odd. She let her bow and quiver fall, and wrapped an arm around each of the girls. “Let’s go help your companions, and get out of here, shall we?”

			Behind her, Ixos came forward to gather up his ward’s bow and quiver. He turned; Xena had stepped into the open, and her eyes were warm as six young girls enveloped the kneeling Atalanta, who was trying to cut the rope from the last of them. “Warrior,” he said softly, “thank you.”

			Xena shook her head. “Thank her. She’s the hero.” A faint smile touched her mouth. “Now she knows how to do it.”

			
			“I have it,” the Sphinx announced suddenly. Gabrielle eyed her narrowly.

			“You’re sure? I mean—an answer’s an answer, right? You’ve had two tries at it and called both hints, and that’s fair, but the third time—well, this is either it or it isn’t.”

			“I have it,” the Sphinx said firmly. Silence. She drew herself up, wrapped the long lion’s tail around her legs, and announced, “Bellerophon!” Gabrielle stared at her open-mouthed. “Well, of course it’s Bellerophon,” the creature purred. “He was a hero, so they could call him giant; he—well, anyway, it’s Bellerophon. You know,” she added helpfully, “the one who found Pegasus and fought the Chimera, and—”

			“It’s a nice answer,” Gabrielle said. “But—um—it’s not the right one.”

			“Not? Not?” the Sphinx roared. “It has to be! I—all right, what is your answer? And the explanation had better be good,” she said ominously.

			Homer smiled. “It’s Troy.” The Sphinx scowled at him. “Troy—Ilios. Where the Trojan War was fought over Queen Helen?”

			“Trojan—Troy?” the Sphinx began. Homer waved her to silence, and to Gabrielle’s astonishment, the creature sank on her haunches and prepared to listen.

			“Troy. Golden Ilios of the straits, across the sea. Once a Hittite colony. Well, I’m sure you aren’t interested in history,” he added hastily as the creature snorted. “Right on the isthmus, vital trade center. Lots of wealth at stake. I see you aren’t much interested in economics, either. All right, King Menelaus went to his grandpa’s funeral, and young Prince Paris of Troy took advantage of his guest rights to convince Queen Helen to run away with him. He was small and had a nice smile and pretty curls, and he also had a reputation as someone no girl could say no to. She was bored, her husband was more interested in drinking and hunting and showing her off at parties than in learning anything about her as a person. Menelaus comes home, sees his wife—his property—is gone and puts together an army to flatten Troy’s walls. One battle after another, no one makes any headway, and then all at once, the Greeks pull out and leave a huge wooden horse at the gates. The Trojans decide it’s a blessing from the gods, pull it in, start partying—and once most of the soldiers are sleeping off the wine and mead, Greek soldiers jump down out of the horse and kill everyone in sight. Troy fell that night.”

			Silence. A long, chill silence. The Sphinx glared down at him; Homer gazed up at her, his face expressionless. “You’re—it’s an impressive story, but there can’t be a word of truth to it,” she snarled finally. “The riddle is invalid.”

			“Beg your pardon, ma’am,” the captain at her side mumbled, “but—ah, it’s very much true. I was there. I know.” The Sphinx transferred her glare to the captain, who shrank back from her. “Swear it is, sure’s my name’s Patroclus! I wasn’t in the horse—I have this horror of enclosed places—but I was outside the gates, one of those ready to charge in and kill as many Trojans as I could once I got inside. And find Helen for the king.” He scowled at the Sphinx. “Shows you how some treat their armed,” he mumbled resentfully. “King sent most of us away once he got home. All those years of fighting, everything, he still didn’t get her back, and he took out his spleen on us. Not like you, ma’am.” Patroclus glanced at the silent, motionless Homer and Gabrielle, then back at the Sphinx. “We got four sheep and a goat down there, and Mannius just sent word that he and his charge got a spare stag. We’ll share, happily.”

			“It wasn’t a fair contest,” the Sphinx growled. She glared down at Gabrielle, then her gaze shifted farther down the road. “You cheated!” she shouted. In the distance, Atalanta and Ixos urged six frightened girls to greater speed, while Xena drew her sword and her chakram and took up rear guard in the center of the road. “I could just—I’ll fly down there. They won’t stand a chance!”

			“No, you won’t,” Homer said softly. The Sphinx stuttered to a halt, stared down at him, confused.

			“I won’t?”

			“Of course not. You swore a great oath, and from the first moment I saw you, I knew you were a being of your word. Such a beautiful creature,” he added softly, and stepped forward, one hand outheld. “May—may I?” The Sphinx stared at him in confusion; he stroked her nearest paw, then the fur of her shoulder. “No man would ever suspect such soft fur,” he whispered. “Such beauty, intelligence—so much honor. You won’t break your word. For what?” he added as she shifted; his hand lay against her throat. “Six small, frightened children?”

			“Think of it,” Gabrielle urged her. “You lost the contest, but only just by a thread. And now you have two bards—the great Homer and myself—to spread the tale of your beauty and your talent. I can’t bear to think of you immortalized by Oedipus as a grim, fierce, ugly creature who knows only one stupid riddle and who kills herself in a fury when it’s answered.”

			“He says that of me?” the Sphinx demanded quietly. Her eyes were wide with shock.

			“He says it,” Homer replied as his fingers kneaded the long tendons on either side of her throat. “But with me and Gabrielle to make him out a liar—”

			“Two bards against one adventurer who couldn’t tell his mother from a bad dream,” Gabrielle assured her. “We can tell the world the truth. And those girls? They’re babies. Let them go home and tell the world, with us, how generous the great, immortal Sphinx is.”

			Silence. The children and the three guarding them were nearly out of sight. The Sphinx turned her head to let her lips brush Homer’s fingers. “All right. Go in peace—both of you.” Homer bowed low to kiss the Sphinx’s near paw, then took Gabrielle’s hand and turned to start down the road.

			“Show trust,” he murmured. Behind them, he could hear rustling noises as the Sphinx levered herself upright, and his back ached with the certainty of his immediate death. But her voice came, then.

			“A stag, Patroclus? You know—I find, these days, I like the taste of stag better than human.”

			“All to yourself, ma’am,” the guard replied grandly. “All to yourself.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			Mid-afternoon. A strong breeze came from the sea, blowing dust across the square before the Athens Academy for Performing Bards. Gabrielle sat on the edge of the dressed stone pool, anxious eyes fixed on the gates. They opened, and Homer came out, looked around, and moved to sit next to her. An embarrassed silence held for some moments.

			Gabrielle tugged at blue-green cloth finally. “Changed your tunic, I see,” she said.

			He smiled. “I can’t believe how wonderful it is to be clean again. I—just want you to know, a part of me will always envy you, Gabrielle. Living your tales as you compose them. I—guess I’m better suited to finding them and finding a way to retell them.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Gabrielle protested. “Maybe I live a story—like the last battle for Troy—but then someone else comes along—like you—and finds a way to make it matter to people. To lots of people. That’s at least as important as sleeping in the mud and expecting to die at any moment. All right?”

			He gazed down at her, finally smiled, a playful gleam in his eye. “All right. I guess Docenios thinks the same way, because he said he wasn’t going to report me to my father as a truant. He’s going to call it fieldwork, even though I’m not supposed to be doing fieldwork for another two years.”

			“Oh, Homer,” Gabrielle murmured; one hand cupped his beardless cheek. “I’m going to miss you.”

			“I’ll miss you, too,” he said very softly. Silence. They gazed at each other, and finally he set one hand under her chin and bent down to lay a gentle kiss on her mouth.

			“I wish,” she began, then shook her head. “It just wouldn’t work, would it? I—Xena means so much to me. You do, too, but it’s different. And I tried, once, for the Academy. I couldn’t give up the traveling, the hardships—whatever it is, I have to be out there, learning things firsthand.”

			“That’s good,” he said quietly. “And I’m happiest here—I know that now; I tried your way, and it isn’t for me. What I do best is take the stories others bring me and make them real in a way that—that maybe you wouldn’t have seen at the time.”

			She smiled, then set her lips against his for a very long moment. “Goodbye, Homer. I’ll see you again. Soon, I hope.” She blinked as Vision suddenly reasserted itself. “Don’t forget, I think it’s important. Catalog of ships.”

			“I won’t forget. Goodbye, Gabrielle.” He stood to watch her go: a slender, golden-haired, almost childlike figure—incongruous in Amazon brown. Who would think it? Behind him the Academy loomed, its stone walls familiar—a haven—a home.

			
			Down at the Athens docks, Atalanta turned to extend a hand; the fingers trembled. Xena shrugged, took the hand, and held it firmly. “You’ll be fine. Trust me, you’re doing the right thing. Just like you’ve done since you pulled those girls from that ledge.

			“You tricked me, vanishing like that,” Atalanta complained, but her eyes were warm.

			“It had to matter to you; you had to see what counted. I was there, close enough to fix things if you couldn’t handle the pressure,” Xena said. “You did fine.”

			“Those poor children,” Atalanta whispered. “I—if their parents don’t understand, don’t help them—”

			“Most of them do. Gabrielle talked to the girls last night, after you fell asleep.” She raised an eyebrow; the huntress grinned abashedly.

			“I was tired,” she said. “And sending Ixos back to his cabin—I didn’t think I’d ever convince him. But he’d be lost on a ship, and I really don’t think he’d like Colchis. He’s not fond of mutton, you know.”

			“Go,” Xena said, and gripped the other woman’s fingers, hard. “Don’t forget to eat occasionally,” she added dryly. Atalanta shook her head.

			“That’s not an easy promise to keep. I’ll—try.” She looked beyond the warrior, and Xena turned. Arachne stood, her color high and a green-covered bundle between her outstretched hands. Though it had been only a few days, it seemed like months ago that they had all met on the beach for a simple footrace.

			“I—Gabrielle said you’d be here on the docks. I—I brought you this, the work of my hands, to honor what you do with yours,” she said shyly. Atalanta took the bundle, and shook it out. Her eyes widened, sought Xena’s. The warrior shook her head very slightly. The huntress squared her shoulders, brought her chin up, and gave the weaver a very warm smile.

			“How beautiful this is. I’m honored, and blessed, that you should think me worthy. Tell me your name, so when anyone asks whose work this is, I can tell them.”

			“I—honored huntress, I’m Arachne,” the weaver whispered, her eyes wide and adoring. The huntress slipped the cloth over her shoulders, then took the weaver’s hands between her own.

			“Arachne. If I have any say, your name will be revered for always. Thank you so much.”

			
			Moments later, the ship eased away from the docks. Xena offered one final wave, then turned and glanced at the sky. Getting late. Athens would be warming up for the late hours. Time to find Gabrielle, and go.

			
			Very late evening. A sickle of a moon rose over the eastern sea; Xena strode down a broad avenue, Argo’s head on her shoulder, Gabrielle prattling happily beside her and skipping occasionally to keep up.

			“So,” Gabrielle finished, “what’s next?”

			Xena shrugged. “I don’t have anything in mind.”

			“Me either. Well, except finding something to eat. Do you know,” she added indignantly, “I never did get any of the meat from that stand on the shoreline?”

			“Maybe just as well,” Xena murmured. “Someone said this afternoon that half the people who ate there while they were at the races got sick.”

			Gabrielle snorted. “Wonderful. If you can’t trust your nose, what can you trust? Anyway, if you owed me for that boat trip to Ithaca, I don’t want to think what I owe you! So what’s next?”

			“Getting out of Athens,” Xena said. “Without getting arrested for some stupid breach of law that wasn’t a breach last time I was here. Too many ridiculous, hair-paring rules, and more coming every day. Let’s go.”

			Gabrielle glanced over her shoulder; in the crowded market behind them, someone was yelling furiously about his pilfered purse. “Fine with me.”

			
			Summer passed; heat faded, and leaves turned from green to brown. They fell. Spring came to the island kingdom of Phaecia at long last, and Nausicaa, who had grown several fingers’ worth, came down to the shore in a splendid car drawn by two high-stepping horses. Her best friend, Mitradia, rode with her, Mitradia directing her hands so the horses went the right way, Mitradia describing the sights. Half a dozen servants and young friends of both girls followed with a cartload of clothing and draperies.

			Laundry, Nausicaa thought gloomily. Still—her father was becoming insistent on the proper forms of behavior for maidens, as well as the duties of a princess; he wasn’t forbidding her her own ways of carrying out those duties. She pulled back on the reins when Mitradia told her the stream was at hand; the surf in her left ear bore the right pitch and strength of sound to agree with what Mitradia said. Four steps ahead, one short pace to the side. Water within reach, and within hearing. She directed the girls and servants with her to deposit the soiled cloth on the shore, then to take all the cars but her own away. Easier for her and her friends to have fun if they weren’t being watched so closely by a bunch of—of dull grown-ups.

			The afternoon passed pleasantly; the air was warm, the horrors of a year before—hard hands on her arms; hard, chill, implacable voices against her ear—dissolved in this moment of languid, spicy heat. There is only the moment, she told herself. Gabrielle had said that to her. Only the moment. Take the moment, and enjoy it, or learn from it. But don’t try to trade it for another moment.

			Squeals from those around her. “Mitradia?” she demanded. Of all her friends and servants, only Mitradia had common sense to match her own.

			“Oh!” Mitradia’s voice was too high, her intonation astonished.

			“Tell me,” Nausicaa demanded.

			“He’s—he’s unclad!” Well, that would account for the babble of frightened girl voices all around them. “And he’s—he’s—” Mitradia’s voice was no less astonished.

			Water splashed not far from her feet. Nausicaa swallowed and stepped forward; warm salt water sloshed around her toes and receded. “Sir, as the only child of King Alcinus, and his heir, I bid you welcome. Whatever travails have held you in the past, there is no trouble here awaiting you. I am Nausicaa.”

			“Nausicaa,” a rough voice whispered. “Nausicaa? Dear child, I do humbly claim the sanctuary you offer in this hour of need. I am your father’s friend, home at last after so long a time. I am—Odysseus.”
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			Prologue

			The wine market was even more crowded late than it had been early, three days before, Xena noted with sour displeasure. And just about as safe: purse snatchings or jewelry grabs seemed to run as counterpoint to the cries of the merchants seeking to pull in buyers. Even the addition of more guards stationed visibly around the market didn’t seem to make much difference.

			One notable change—and not a pleasant one. It was much louder than it had been, when she and Gabrielle had come looking for the women’s foot races.

			If I hadn’t made that promise, we could have been long gone, she reminded herself. The mess with Atalanta had kept her from keeping her promise to the skinny little kid in the wine market who’d tried to steal her purse: You don’t try to steal from me and my companions, and I’ll pay you two coppers. The skinny, ragged little cutpurse hadn’t touched her for the rest of that day, though—or Gabrielle, or Homer. He’d kept his word; she couldn’t do any less, even if she kept it long after she’d said she would. And while the two coppers she’d promised him might not change his thieving ways, they might give him something to think about.

			He’d been startled when she finally tracked him down, just at sunset. Then suspicious: “Why bother? No one honors their word anymore, do they?”

			Her reply left him wide-eyed: “I do. And so do you. I’m only sorry I couldn’t deliver when I said I would—”

			He interrupted her. “I know why; everyone’s talking about it. They said you’re Xena.” Not quite a question.

			She nodded. “I’m Xena. Who’re you?”

			He gazed at her narrowly, and for a moment she thought he wouldn’t answer. He finally shrugged. “I’m Kratos. But—I really want to know: Why? Why come back here to pay out two coppers? To me? I mean—” He stopped, then added carefully, explaining as much to himself as to her, “All you had to do was leave Athens; we’d never see each other again. But even if you stayed here forever, who’d make you pay someone like me? When it wasn’t even for anything real?”

			“It was real, Kratos. We made a bargain; you kept your end of it. And I don’t do things that way. I swore an oath to you. Honorable people keep them. Like you did.”

			“Honorable,” he spat; but a grin tugged at the corners of a ready mouth as he pocketed the two coppers. “You’ve fed my mother and me four nights to come with these coins, warrior. She’ll thank you tonight, when she prays to Artemis.”

			“Tell her to pray her son becomes an honest man,” the warrior replied sardonically. At that, Kratos’s mouth had quirked in an amused, beyond-his-years grin and then he was gone.

			
			Gabrielle was talking; Xena shook off the immediate past and tried to pay attention. “I said, when do you plan on eating? Because that stand was so busy when I took Arachne for food, we had to go somewhere else, and it was okay but not really that great. And frankly, it’s dark out, it’s late, and I’m starved.”

			“Told you,” Xena said evenly. Furtive fingers slipped along her thigh; she slapped them away, hard enough to make their owner howl in agony. “Your good-smelling stand poisoned everyone who ate there. And I don’t want to spend another night in Athens, if I can help it.”

			“I don’t blame you, there,” Gabrielle replied feelingly. “I can’t believe how big this city’s gotten since I was here last! And some of the attitudes—really!” She struck a pose, somehow managing to keep up with Argo and her mistress as she simpered: “‘I’d like the best and the finest, I can pay for it, I’ve earned it and you haven’t, and by the way, get out of the way between me and my home, I was due there an hour ago, and I’ll run right over you to make up the time, if I have to. And by the way, don’t touch the chariot, it was just repolished at the best shop in town.’”

			Xena laughed dryly, looking around at the oblivious bustle of commerce. “Yeah. More I see of Athens, more I think poor little Lemnos was right: Spread the wealth.”

			“Didn’t spend any time with him,” Gabrielle admitted. “But from what you said of him, I’m glad he’s there to both feed Queen Penelope and train her servants and herders in weaponry, so they can protect her if they have to. Until the king gets home, that is.”

			“If he ever does,” Xena replied.

			“Oh—he will,” Gabrielle replied cheerfully. “I just have a feeling about it. In fact, I had a dream last night—can’t remember much of it.” She frowned. “Just—Nausicaa standing in salt water to her ankles and a gray-haired man talking to her.”

			“And you think it was a vision,” Xena stated, her voice sardonic.

			“Well—I get them, now and again, you know,” Gabrielle replied seriously. “I mean, look at what happened in Ithaca . . . No, but my dream: it had to be him. Odysseus, I mean. Because, the sound of her voice—” She shrugged. “Anyway. Not half as important as food just now. Have I mentioned lately I ate my own stew, without complaint, for three days in a row?”

			“Not in, oh, maybe an hour,” Xena reminded her, with an upturn at the corners of her mouth. “It could have been worse, though—it could have been me doing the cooking.” Gabrielle snorted; the warrior grinned. “But I know an inn near the western end of the city, good food, cheap.” The grin became wry. “Lots of ambience, the way you like it.”

			“No fights,” Gabrielle said firmly. “Last time we ate somewhere like that, some two-footed rat kicked my plate right off the table, and it took forever to get more food, and it was cold when I got it. And I know an inn near the western end of the city, too; and it better not be the same place! Even from the street, the smell would gag your friend the cyclops.”

			“He’s not my friend. And what—you mean that place where those three men jumped you on our way to the races? That’s not an inn,” Xena replied. “That’s a disaster. It’s not that far, where we’re going. If we keep moving that is,” she added mildly as Gabrielle slowed to gaze in wide-eyed astonishment at some of the wares, most notably a hideous platter large enough to hold a roasted boar and garishly glazed in every color of the rainbow.

			“Mmmmm?” She came back to the moment with a start as the warrior tapped her arm. “Oh—right. So. Where are we going next? After food, that is!”

			“Don’t know. Out of Athens first. Probably south after that. I don’t have any plans, though. Anything you’d like to see or do, Gabrielle?”

			Gabrielle smiled ruefully and shook her head. “After the choice I made this time? Not a chance!”

			Xena tugged on Argo’s rein and edged them around a pudgy man in gold and blue stripes who was hawking a tray of small glazed clay ornaments, right in the midst of the walkway. “Don’t take blame for things going wrong, Gabrielle. Not this time, at least.”

			Gabrielle sighed and shook her head. “Well, I don’t, you know. It’s just that—everything got so complicated!”

			“The situation could’ve been tragic, if you hadn’t insisted on coming to the races,” Xena reminded her. “I’m not angry.”

			“Good. But—no, there’s nothing special I want to see, or do.” She drew a deep breath, then expelled it in a sigh. “Except eat.”

			Xena laughed. “Almost out of the market. It won’t take long after that, I promise.” But several moments later, she drew Argo to a halt, turned, and gazed out across the milling crowd, seaward, and when Gabrielle laughed and would have said something dryly witty, she held up a hand for silence. A deep, gruff male voice rose above the babble of excited shoppers, momentarily silencing it.

			“I told you to put that coin where no one could get at it! Now look what’s happened, you grubby little fool!” A hard crack followed, as an open palm cracked across flesh, then a boy’s shrill cry of pain.

			“I swear, I did! But he—” Another pained yelp, this one dissolving into sobs. People began moving away from the unpleasantness, a few casting disapproving looks at the maker of the scene, but most attempting to look as though they’d suddenly remembered something important they had to do, well away from here. All at once the warrior could see a black-haired, scruffy brute of a man looming over a boy no larger than the little thief she’d just paid.

			“Stop that whining,” the man growled, “or I’ll give you reason to whine!” The open hand clenched into a fist; the boy hiccupped and gulped, cowering back into a corner.

			Xena swore under her breath, shoved the reins into Gabrielle’s hands, closed Gabrielle’s fingers around the leather strands, and leveled one of her own fingers at Gabrielle’s nose. “Wait here, don’t do anything. I’ll be right back.” She stalked across the now empty market grounds, came just up behind the man and boy, and tapped the larger of the two on the shoulder, hard. He turned, scowling furiously. Xena raised one eyebrow and gazed back at him, her face expressionless. Silence. He sneered and began turning back to the boy. Xena’s mild voice stopped him. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.”

			“Back off, you half-clad hussy,” he snarled. “The boy’s none of your business.”

			“I just made him my business,” Xena replied flatly; her hands clamped on the man’s arm and she spun him around. Two loud open-handed smacks followed, and then a blur of motion: the big man went flying, completed a full loop in midair, and landed flat on his back several paces away. He groaned once, then went limp. Xena’s mouth twitched; she turned away and knelt before the still shivering child. “Boy,” she said quietly. “That your father?”

			The boy was sniffling quietly, staring in awe at the motionless brute. He started, then shook his head violently. “No. My papa was—he was nice. But he went to Troy and never came back. That’s—” He licked his lips. “That’s Olinus. He wants to marry my mama.”

			“He’s hit you like this before?” The boy gave her a woebegone look and turned red, then nodded. She patted his head gently. “It’s not your fault, all right? No kid could deserve getting hit that hard. He hit you when your mother’s around?”

			He shook his head. “She wouldn’t ever let him do that. My uncles—they live with mama and me—they wouldn’t let him, either.”

			“You didn’t tell them he hit you, did you?” The boy shook his head again; his eyes touched on the now moaning brute and flinched away. Xena’s gaze narrowed. “He scared you, so you wouldn’t, that it?” He bit his quivering lip, nodded. Better than it might be, she thought with relief, then gently shook him by one shoulder. “All right. It’s gonna be all right. You leave now, before he wakes up. Tell your mother and your uncles. I’ll take care of Olinus.”

			The boy nodded timidly. “Thank you,” he whispered, then turned and ducked back into the crowd that had gathered to stare at the fallen man, his attacker, and the boy. Xena closed her eyes briefly and sighed as she got to her feet. Where were all of you when that child was being clobbered by someone three times his size? She stalked over to stand, arms folded, above the groaning Olinus.

			“I know you can hear me,” she said finally. He opened one red-rimmed eye and glared up at her; the eye closed again when it found her looking back. “Now, you listen to me. You’re going to leave that boy alone. The boy and his mother.”

			He tried to sit up; she shoved him flat with her boot and held him there. “I don’t take orders from no one,” he spat.

			“Oh, yes you do,” Xena murmured. “You won’t like the alternative.”

			“You got lucky,” he growled.

			“Fine.” She stepped back a pace, flexed her hands, and grinned down at him, an expression that didn’t reach her ice-cold eyes. “Wanna try again?” When he didn’t move, her smile broadened, and she pitched her voice to reach the murmuring crowd around them. “What I thought. You do just fine against children but anything bigger scares you, right? Like that boy’s uncles? Me? Maybe the city guard?” She glanced over her shoulder. “Any of you! You see this brute hitting that boy—any child—again, you report him immediately to one of the king’s guards. That doesn’t take anything but a mouth, and you’ve all got those.” Silence. A middle-aged woman glared at her resentfully, mumbled something under her breath, and shuffled off. Xena glanced around her: people surrounded her and Olinus five deep. Gabrielle stood where she had been left, Argos’s reins wound around her hand. Somewhere beyond her was the usual shouting; someone had just been robbed.

			The commotion was heading their way, from the sound of things. Time to go. Xena brushed her hands together and gave Olinus one final hard look, then leveled a long finger at his nose. “I don’t want to see you, or hear of you, again. Or there won’t be enough left of you to fit in one of those wine cups over there. Got it?” Before he could answer, she turned to find a way through the crowd. Two women stopped her, a tall, pale girl and an older woman like enough to be her mother.

			“Warrior, thank you,” the older one murmured. “I’ve tried myself to protect the boy, but Olinus—” Her voice faded as someone nearby yelled, “Stop that boy! Thief!”

			“Just remember what I said,” Xena told her. Something was going on, up there: Gabrielle looked startled and Argo shied. The warrior patted the older woman’s shoulder and eased around her.

			
			Gabrielle had been standing on tiptoe, trying vainly to see what was going on, but as the crowd of silent onlookers grew, she couldn’t even make out Xena, let alone the boy and the felled brute. She finally sighed and settled back on her heels as the small boy, a red handprint clearly marking the entire right side of his face, ran past her. “Guess everything’s settled,” she murmured. Argo lipped her hair and she gave the mare a shove. “Poor little kid. I wonder what—” She broke off as shouts echoed from farther up the market, the way they’d just come. “Great. Now what?”

			The crowd back that way was thinning rapidly, the reason for it suddenly apparent: sprinting toward her was the golden-haired boy who’d flashed past three days earlier, a couple of guards in hot pursuit but steadily losing ground. He ran with Atalanta’s grace, that golden beauty. Beautiful—and just as flawed, in his own way, Gabrielle thought sadly.

			A woman shrieked and leaped aside as the boy tore past. Gabrielle stared, mouth open; he was coming straight for her. Argo shifted, then began to back away from the oncoming source of the commotion, dragging her along. The boy shouted something at the guards trailing him—a taunt from the sound of his voice, though Gabrielle couldn’t make out the words—then veered so he was on a collision course with her. Deeply amused, intensely aqua eyes met hers; a mobile and generous mouth quirked in a broad grin. “Catch!” he yelled cheerfully, then tossed a bag to her, shifted direction, and plunged into the crowd beyond her. Gabrielle automatically snatched at the small pouch, it was heavy. Blankly, she stared at the leather purse she’d just caught, then at the two enormous men in king’s colors and tall, crested bronze helms who suddenly stood, grim-faced, before her. The bag fell from her hands with a loud chink, and she turned to point.

			“He went that way,” she began; two heavy hands fell on her shoulders, dragging her back around. “Hey!” she protested vigorously. “He went that way! Aren’t you gonna go after him?”

			“We know who he is,” one of the guards said flatly. “And now we know why we never catch him with the goods; he’s got an accomplice!”

			“An a— An accomplice?” Gabrielle broke into nervous laughter. It faded as two grim-faced guards eyed her closely. “Look—you’re kidding, right?” No reaction. “Ah—right. Not kidding, gotcha! But, look, I’m a stranger in Athens, just came to watch the women’s races—”

			“Women’s races!” A familiar, whiny, reedy male voice came from behind her. Gabrielle glanced warily over her shoulder. Agrinon stood there, flexing his hands. “I might have known you’d be at the center of any trouble,” he added flatly.

			“Is there a problem here?” Xena’s voice overrode whatever else he might have said.

			“No problem!” Gabrielle replied brightly, then glanced at the fat purse lying at her feet and managed a rueful smile. “Well—maybe a little problem, but nothing we can’t fix, okay?” Her mouth twitched nervously; Xena cast up her eyes, then turned to face the guards—now six in number.

			“Look,” she said persuasively, “I don’t know what’s happened here, but if it was illegal, I can assure you Gabrielle had no part in it. She’s my companion, and—”

			“Told you,” Agrinon growled to his fellow guards. “No wonder we never catch the little creep, he’s got two women to catch for him!” Xena started for him; someone whistled shrilly, and six swords were immediately out and at her throat, while ten more guards came pelting from half a dozen directions to join the six. The warrior glared around her, then transferred the dire gaze to Gabrielle, who looked as if she didn’t know whether to smile or grimace as she gave the warrior a slightly dazed shrug. “Right,” Agrinon said, his chest swelling with self-importance. “Guess the king’ll be pleased to hear about this turn of events!”

			“I’m sure,” Xena murmured through clenched teeth. “Gabrielle?”

			“I did nothing—I swear!” She threw her arms out in a broad shrug, then drew them hastily in as three swords shifted in her direction. “Sorry! Ah—if you wouldn’t mind not poking me with those, I just washed this outfit and it’s awfully hard to get blood out of this particular weave? Um—” She swallowed, and let her eyes flicker in Xena’s direction. “Look, I know we can straighten this all out, really easily, it’s just—it’s a mistake, that’s all! And—well, at least in prison we’ll get fed, right?” She managed a faint smile as her companion cast up her eyes, spread her arms in surrender, and let the guards take her weaponry. Agrinon snatched the staff from Gabrielle’s fingers. “Probably a lot sooner than if we’d walked across Athens to reach your inn.”

			“Probably,” Xena murmured, and bit back a smile as Agrinon eagerly snatched the chakra from her belt and then swore as it cut his thumb. “So, how’d you acquire the purse?” she asked as the guards took both women by the arms and began to hustle them out of the silent, still-crowded market.

			Gabrielle eyed her sidelong. “Purse—oh. That purse. Golden Boy—remember him? the thief?—tossed it right into my lap. You wait till I get my hands on him,” she added angrily, “pulling a stunt like this! I’ll pull every last hair out of his head—one at a time!” Agrinon snarled something inaudible, though Gabrielle caught the general meaning; she turned to glower at him. “Don’t you try to make this personal,” she said flatly. “I know about the rules the king’s guard has to follow, and I’ll report you if you even think about breaking them!”

			“Leave be, Agrinon,” another guardsman snapped—one with a minor officer’s badge. Agrinon’s expression tightened but he backed away.

			Gabrielle turned to look at Xena as they were pulled past wide-eyed, staring market patrons. The warrior’s face was unreadable, but Gabrielle didn’t think Agrinon had much of a chance, judging from the cold set of her eyes.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Things had changed, indeed, since the last time Xena had walked Athens: the wine market and surrounding area now had its own jail, a nearly new building walled all around, with a separate small stable for horses, a weapons room, a smithy, and a cook’s building. The central structure was squat, built of enormous dressed stones impressively mortared together; beneath it was a large dungeon. The floor of the dungeon was comprised of massive blocks of granite, while the walls were the same heavily mortared stone of which the aboveground structure was made. The only place where light and air entered was one barred opening too narrow for even a woman Gabrielle’s size to slide through. Outside the main cell room was a hallway, and though prisoners could hear the echoing footsteps of guards across its floor of polished blue marble, if they pressed their faces to the narrow opening in the heavily barred and braced cell door, they could also feel on their cheeks the open breeze from three tantalizingly unguarded windows.

			Wind blew from the west at the moment, across the prison’s walled grounds, invading the cell’s sole window and filling the chamber with dust and the smell of fresh horse manure. Argo was in that stable, Xena knew. The mare hadn’t liked leaving her, and the guards hadn’t liked letting her take the time to whisper against the golden ear, but that had saved the situation for everyone, in the long run. They’d have been dead, or flattened, every single one of them, Xena knew with grim certainty. Argo would have attacked, and even twenty of them would have been no match for the pair of us—and Gabrielle, of course, she reminded herself easily, with a sidelong glance at her very still companion. Gabrielle wasn’t at all the liability she’d once been; at the moment, she was pale with fury and muttering something under her breath—a curse against that pale-haired market cutpurse, perhaps. Probably.

			Yes. She and I could have fought, Xena thought, both of us and Argo—the guard wouldn’t have stood a chance. But injuring or killing guards trying to do their duty wasn’t what she did—not anymore. And there had been so many unarmed shoppers all around them; those people hadn’t come to the market searching for a fight. Had it been only them against the stupid, stubborn, blind guards, the outcome might have been different. Xena took a deep breath, feeling the rage well up within her. Those guards were only doing their job, and it isn’t up to you to murder guardsmen for simple bad manners. Though admittedly, one or two of them had pressed the boundaries as far as that was concerned. The one Gabrielle called Agrinon, for starters. “Agrinon,” Xena murmured, with an unpleasant smile. “I’m going to remember that name.”

			No, she and Gabrielle certainly didn’t have any responsibility to train King Theseus’s guards in the niceties of courtesy. Then again, hanging out in a place like this wasn’t a good compromise. You could have beat in a few skulls, left behind a few headaches and a few choice words about jumping innocent strangers in the market: the smart ones would have learned something from the experience. And the rest—well, they won’t last long in a city like this. Either someone with good fighting skills and Draco’s temper will murder them, or the king will grow sense and send them out to herd goats. Skinny ones.

			If King Theseus hadn’t changed from the man she’d once met, things would probably work out that way. She shook that off, flexed her hands with a deliberate motion, squared her shoulders, and carefully examined her surroundings. A dozen or more men—most grubby and very rough-looking, some drunk—occupied the one-room cell at present. Four who’d been sizing her up while she considered matters suddenly seemed to remember other things they needed to do—immediately. A fifth—notably staggering and reeking of bad drink—was persuaded by his two companions to find a bench on the far side of the cell, as quickly as they could get his feet moving.

			The only other women besides Xena and Gabrielle circulated cheerfully among the men, inciting laughter and a few desperately rapt stares. The women’s tight, brightly colored clothing, thickly applied makeup, and resolutely coarse style of speech and presentation served as a walking advertisement for their business, as well as their reason for being here. A gaunt man in some sort of priest’s brown sackcloth glared at the women, until someone else—a much larger and visibly muscled someone—tapped him on the shoulder and shook his head briefly.

			Far from all this, on a low, long bench in the corner, someone to all appearances seemed sound asleep. Xena peered curiously in that direction, then finally shrugged. The figure was so cloaked in shadow; Xena couldn’t make out any detail at all. She wasn’t even sure if it was a male or a female. Actually, she couldn’t even really be sure if it was still alive.

			
			Gabrielle eyed the chamber warily, then, following Xena’s lead, squinted in the direction of the dark, seemingly uninhabited corner. She couldn’t make out anything worthwhile. At least something in this cell was no threat, at the moment, she thought. She sighed very faintly, cast her companion a sidelong, abashed smile, then crossed to another, unoccupied wooden bench opposite the door, drew her legs up, crossed her ankles, braced her elbows on her knees, and settled her back against the wall. Xena said something under her breath, and then followed.

			Gabrielle bit back another sigh and let her eyes close briefly. She allowed her head to rest against the cool, subterranean stone. So how do I convince her the whole mess out there in the market really was not my fault? I mean—what was I supposed to do? I was staying out of trouble just fine, unlike Xena, I could add. Though I hardly blame her, if it had been up to me, I’d probably have clobbered that brute myself. But there I was, holding onto Argo, minding my own business, and then—that lousy kid! . . . Her thoughts took a dark—and momentarily—very pleasant—turn as she thought of several different endings to that scene in the market. Golden Boy flat on his back, eyes closed, her thick and ornate staff against his chin and the heavy coin purse sliding from his nerveless fingers just as the guard came up. Or herself throwing the bag back to Golden Boy, who caught it and stood there looking like a dummy as the guard came up. Or—or anything but this, she thought glumly. Us here, a worried Argo in the stable, that stupid Agrinon out there somewhere, smugly aware he’s caught us—and Xena next to me radiating pure fury.

			But when she opened her eyes and turned to her companion, Xena didn’t look particularly furious. She was sitting next to Gabrielle, legs crossed on the bench the same way, eyes moving from clutch of men to single man, to men and women, never still as she evaluated those with whom they shared the cell.

			Look around yourself, you. Do something right for a change, Gabrielle ordered herself. She’s always having to tell you to do that.

			From against this far wall, the chamber appeared much larger than it had; the floor was rough-dressed but dry, as were the walls. Well, that’s one good thing. There’s nothing worse to my mind than a damp cell—unless it’s a dry, web-filled one. Brrr! Wonder how poor little Arachne is doing, if that stupid Agrinon is still pestering her. She dismissed the mental chatter, cast the motionless and intent Xena another sidelong glance, and went back to her study of the locked room and its inhabitants. Benches of the same rough stone had been placed throughout the cell, and in no particular pattern she could make out. No cushions, of course, though the stone under her wasn’t that uncomfortable at the moment: neither overly rough, nor cold, nor damp. Thanks to the one small window high in the wall, and to those framing the long hallway that ran outside the far cell wall, the air was reasonably clean and fresh. Judging by the nearest men she could see—three brutes clad in greasy brown rags whose color surely owed more to history than to origin, and just beyond them, four drunkenly loud fellows who were arguing loudly over the merits of some alehouse and its nearest rival—the smell could have been much worse.

			Several of the benches, like the one she and Xena had just taken over, were empty: there appeared to be enough of them for each to hold three occupants, seated. Sleeping would be another matter. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and we won’t be here to find out about that, she thought. Right. Maybe this particular bench at the far wall of the cell wasn’t a coveted perch. They’d be sleeping in turns tonight anyway, but it would be nice if they didn’t have to fight for a bed. This is where I can help, Gabrielle decided, and leaned forward to study her fellow prisoners, the stone benches they occupied, and the empty benches.

			Two benches near the entry were full; a third was apparently the object of a brief but fierce scuffle. The most popular of all was obviously the one with the window. Four grubby men had just begun fighting for possession of the view, but all activity ceased and the squabblers were suddenly quiet as someone in the hallway pounded on the bars. Outside the jail cell, two massive armor-clad and helmed men armed with javelins and drawn swords flanked a small, pale man who bore a long tray that had been heaped high with long, dark loaves and four teetering stacks of wooden bowls. Before him, two young boys staggered under the weight of a padded bar from which a heavy, fire-blackened pot hung from thick chains. They managed to get it down without incident, then each took a stack of bowls and, with a glance at the motionless and grim-faced guards, stood very still, waiting.

			“All right!” one of the guards shouted. “You know the drill! Those of you too stupid or drunk to remember, or those of you who’re new, I’ll explain it just once, right now! You come over here one at a time! You keep your hands out, away from your bodies, you keep your fingers spread, and you move slowly! You do exactly what I say, when I say it, and you don’t come forward to the bars until I tell you! You collect a bowl and a loaf, then you back away, slowly, carefully—and you go someplace well away from this front area entirely before you sit down to eat! Any argument with that procedure, we leave right now! Anyone breaks the rules, we leave right now, and the rest of you go hungry the night!”

			A bulky man in tattered gray rags detached himself from the window and grinned hugely, exposing dreadful teeth. “Isn’t none of us gonna go hungry here, Bernardius,” he replied in a drink-hoarsened voice. We know the rules, and we’ll hold to ’em.”

			“See you do, Mondavius,” the guard snapped back.

			Mondavius glared impartially around him, and when one of the men who’d occupied the bench next to him snorted in contempt, the ragged man simply slammed a fist down onto the crown of his head. The man fell bonelessly to the floor. “Happen I’ll get his bowl and bread to save for him, of course,” he added with another grin.

			Bernardius cast up his eyes and his supple mouth curled humorlessly beneath his thick, black mustache. “Usual payment, Mondavius,” he snapped.

			“Usual payment,” Mondavius agreed, and scratched absentmindedly with ragged nails at a dirty pockmarked cheek.

			“Ah—hey,” Gabrielle murmured under her breath as she averted her eyes. “The ambience is enough for the moment, right? And it looks like there’s plenty of food, so I’m willing to wait, how about you?”

			“The way that smells? I’ll wait forever.” Xena replied sotto voce. “At least you’ve got your ambience; let’s hope my nose isn’t working right.”

			Gabrielle smiled. “Smells okay to me. And I’m hungry enough I could eat anything.”

			
			Some time later, she set the rough-carved wooden bowl aside firmly and shook her head. “I can’t eat this.”

			Xena gave her that look, then cast her eyes toward the ceiling. “Then I think I’m in trouble.”

			Gabrielle forced a laugh. “Well—but maybe the bread’s all right.” She picked up the loaf and eyed it dubiously, sniffed cautiously, then pulled a small chunk from one end and bit into it. Her face cleared; she took another bite—much larger, this—and nodded sharply. “Hey. Wow, amazing! The bread’s absolutely great! Even better than that nuts-and-fruit stuff Isyphus made us, back in that village of the Trickster King’s.”

			“Really,” Xena murmured. She scooped up the heavy lump of bread, bit into it; her eyebrows went up and she tucked the bite into her cheek to mumble, “One for you, Gabrielle. This stuff’s almost worth your fabled ambience—well, almost,” she added sourly, as she looked around the cell and let her eyes rest on the large, ragged Mondavius, who growled at her, his own eyes all pupil and very black. Gabrielle, her cheekbones and the tip of her nose bright pink, glanced her companion’s way, quirked her mouth in an apologetic grin, and went back to her bread.

			Xena got to her feet, shoved the wooden bowl of stew well to the side, and strode to the window. Four different men occupied the bench at the moment. She tugged at the sandal strap of one then the ragged britches-leg of another. Two grubby, ugly-visaged men turned to glower down at her. She offered them a chill, faint smile, and a deprecating speech. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see what’s out there myself.” The sandal wearer squared his shoulders, then spat in her direction. Xena easily ducked, gave him a teeth-only grin, and tossed him head over heels across the cell, where he lay flat and unmoving and whimpering. The ragged man urgently nudged and elbowed his companions, tilted his head toward Xena, and then, even more frantically, toward their unconscious comrade. The three edged warily back from her, one slow pace at a time, then abruptly quit the bench. “Thanks,” Xena murmured, leaping neatly onto the bench and gazing out the window, across the market guards’ parade ground. There was activity everywhere: many wore the king’s colors, while a few ragged ruffians or maybe impoverished fellows were dragged into the compound by the brightly clad guards—no way, at the moment, to simply slip away without causing havoc in some fashion. The time’ll come. Wait for it.

			Behind her, she could hear one of the men snarling something and she glanced over her shoulder. Gabrielle no longer occupied the bench; her bowl of inedible stew held pride of place; wisps of indubitably nasty steam rose from the rough wooden bowl. No clue as to who might be snarling at whom—but Gabrielle appeared to be no part of it. For once. Xena cast her eyes ceilingward and went back to her study of the parade ground.

			
			Across the cell, Gabrielle gazed up at the bulky Mondavius, who bared his blackened, uneven teeth at her in what he might have thought was a grin; his left hand held his bread, while the right was an enormous claw, ready to snatch at her. “Think you didn’t hear me right, little girl,” he growled. “Said we’ll trade for the stew.”

			Gabrielle sent her eyes right, left. The bench where her bowl sat was five long paces away—through Mondavius. Could’ve traded him a face full of the hot stuff; that’d fix him. At the moment, though—well, there wasn’t much of a way out at the moment. Right. He’s got you backed into a corner, Gabrielle. Where’s Xena the one time you could use her? She smiled brightly then. Mondavius’s scowl turned wary; his grip tightened on the bread, nearly halving it. “Trade—oh! Great! You know, I was really hoping that bowl of—stew, is it?—well I was hoping it wouldn’t go to waste. You see, I’m trying to watch my weight, and—”

			“Don’t be more of an idiot than you can help!” the brute snapped; his breath was ghastly. Her nose wrinkled. Wonder how long I can keep from inhaling, Gabrielle thought. Mondavius snatched at the bread in her hand and tightened his grasp on his own mostly flattened loaf. “You don’t get it, do you, little girl? All right—give me your bread, you get to keep your stew. And your life!”

			“My—oh—You want my bread?” Gabrielle glanced at her half-eaten loaf, tore a huge chunk from it, and stuffed it hurriedly in her mouth. “Don’t think so,” she mumbled indistinctly around the bite. Mondavius roared and snatched for her, but she wasn’t where he expected; crouching, she slammed her heel into his right kneecap, sending him forward, hands-first into the wall. Gabrielle whirled to one side, ducked hurriedly under his arm as he began to sag, then spun back to face him, left hand still clinging to her half-eaten loaf.

			But he wasn’t there anymore. Gabrielle blinked, then stared at her would-be assailant. The blank-eyed, grubby brute was splayed half sideways along the back wall, a good five paces from the corner where he’d accosted her. His eyes slowly closed and he slid limply to the floor. Xena brushed her hands together, snatched the uneaten loaf from his nerveless fingers, then tugged at her companion’s shirt and muttered, “Better finish that now, don’t you think?”

			“Ahhhh—Oh! The bread! Right!” Gabrielle swallowed, divided the rest of the bread into two bites, tucked the first one in her cheek, and balled the second in her left fist. “Good idea. And thanks!”

			Xena rolled a quarter of the loaf into a large pellet, tossed it high, caught it between her teeth, chewed briefly, then pressed the rest into her cheek and nodded. “Anytime. I’m gonna go claim the window again. Air’s better up there, and besides, I might see some way to get us out of here. Stay out of trouble, okay?”

			Gabrielle gestured broadly with both arms. “Hey,” she replied dryly. “What trouble can I get into in here?” Xena uttered a snort that might have been laughter, and went back to the window. In her absence, three more men had taken up occupation of the window bench; as Gabrielle regained her own seat and set the rapidly cooling—and congealing—bowl of stew on the floor, she noticed with amusement that the warrior had only to clear her throat, and all three brutes scattered.

			Noise in the hallway momentarily silenced the cell’s inhabitants, and brought men and women alike forward to stare toward the outer world. Gabrielle stood on her bench and gazed over their heads as two guards dragged a tall, pale-haired, manacled prisoner between them. Familiar—do I know him? she wondered. But this is Athens, who do I know in Athens? Well, Homer and some of the apprentices at the Academy. But this—he isn’t a bard—or is he?

			Her musings were interrupted by a harsh, echoing voice. One of the two guards was snarling something at the prisoner, whose mouth quickened in amusement; he shrugged, then said something only the nearest guard could hear. The guard didn’t seem at all amused. He gestured for his fellow to open the cell door, then motioned angrily and snarled something. The pale-haired man spread his arms as wide as the chain would allow as he was thrust, pell-mell, into the cell. Somehow he kept his feet under him; at another furious order from the now openly armed guard, he staggered back to the cell door and held out his arms so the manacles could be removed. The key holder grinned broadly and maliciously; his companion said something visibly sarcastic—but between the noise in the cell and the distance, Gabrielle couldn’t make out what he said. The heavy door swung shut. The prisoner clutched the bars in his hard fists and tried to shake them. In vain. The two guards laughed raucously, and strolled away.

			Those inside the cell were laughing, too, though Gabrielle doubted any but those nearest the entry could have heard the exchange. Most had already lost interest and were wandering away.

			“It isn’t fair!” the latest prisoner shouted; he was now pounding on the bars. “I have friends out there—friends at the Bards’ Academy and at court! I can see you sent to the wrong side of your Hades!” His words were mildly accented, and suddenly he didn’t sound so furious anymore, just amused. “I can see you—each of you!—honored with an ode that will haunt you with the market’s laughter for the remainder of your days!”

			I knew I recognized that form, that hair . . . “Peder!” Gabrielle exclaimed in delight, and jumped to her feet. “It just has to be you!”

			“It doesn’t have to be me,” Peder informed her evenly, but a wide smile turned the corners of his lips, and his pale blue eyes were lively. “Actually, at the moment, I rather wish it weren’t me. Ah, well. Do we know each other, you and I?” But as Gabrielle was about to speak, he held up a hand and said, “Wait. You’re the little girl—sorry, I remember, you’re the young bard who took the Academy’s tests and won, but decided not to remain in Athens. You see? I do remember you. Ah . . . ah . . .”

			“Gabrielle,” she inserted as he paused.

			“Gabrielle. I knew that.” He eyed her cannily. “But last I heard from one of the students, you were going back to join the warrior princess. Tell me you haven’t been in here all this time!”

			“Got here just before you,” she said. “But—Peder, you’re a scroll merchant! What could you possibly have done to get thrown in here?”

			He smiled. “Where I come from, nice young ladies don’t ask such a question.” Gabrielle considered this, then blushed; Peder laughed. “No, no. Nothing—well, whatever you’re imagining, it couldn’t possibly be that! No—it was a—well, ahem.” He cleared his throat, stared across the cell. “One of the wine merchant’s wives made a complaint, that I’d set her to laughing so hard, she’d been unable to keep her feet.” His smile widened and his eyes fixed on a spot somewhere beyond the stone wall. “You can’t imagine how funny it was,” he said dreamily, “a woman of that financial class—I say nothing of any other sort of class, mind you!—sitting on her wealthy backside in the very midst of the market, her back against my stand, tears of laughter rolling down her cheeks.” He shook himself; his glance touched Gabrielle’s face and he laughed. “Of course, each time the woman seemed likely to regain her composure, however briefly—” The smile was absolutely malicious, his eyes wicked, as he brought his hands together ringingly. “I was only amusing the lady, you understand. And the lady was amused, but her politically ambitious mate apparently was not.” He spread his hands wide once more. Gabrielle couldn’t help but smile; Peder hadn’t changed a bit. Steadfastly ignoring her rueful expression, he continued. “And so, here I am,” he said with a flourish. Gabrielle drew a deep breath.

			“Peder, you’re mad! Not—not that scroll?”

			“What can a poor scroll merchant do?” he countered smoothly. “The woman hears about this particular illustrated tale, she demands to see it, she—”

			“She laughs herself sick,” Gabrielle inserted flatly, then moments later spoiled it by giggling herself. “But—wait a minute. The guard threw you in here? For that?”

			“A year ago, they wouldn’t have, probably.” Peder shrugged. “The new guards’ captain isn’t as easygoing as the last, I fear. But it’s just as likely the guards who arrested me hoped for a bribe of some sort, in exchange for my immediate freedom.”

			“I don’t know about the last guards’ captain,” Gabrielle said darkly. “But I can tell you the current one isn’t high on my list of nice guys.” She briefly explained the events of the past several hours; the tall scroll merchant shook his head.

			“They certainly should have known better; that’s just the sort of thing that’s happening in this end of the city these days.” His eyes went up and beyond her; they widened. Gabrielle glanced nervously over her shoulder, then sighed faintly.

			“Knew it was you,” she mumbled as Xena joined her. “Anything new and exciting out there?”

			The warrior shrugged. “Not really. The air’s better, though, even with the smell of stable blowing this way. Who’s your friend?”

			“Oh—right! I forgot you weren’t with me last time. This is—Let me see if I can do this right,” she muttered and frowned in concentration. “This is Peder, son of Wagt, from the city of Skjold, very far to the north.” Peder gave her a surprised look and quiet applause; Gabrielle bowed. “You’ll have to admit, it’s not an easy name to forget once you get it straight,” she said. “Unusual. He came south with the tin traders,” she added in explanation.

			“It’s warmer here,” Peder said, and held out his hand. “Less snow. More customers.”

			“He’s a scroll merchant; came to the Academy selling scrolls—blank ones and some with stories and pictures already on them.”

			Xena met the long-fingered hand halfway and eyed the lanky merchant. “So, what’s a scroll merchant doing in a prison cell?” she asked.

			“I wish I could say mistaken identity,” he replied gloomily.

			Gabrielle clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle laughter. “It’s that scroll,” she said finally. “Remember—the one I told you about, and you said—”

			“That? Oh. That scroll. I remember. I said, ‘That’s sick,’” Xena finished for her. She eyed the merchant more closely; he took one step back against the bars of the cell door and smiled weakly. “I still say it’s sick.”

			Gabrielle patted his arm. “Different sense of humor, that’s all.” She turned back to Xena. “Honestly, it’s not like they were real little flying creatures, or anything. It’s a copy of a scroll, a story from Peder’s homeland, about a girl who is supposed to preserve flowers, flatten them, but she finds these little mythical beings and—I mean, they aren’t real, you know? It’s a story!”

			“Yeah. Drawings of little flattened winged creatures making faces,” Xena said evenly. “I remember.”

			We aren’t going to resolve this one tonight, either, Gabrielle realized. She bit the corner of her mouth to keep from giggling as she recalled one of the sillier images from Peder’s scroll. “Ah—well, right,” she said brightly. “Guess we can agree to disagree on this one, can’t we?” She glanced over her shoulder at Peder, who smirked and brought his hands softly together, squashing imaginary little flying creatures. “Cut it out,” she hissed and urgently eyed her very unamused companion. The scroll merchant’s smile vanished; he glanced at the still, expressionless warrior and shrugged broadly. Gabrielle sighed. “I—Hey!” Something tugged, hard, at the hem of her skirt; she jumped back in surprise.

			
			Xena had seen the boy’s mesmerizingly fine hand snake out to grab hold of Gabrielle’s skirt; her friend’s yelp of surprise barely registered as she started forward for a closer look.

			“Shhhhh!” The very faint, urgent whisper barely reached Xena, who pressed merchant and companion aside and knelt where Gabrielle had been standing. Thin, ragged little Kratos was a mere shadow against the bars. He beckoned; Xena leaned forward so he could whisper against her ear. “I just heard they put you in here. I’ll get you and her out, just before the guard change at midnight.”

			“Bad idea,” Xena whispered in reply. “You’ll get caught. We’ll be out of here in the morning anyway—” But he was already shaking his head.

			“Maybe not. There’s a guard—Agrinon—who really doesn’t like her.” His eyes moved in Gabrielle’s direction. “But I never get caught, and I do this all the time.”

			I knew Athens was a mistake, right from the start, Xena thought grimly. She kept her whisper low and soft, no trace of the anger there for the boy to hear: he might think she was angry with him. “All right. We’ll pay you—”

			He shook his head once again. “No, not for that. But—there’s a woman in here, littler than her,” a swift gesture indicated Gabrielle, “and dark; she’s got hair almost as dark as yours and she’s wearing brown stuff, pretty ragged.”

			“I haven’t— Wait.” The sleeper against the back wall. “I think I saw her.”

			“Good. That’s—that’s my mother.” He froze, then glanced all around; Xena came partway to her feet, hand grasping for her dagger. She swore silently as her fingers snatched air—the weapon, like all the others, had been taken from her—then knelt again as the boy beckoned. “Her name’s Elyseba. Tell her I’ll get her out, tonight, and Netteron will get her to safety. I mean—will you? P—please?” For answer, Xena nodded. The boy touched her hand and managed what was probably meant as a reassuring smile before he faded into shadows and was gone.

			Xena got to her feet and, when Gabrielle was about to say something, held up a hand for silence. She turned to study the cell and its inhabitants. Two benches nearby were occupied by sleeping men and the only others who might have seen or heard the boy were the brightly-clad women who were arguing with one of the drunkards. The warrior gestured; Gabrielle leaned close to her. “That was the cutpurse I paid this afternoon; he’s getting us out tonight. Go find a woman smaller and darker than you are, wearing brown rags. I think she’s the one sleeping on that bench against the far wall. Her name’s Elyseba. Tell her that her son’s coming to get her out at midnight and someone called Netteron has a refuge for her. Got that?” Gabrielle nodded. “Good. Keep it quiet. We’ll have a riot on our hands if anyone else hears about this.” Her gaze continued around the cell, fixed briefly on the enormous Mondavius, who leaned against the wall just short of the bench beneath the window; he was arguing with a much smaller man who now began to shout at him. The larger brute laughed sourly and swung a huge fist overhand, slamming it down hard on the other man’s head. “And there’s some who don’t belong any place but here,” Xena added softly.

			Gabrielle nodded once, sharply. “Got it. Um—Peder?” She looked inquiringly at the scroll merchant, who hadn’t moved since the boy first appeared. “You don’t belong in here either. Um—I think we could probably—” Her eyes flickered toward Xena, back to him.

			He shook his head. “Wager you anything I’ll be out of here at first light if not sooner. Once that man gains his senses and realizes it’s not good politics to lock up honest businessmen. And I do have a flourishing business to run; I can’t do that if I’m running from the guard, can I?” Gabrielle patted his arm sympathetically. Ah—if you have the opportunity, however,” he continued. “Or if the boy does. If someone could go to my shop tomorrow and remind my assistant where I went? In case the guard forgets I’m here?”

			“Someone will, Peder,” Gabrielle said and nodded. Then she turned to begin making her way through the cell. At least half of the occupants were asleep or dozing; the drunker of them had probably passed out. Several others were talking in small groups of three or four; all of them ignored the slight blond woman easing her way past them. She avoided the window, its bench and the enormous—and still argumentative, from the sounds of things over there—Mondavius.

			There was a long, thoughtful silence behind Xena as she, watched her friend move off through the dungeon’s gathering gloom. Peder leaned against the prison door, folded his arms over his chest, and gazed at the warrior thoughtfully. Xena slouched one shoulder into the door’s bars a foot or so away, and waited. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said finally. “The warlord who used to kill and destroy, and who’s decided to help people, instead. Makes quite a story.”

			“I never killed innocent people—not deliberately,” Xena replied. “But the story—that’s one of the things Gabrielle does.”

			“Oh, I wasn’t asking for the right to tell it. Not my sort of tale.”

			“I gathered.” She smiled meaningfully as she brought her hands together in a quiet parody of Peder’s previous gesture. The merchant gave her an abashed grin.

			“Not your sort of humor. I know. And I know about Gabrielle—I heard the end of one of her stories when I made a delivery to the Academy. That wasn’t what I wanted to say to you, though. Athens could use the kind of help you’ve given some of those outside villages. Particularly the market—” He hesitated; Xena was already shaking her head.

			“I don’t work that way,” she said flatly. “Athens has a king, a company of guards— I know, you said some of the guard is corrupt. They can’t all be. Clever man like you should have an idea who can be trusted. Or get word to King Theseus, if you have a problem.”

			“That’s part of the problem,” Peder replied. “No one can get to the king—no one of my class, at least. If I had money or influence—but I don’t. You saw that boy, just now? His name’s Kratos, and he—”

			“I know who he is, and what he is. He’s going to have to decide for himself whether he wants to grow up honest or grow up without it hand, I can’t change him if he doesn’t want to change.”

			“But that’s—”

			“I’m a warrior, a fighter,” Xena broke in firmly. “Not a politician or a city guard.” She looked at his worried expression and sighed faintly. When she spoke again, her voice was less harsh but no less firm. “Look, I’m sorry if you’re having troubles, but there’s nothing I can do to help you. Find someone with money or influence to get word to the king, if that’s what it takes. Send word there’s too much poverty and his guards aren’t doing their job. Last I heard, King Theseus was an honest and caring man, and good at making things work. And that’s his job. I don’t work for money, or for cities.” Before he could say anything else, she turned and left him.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			It was much darker back here; Gabrielle had to feel along cautiously to keep from stepping on any of the men sprawled on the stone floor, and almost ran into a long leg jutting from one of the benches. Fortunately a sharp, sudden snore from the sleeper there warned her in time.

			The small figure on the back bench hadn’t moved, that she could tell. The light was dim here, but a faint beam of wavery torchlight from beyond the barred window let her pick her way, and when she squatted down, she could make out features: a narrow face, young but careworn, surrounded by dark hair and a tattered shawl. As she knelt, the woman started; Gabrielle smiled reassuringly and laid a finger against her lips. The woman nodded, sat up, and eyed her, but when Gabrielle leaned curiously close to whisper against her ear, the woman shook her head again, shoved the scarf back so she could touch one small ear, and shook her head yet again.

			It took a moment, after everything else that had happened in such a short period of time. She’s deaf, Gabrielle suddenly realized. Great. The boy didn’t mention that. How to get across what she needed to say? There were hand signs, she was aware of that much—but she didn’t know any of them, and this dark corner was scarcely the place to try to convey a message with gestures. But—there’d been a boy, the village beyond hers, she remembered. A boy who’d been born without hearing. So long as he could see the speaker’s lips, he could understand what was being said. She touched the woman’s arm to get her attention, touched her own lips, looked at her questioningly, and when it seemed it must be too dark for the woman to understand, leaned closer and shifted so what little light there was was on her face. She broadly mouthed, “Can you understand this?” The woman nodded at once and her face cleared; she looked around them, then pointed toward the outer wall of the cell, where Xena and Peder stood talking, and where there was—perhaps—a little more light. Gabrielle nodded emphatically and got up to lead the way.

			The light still wasn’t good by the door and it took time. At least, Gabrielle thought as she glanced nervously over her shoulder at the empty hallway once again, she didn’t have to shout, or even to speak aloud and risk anyone else hearing. At the moment, Xena was off, probably just being generally intimidating, while Peder had gone to see if he couldn’t find a quiet corner to get some sleep, and even Mondavius and his two grubby companions seemed to be dozing over by the window. The cell was very quiet. Not that she could see much from where she and Elyseba sat on the stone floor, next to the bars.

			“Kratos was here just now,” she mouthed. “He is coming back for us—me, you, and her.” A gesture took in Xena, who was across the room, moving toward them.

			Elyseba bit her lip and one nervous hand plucked at her skirts. “He cannot,” she murmured finally. Gabrielle had to lean very close both to hear and to understand her words. “He must not dare! It—it is dangerous.”

			“I know,” she agreed softly. “We tried to tell him, but he would not listen.”

			“That is my son,” Elyseba agreed, and her mouth drooped. “He also does not listen to me.”

			Gabrielle patted her arm gently. “So we must be ready. Can you run?” The woman sighed in resignation, but after a moment nodded. “I’m—I am sorry,” Gabrielle added helplessly. The woman managed a faint smile, then settled her shoulders in the corner where the bars and the wall came together, pulled the scarf over her hair once more, and closed her eyes.

			Practical, Gabrielle thought; she can’t hear any of the lowlifes in this place sneaking up on her, so she puts herself where they can’t get behind her.

			A light touch on Gabrielle’s shoulder roused her; she used the bars to pull herself to her feet and stretched hard. Xena sent her eyes toward the window, held a finger to her lips, then leaned close to her companion’s ear. “There was a bit of a fuss out there, just now; quiet again, though. She all right?”

			“Under the circumstances,” Gabrielle whispered in reply. “She doesn’t hear.”

			“Oh.” Xena frowned, and stared into the distance. “What’s a woman like that doing in here? I mean, what possible trouble could she have caused?” Gabrielle shrugged; the warrior didn’t see her. “Guess we’ll find out when the boy gets back.”

			“The boy—” Gabrielle caught hold of Xena’s wrist. “You don’t think that noise out there just now was him, do you?” Xena frowned, shook her head. “I mean—the boy getting caught?”

			“Don’t know—didn’t sound like that, though. More like change of guards, or a couple men gambling or something.” She shrugged. “Wager we’d have heard the boy; he’d make enough noise to let us know he wasn’t coming back the way he’d planned.”

			“Mmmm. Good point,” Gabrielle conceded softly. “Besides, he’s not down here yet, being carried by a couple of guards.” She glanced up at her companion; Xena was straining to get a clear view of the hall through the door’s narrow gaps, but after a moment she shrugged, turned, and sat with her back to the bars. Gabrielle joined her. “Um—what were you and Peder talking about?”

			“Nothing important. Especially since we’re leaving Athens as soon as you, I, and Argo get out of here,” she added firmly. She was aware of Gabrielle’s curious gaze as she closed her eyes and settled her shoulders as comfortably as possible against the uneven surface. With a faint sigh, Gabrielle eased down next to her.

			“Well, I’d give a lot for one clear swing at Golden Boy,” she grumbled. “The nerve of him, tossing me that purse!”

			Xena bit back what sounded like laughter. “Give it up, Gabrielle,” she murmured. “This time tomorrow, I’ll wager anything you like there’ll be another gadfly to take his place.”

			Gabrielle cast her a sidelong look; her mouth twisted in a sour grin. “Yeah, right. He’d have to be working at it awfully hard, to beat Golden Boy.” Xena patted her shoulder, then resettled herself, seeking a last measure of comfort, and resolutely closed her eyes. She seemed to be asleep within moments.

			
			Gabrielle tried, but it wasn’t working. Nervous, she finally realized, and with a near-silent sigh, she sat up a little straighter and opened her eyes. All right, there’s nothing wrong with being nervous in a cell full of drunks, cutpurses, and—and whatever else there is here, she finished lamely. That brute Mondavius was enough all by himself to make a sensible person wary. Though from the sounds of things over by the window, he and his companions were deeply asleep. Gabrielle sighed again and rolled her eyes as a louder than usual gurgling snort briefly woke someone on one of the nearest benches. After a string of curses too low for her to catch—no doubt to keep any of the brutes surrounding Mondavius from hearing—the wakened man subsided. She glanced at the boy’s mother, who had slid down in her corner a little, with only the rhythmic rise and fall of her head to show she was not a statue. Next to her slept Xena, her head rolled against one of the bars, arms folded across her chest. Well, at least two of us are gonna be rested when the boy comes.

			If he did. Gabrielle swallowed. What if it was someone’s idea of a joke? Golden Boy would probably find a trick like that hilarious. Her eyes narrowed, briefly. One good crack at him, just one.

			Of course, she had no proof the two boys were working together out there—let alone that the golden-haired cutpurse would bother to think up such an elaborate plan. And while he seemed to bounce around the market wreaking as much havoc as he could—and drawing as much attention to himself—the smaller boy didn’t strike her as the same type at all. Unless I’m really wrong about him, he’s lifting coins in order to feed himself and his mother. Didn’t make it any more honest—just more understandable.

			But why in a city like Athens should a boy that age have to support his mother by theft? Not that Gabrielle had spent much time in any city, let alone this one—and her first and only stay in the city had been in the almost cloisterlike conditions of the Academy. But Athens had a reputation, thanks to King Theseus: the city was known as a place where those who were able cared for themselves and their own; where those men who weren’t able—because of injury suffered in the war against Troy, or illness—were cared for; where no woman widowed by that war in Troy went hungry; where the poor and weak were given a voice, and that voice was heard by the king.

			It was an amazing style of governing. And a complete change in the city’s king in only a very few years. The young Theseus had made a name for himself among the bards as a swaggerer and a self-proclaiming hero—a lad constantly in search of the next brash venture. Maybe. Maybe he just did what he had to, Gabrielle thought. The tales simplified people’s lives, as she well knew—and in the doing, left out a lot.

			He’d married an Amazon—that much was true, of course. But perhaps the younger Theseus hadn’t been such a wild kid as was said of him: certainly, when he’d assumed the throne, he proved himself to be a sensible and thoughtful man. The city ruled directly by his father for so many years—justly, they said, but with a firm hand—was now divided into sectors, each sector controlled by an administrator who dealt directly with the people—rich and poor, those who could afford to bribe their way in to see royalty and those who ordinarily had no voice loud enough to reach the king’s ear. But Theseus not only heard, he acted when there was need.

			Or so they’d said at the Academy. Something had changed since her last visit to Athens. Children sneaking about the market, stealing—women like Elyseba in a prison cell—it didn’t make sense.

			Gabrielle frowned at her fingers; one of the torches beyond the window had either guttered out in the past moments or been moved, and she could barely make out the pale digits when she held them close to her chin and wiggled them. Make it easier for the boy to sneak in and get us out, unseen, she decided. If the boy was really coming. She drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly and quietly. Full circle in a round of gloomy thought. Maybe if she simply closed her eyes again, she’d be able to at least rest, if not actually sleep.

			
			But she must have slept, she realized dazedly some time later: there was a guttering torch not far from the window, just out of sight, where it cast weird shadows across the cell—and Xena tugging urgently at her sleeve, her free hand resting lightly on Gabrielle’s mouth, Gabrielle looked up, understanding, and cautiously nodded, Xena squatted down to murmur against her ear: “I just heard someone coming down the steps from outside, very quietly. Wake the boy’s mother.” Gabrielle nodded once more, eased carefully onto her knees, and closed the slight distance between them.

			Elyseba was awake, but nothing was moving but her eyes. Gabrielle gave her a reassuring smile, glanced warily to both sides—no one nearby or awake, that she could tell—and pointed toward the entry. Elyseba caught her lower lip in her teeth, looked in that direction, and briefly let her eyes close. Gabrielle followed her gaze: beyond the bars, the darker shadow among shadows was surely the woman’s son.

			Xena slipped a hand between the bars and gestured sharply. The boy crossed the open floor and knelt next to her. He said nothing, merely held up a long, narrow key. Xena nodded and held out her hand, and the boy edged the key just out of reach, until his nervous gaze found his mother. He held a hand to his lips—unnecessarily, Gabrielle thought tiredly, but then, he was being cautious. And dealing with women, he didn’t know. And there was more than his own freedom riding on the moment, she reminded herself as she got to her feet and held out a hand for Elyseba.

			Kratos gestured again, urgently; Xena cast Gabrielle a quick look and motioned for her to go back to her knees. The boy waited until all three women were close enough to touch, then breathed, “Wait. A moment only.” He sped back toward the entry, his steps utterly silent, and returned almost before Gabrielle had the chance to draw a breath, and fitted the key into the lock.

			It wouldn’t turn for him. He looked at Xena questioningly; she took hold of it, thought, then snagged Elyseba’s scarf to wrap around it. There followed a very faint sound of metal gritting against metal—then silence again. The warrior shook out the scarf and tossed it back to its owner, set both hands cautiously on the cell door, and eased it open, very slowly. Gabrielle found she was holding her breath, and let it out. Her mouth was dry. Xena edged through the opening and melted into shadow; Gabrielle glanced around, put the boy’s mother before her, and eased the cell door closed behind her. The boy tugged at Gabrielle’s skirt, and pointed to her ear; she went halfway to one knee so he could whisper. “Leave the key there, the door as it is. More confusion.”

			She nodded, got back to her feet, and hurried past Elyseba, across the open hallway; Xena’s hand came out of a particularly dark corner and hauled her out of sight. Kratos gripped his mother’s hand and pulled her after.

			“Now what?” Gabrielle asked. Kratos pointed toward the stairs and held a finger to his lips. He would have led the way, but Xena caught hold of his shoulder and bent over to murmur, “My horse. The weapons. Where?”

			For a moment, she thought he was going to refuse; he patted his mother’s arm awkwardly. “We get her to safety—her to stay with my mother,” he singled out Gabrielle with an inclination of his head. “I take you then.”

			“Fine,” Xena breathed. “Let’s go.”

			Behind them in the cell, someone let out a sudden, raucous snort, and someone else yelped in surprise; Gabrielle could feel her heart thudding as one of the other men snarled something at the snorer and a high-pitched voice snapped back. Kratos stood motionless, his mother’s hand in his, ready to bolt. Half a dozen sleepy, angry voices murmured and muttered, too quiet or too slurred to understand—the argument faded quickly, leaving only silence, and the sound of someone far down the courtyard calling out the hour. Kratos nodded sharply, tugged at Gabrielle’s skirt to get her attention, and led his mother out of the subterranean chamber. Gabrielle followed; Xena brought up the rear.

			The courtyard was mostly dark, deserted except for a lone, helmeted, and cloaked figure pacing the wall some distance away. “Main gate,” Kratos whispered, then led the women quickly in the other direction. A small gate made of wooden slats stood ajar; he eased through, bringing Elyseba with him, and then gestured urgently for Gabrielle to join them. Gabrielle hesitated; suddenly, Xena was beside her, whispering.

			“Stay with her, keep her safe. The boy won’t cooperate otherwise, and I need him to get me to Argo.”

			“Ah—don’t get caught again, okay?” Gabrielle whispered; she was smiling, but her eyes remained anxious.

			“You know me better than that,” Xena replied easily, and in a voice that wouldn’t carry four paces. “Boy—where you want them to hide? So we can find them again when we get out of here?”

			For an answer, he moved up next to Gabrielle, turned, and pointed down a long, narrow, and very dark alley. “Fourteen paces after you reach the first house, turn to face the right wall, take two paces. You’ll see an upended merchant’s cart, and behind that, a tall bush. Behind the bush, there’s a space big enough to hold both of you. Don’t come out unless you know it’s us.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle whispered doubtfully. “How d’we know? It’s dark down there.”

			“Nightjar,” Xena replied tersely. She patted Elyseba on the shoulder, set her hand in Gabrielle’s, and gave her companion a little shove. I hope I can remember what a nightjar sounds like, Gabrielle thought nervously as she and the other woman hurried away from the wall and down the alley. Her back prickled eerily and it took a strong effort not to turn and look over her shoulder. At any moment she expected to hear someone shouting the alarm—from the vicinity of the cell, as their absence was discovered or, worse yet, from the wall, as that guard spotted them running away.

			But there was no outcry, no threat of any kind. The street, the nearby houses, and all Athens seemed utterly silent as they moved as quickly and quietly as possible into darker shadow. When Gabrielle slowed and turned to look the way they’d come, there was no sign of anyone on the walls, or outlined by distant torchlight before the small gate: no guard, no Kratos. No Xena.

			Next to her was Elyseba, who stared at the gate for a very long moment before she sighed quietly and shook her head. When Gabrielle finally tugged at her fingers she came readily. Starting forward, Gabrielle was shocked by the lack of torchlight and the almost impenetrable darkness. Count, she reminded herself as the way narrowed precipitously: tall, dark houses suddenly loomed blackly on both sides of the dressed stone street. Fourteen paces—she could only hope the boy meant adult-sized steps. The footing was smooth but slick—water coming from somewhere. She sniffed cautiously, then sighed with relief. It was water—not one of the dozen other, and much less pleasant, things it could have been.

			She’d reached a count of seventeen when the cart loomed up as an awkward, high-rearing shape against lesser darkness. Almost where the boy had said. Someone still used it to transport melons, by the smell of things—the lush odor was nearly overwhelming in the narrow alley. But once they’d edged around it, mostly by feel, the scent of the bush became apparent. Rosemary, Gabrielle thought glumly. Dust-covered rosemary, in full bloom. She stifled a sneeze as she and Elyseba worked their way behind it, and careful as she was to avoid the plant, her hands and her skirts reeked of rosemary by the time she found the back wall, and a low, rough bench hidden there. The other woman leaned back against the wall, drew a deep breath, and let it out gustily.

			It was too dark even to make out her features, let alone attempt communication. Gabrielle squeezed the woman’s shoulder sympathetically, and settled her shoulders against the cool whitewashed wall.

			She would never have discovered the hiding place on her own—from the size and shape of the opening behind that pungent rosemary bush, she figured she might not have found it during the day, either. Let’s hope the guard doesn’t know about it, she thought. Just—just in case. She cast her companion a sidelong glance: Elyseba seemed to have settled in to their new accommodation with a minimum of fuss. Good. One of us seems to be taking things calmly. I wonder what Xena’s up to, back there. I wonder how she plans on getting Argo and that boy across that courtyard, under the guard’s nose, and out here to find us.

			Xena could take care of herself, of course. Even the entire company that operated out of this compound wouldn’t be a match for her, even if she hadn’t a chance to arm herself. But it would give the alarm . . . I’d really just as soon be gone without all the fanfare. And this poor woman— She darted a glance across the small cubby, but her companion was lost in shadow, utterly still and completely silent. Bet she’d like to have her boy back, be gone and not have the guard on her heels. Something about someone—the boy had given them a name, someone who’d hide his mother.

			Gabrielle frowned and plaited her fingers together, untangled them, put them down. She was no closer to an answer than she had been, and no happier with the situation: Who needed to be hidden—to be protected from city guards? In Athens, of all places?

			
			Xena watched Gabrielle hurry away from the guards’ compound, the boy’s mother at her side, then her eyes shifted to the still, silent boy next to her. He was gazing after his mother, his lip caught between his teeth, but at that slight movement on the warrior’s part, he looked up at her, eyes wide and candid. Candid seeming, Xena reminded herself sharply. Remember what he does for a living; I’ll bet a look like that gets him close to a lot of marks and out of a lot of trouble. She glanced back at the narrow street; the women were gone. She mumbled a curse under her breath at the entire situation, then touched the boy’s shoulder lightly. “All right,” she murmured. “She’s safe for the moment. Where’s my horse?”

			For answer he turned, eased into the deeper shadow left of the gate, knelt, and pointed. Xena dropped down next to him. “That’s the stables,” he whispered. She noted with approval that he lisped his s sounds: like the rest of his speech the sibilants were understandable but did not carry beyond his companion. “Mount is there, everything else kept there, too.”

			A brief fury washed through her. A boy this one’s age shouldn’t have to know such tricks: not thieving, not this kind of type of sneaking about. Not in a place like Athens, which was supposedly under King Theseus’s benevolent leadership. She shook such thoughts from her mind: later, when she and Gabrielle were on the road once more. If she felt like worrying about it, which wasn’t likely. For some boys, things like this are a game. Like playing cutpurse. Some boys are overly thin at that age, no matter how much you feed them. “Everything?” she asked finally. He nodded. “Weapons? Bags?” He nodded again. “Good. Let’s go.”

			For a moment, she thought he figured he’d stay put—or vanish the moment she stepped away from him. A hard look from her quelled that thought at once. He offered her a faint, weak smile, and gestured again toward the stables—a dark blot against the far wall, perhaps twenty paces from the entry to the underground cell, with an even darker slot that must be the partly open door. At her ironic smile and gesture, he sighed very faintly and preceded her.

			The dark spot was the doorway—the structure was so new the smell of fresh wood was even more noticeable than the odor of straw, hay, and grain. She and the boy slid into warmth and a darkness so complete she couldn’t see anything for a long moment. The odor of new-cut wood receded, was gradually covered by sweet grain, horses, well-polished leather, and—only just—horse droppings. Clean stable. Nice, Xena thought approvingly. There was a little more light, all at once—that guttering torch outside the cell window, she thought, its light making its way in through openings near the eaves. It was still too dark to make out more than the occasional shape of a neck, the point of ears—but Argo whickered softly as she moved down the dry, well-swept aisle between the stalls. The boy eased away from her; she caught hold of his thin jerkin and drew him back. “You stay here with me,” she ordered softly. “Sooner we find my saddle, my gear, my weapons, the sooner you join your mother, and I get Gabrielle back. Got it?”

			“I swore,” he mumbled resentfully. “Won’t leave. Was just going for your weapons.” Beyond him, perhaps ten paces away, Argo stamped her feet and shifted in her stall.

			“All right,” Xena murmured. “Be careful; everything’s real sharp.”

			“I know,” he replied, and slipped away. By now her eyes had adjusted to the dark as much as possible, but it was still impossible to make out much in the way of shapes—and possible impediments. Though, in all justice to whoever kept the stables clean, she had to admit there didn’t seem to be anything larger than a stray bit of straw underfoot. Which would make it all the more stupid to fall and cause a racket at this point. She caught hold of a stall divider, eased past an empty box, then two occupied ones, another empty . . . Argo whickered very softly as she slid a hand over the mare’s firm, golden rump, up her flank to her neck, and then along the underside of her throat and jaw. The bridle was still there, used to tie her in place; someone had removed the gear and saddle, rubbed her down, and smoothed a lightweight blanket across her back. I owe someone, Xena thought gratefully. For someone to show that much care for a prisoner’s mount—someone in this compound loves horses.

			It took her a moment to find the unfamiliar knot at the end of the bridle that secured Argo to the wall, then several long and anxious moments to figure how it worked and to undo it. By the time she was done, Argo was shifting impatiently, eager to be gone, and Kratos had come back with one load of her weaponry.

			The warrior knelt, locating things by touch, and restoring them to their proper sheaths: the chakra to its place at her left side, the daggers to their individual homes, the sword at the back of her neck, another dagger down the right boot. The boy was back again, a pile of bags nearly his own size weighing him down.

			“Saddle: where?” Xena demanded. The boy nodded, caught his breath quickly, and took a few steps down the open aisle between stalls, returning with the blanket and saddle. “Thanks,” Xena said.

			“Hurry!” he demanded softly, and she gazed down at him, saddle in her hands. He was clasping and unclasping his hands, watching the way they’d come into the stables, the various window openings, and the far end of the aisle. Nervous.

			“I am hurrying,” she whispered. “Either I carry all this, or she does. I fight better with my hands free, and she doesn’t care how many packs she’s wearing if she has to fight.”

			To his credit, the boy was still a long moment, then finally nodded.

			“Keep watch,” Xena ordered softly. “I’m wasting no time, trust me.”

			
			It wasn’t that much longer; the boy was growing restive again, but then, he wasn’t old enough to be that good at patience, Xena reminded herself. She slipped the last pack—Gabrielle’s cooking pot, which held the bag of dry soup makings—into its usual spot on Argo’s backside, tied leather pack thongs to her saddle thongs, and slipped a hand under the horse’s jaw, whispering against her ear. Argo backed obediently and quietly from the stall, settled her chin on the warrior’s near shoulder, and walked quietly down the main aisle with her.

			“Hey!” A sudden, sharp voice from the main entry caught her by surprise. Kratos gasped, but bit back further sound as Xena’s free hand clamped down on his shoulder; she shook her head. He nodded, took the reins she stuffed into his fingers, and stayed where he was as the warrior melted into the shadows. “Hey, you!” the voice added; it echoed through the stable, and other horses shifted nervously up and down the straw-laden aisle. “There’s no one allowed to be in the stables at this hour but me! Who’re you, and why’re you here?”

			“Um. Sorry, sir. Captain sent me to ready his mount, so’s he could leave early. Sir.” Kratos’s voice quavered; his accent was no longer the young thief’s usual—and memorable—Athens Street, Xena realized. Thinks on his feet; I like that. The guardsman would be forever trying to sort out where that accent came from. If he lives beyond the hour, she thought coldly. Sliding from behind the divider nearest the man, with one sharp fist to the throat she left him flattened and silent. A second jab—this to the back of the neck—made certain he’d remain both silent and flattened for some time to come.

			Kratos came up as she was dragging the man into the nearest empty stall; he watched silently as she tossed two double armfuls of straw over the guard. She paused with a last load of straw, knelt, and fumbled to release the helm straps. Then, shoving long hair behind her ears, she tugged the high-peaked bronze helmet snugly down onto her head. “Stay right with me,” she ordered softly. “And between me and Argo. She won’t hurt you,” she added as the boy eyed the enormous, golden beast warily. “She pays attention to what I tell her and she doesn’t like stepping on people. Stay right here,” she positioned him between her and Argo, “and do what I say.”

			“I can get back out unseen—” he began. Her hand tightened on his arm.

			“I know. But someone just might see you, even if they don’t catch you. This way, someone on the wall looks over at the wrong moment, all they see is the horse and the guard’s helm. Your mother would like that, don’t you, think?”

			The boy bit his lip, and in the faint, guttering light of a distant torch, his eyes were very bright. “My mother,” he whispered. “Warrior. I’ll do whatever you say. Help me get her to safely.”

			“Good boy,” Xena murmured, and cast him a smile. A very faint answering flash of teeth was her only reply. Kratos took hold of the near stirrup as Xena whispered against Argo’s ear and the horse headed slowly and easily out of the stable and across the courtyard.

			None of it was well lit—fortunately. A compound guard taking a horse out wouldn’t be sneaking from the stable through the deepest shadows. At this point, none of that mattered, Xena thought. The gate was still open and near enough that there’d be no one to catch them. Ten paces—seven. Five. Another two steps and she could catch hold of the gate, ease it the rest of the way open. Behind them, high on the wall, someone shouted, and she swore under her breath. The boy gave her an astonished look.

			“Hey! You there! Apolodiun! What’re you doing with that beast? I said—” Whatever else he was saying, Xena didn’t hear. She tore at the gate, then scooped up the boy, threw herself into the saddle, and hauled the boy across her legs. Argo needed no further invitation than the dark street stretching before her; she took off at a dead run, and the guard’s furious shouts faded. The clatter of shod hooves on stone paving echoed off the surrounding buildings. At the first broadening of the way, Xena reined in before an arbor with a small fountain underneath it and a small oil lamp reflecting off the still water and setting leaf shadows dancing on the street and houses.

			The warrior drew Argo in, let the boy down, and jumped down next to him. He took her free hand and tugged urgently; she followed, Argo trailing after her—around the fountain, between two flat-roofed houses, then behind one of them, where another arbor held up grapevines. Xena stood very still, aware of small rustlings in the vines—mice, perhaps—and the low murmur of voices in one of the houses. From the street there was nothing. She could feel the boy practically vibrating at her elbow, turning down fingers one after the other as he counted. Finally, his shoulders sagged, and he tugged at her arm to get her attention. “They aren’t following,” he whispered. “Let’s go back to your friend, and my mother.”

			“Fine with me,” Xena whispered back. She was certainly seeing all the best of Athens, this trip. A dry smile quirked the corners of her mouth as she followed the boy back to the fountain, and then back up the street.

			
			Gabrielle started as the sounds of a running horse filled the small shelter, then faded. Elyseba hadn’t heard that, but she’d felt the vibration—she eased over next to Gabrielle, who shrugged. She didn’t feel safe talking in here; neither, apparently, did Elyseba. I hope that was Xena. But if it was, I hope that boy remembers where he told us to come. Or that she can find us. Or that— She bit the corner of her mouth and tried to force the gloomy thoughts away. Think of something pleasant, why don’t you? At the moment, nothing would come.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Argo hadn’t particularly wanted to leave the shelter of the arbor—the mare had found something pleasant to eat back there, Xena wasn’t certain what. But at the second, barely patient tug on the rein, she shook herself, turned, and quietly followed Xena from the dark, leafy sanctuary back into the square. The boy was a small, narrow shadow against the fountain for one brief moment, then nowhere in sight. The warrior cursed as she went into a crouch, hands quivering above chakra and daggers, but he reappeared at her side a moment later.

			“I had to be certain of a place over there,” he whispered. He was pointing, she thought; she couldn’t discern what direction, or what thing he pointed out to her. “Guards know of it.”

			It’s dark here; I can’t make out anything and I don’t know his signals. Not a safe combination. She bit back a curse and mildly said, “Oh. Fine. Let’s go.”

			She let him take the lead, then watched as he flitted from one side of the narrow alley to the other, checking various places to make certain there was no ambush awaiting them. For all the world like a small boy playing an elaborate hiding game, or playing the war game children always play, she thought with amusement. That faded. He wasn’t playing—whether the threat was real or not, the boy perceived danger, and had learned to act accordingly. Boys that age shouldn’t need to know such things.

			A blocky shadow loomed to her left, just as the alley opened up and the compound wall loomed ahead: it took her a moment to recognize the merchant’s upended cart from this side. The boy tugged at her near arm, held up one hand against her chest, then indicated the compound itself with an outstretched arm and darted away before she could say anything. She swore under her breath, then shrugged. He was fast and cautious: he’d already proven he could stay uncaught. She’d just have to trust that her escape hadn’t yet been discovered for what it really was, and that the guards in the compound weren’t any more alert than they had been all night.

			The boy, his mother—all Athens!—such things weren’t her concern anyway. In another hour, they’d be beyond worrying about such things entirely.

			Get the boy and his mother on their way, get me and Gabrielle out of this city before something else goes wrong. She puckered her lips and uttered a trilling birdcall. There was no chance any sensible nightjar would be found in a man-made stone canyon like this one, but which of its city-bred inhabitants would know that? Besides, this way Gabrielle wouldn’t be wondering which bird was a real one, which a warrior.

			No response. Xena sighed faintly, then edged over past the cart, eyes still studying the compound wall as she whistled again.

			No sign of the boy up there; she could see one guard pacing the wall—stopping every few paces to gaze all around him. A flickering light showed just on the other side of the gate. Another light—lantern, candle, or lamp, who could tell at this distance?—crossed from the stable area toward the cell, as one of the guards came from a check of the stables or its environs to make his report to the jail captain: she’d watched too many such movements of guards this evening from that inside bench to doubt that was exactly what was going on in there. Still—no outcry, no excitement. We can’t have gotten away that easily. Can we?

			Then again, most companies didn’t pay low-ranked guards to do anything but follow orders. Maybe the fool on the outer walls really had thought she was his fellow—the man she’d flattened in the stables, no doubt—and after his initial surprise at seeing Argo led out and ridden off at speed, he’d assumed the man had urgent orders to be elsewhere, and that none of it was his concern. Stranger things happen among guard companies, after all.

			The boy was back at her side, not even noticeably winded, as Gabrielle emerged from the darkness beyond the cart, brushed at her skirts, then turned back to make certain the boy’s mother was all right. Elyseba came into the open on all fours, then stood cautiously; the boy darted to her side and hugged her fiercely, then drew her into the alley and back the way he and Xena had just come. He tugged at her hand, the woman nodded, drew a deep breath, and set off at a decent pace.

			Xena glanced over her shoulder: still quiet in the compound. She sighed. “All right. Gabrielle, I’ve had enough fun for one day, let’s—” She turned. Gabrielle wasn’t at her side any longer; she was running to keep up with the boy and his mother. The warrior cast up her eyes, shook her head, and followed.

			
			She lost track of where they were all too quickly, lost track of direction not long after. Kratos led them through narrow walkways separating tumbledown shops, past piles of rubble that had been impoverished shops or homes, across a small square—at first she thought it the square where they’d hidden, but this one’s pool was different, more circular. They dashed beneath an area shielded by awnings, where covered individual stands reeked of overripe fruit. He barely slowed at any point and for most of the distance kept up that same ground-eating, loping pace.

			To the warrior’s surprise, Kratos’s mother held up as well as any of them. Athlete. Or at least one who’s strong in need. The woman was breathing more quietly than Gabrielle when the boy finally slowed them to a walk leading them through a rubble-strewn passageway, across a deserted courtyard festooned with thistles, and through a thick door. He stepped to one side to let his companions—female and equine—pass through before he dragged it into place behind them.

			It was extremely dark and close, wherever this place was. The boy murmured, “Wait here,” and Xena could just make out the sound of his feet moving away. The very faint noise of flint and tinder followed, and then a ruddy light shone from behind a crumbling wall. Kratos reappeared, one hand clutching a plain clay oil lamp, the other sheltering the tiny flame.

			“That a good idea?” Xena asked quietly, gesturing toward the lamp as she glanced at the rough-looking walls all around her.

			“You can’t see light from outside this place,” he replied, his voice calm though his eyes looked resentful. “I know, I’ve tested it myself. And if my mother can’t see your face, and your mouth, she can’t understand you.”

			“Understand—got it,” Gabrielle replied breathily. She drew a deep breath, coughed faintly as she looked around, then found a low, flat stone that didn’t seem too filthy, brushed it off, and sat back against the wall. She shifted slightly. Elyseba sat on a low stool next to a rickety table; the boy deposited the lamp there, then laid a tender hand on his mother’s cheek. She smiled up at him, and covered the hand briefly with her own. He drew away after a moment, and wove a series of complicated-looking hand signals. She replied the same way, though more briefly. The boy glanced at their companions, back at his mother, then said, “I was telling her that I’ll go fetch Netteron for her, now, so she can be safely hidden from the guards before the sun rises. I’ll have food and water brought for you.”

			“You don’t need to,” Xena said evenly. “Thanks for getting us out of that cell. We’ll be going now.”

			“No—no, please.” The boy crossed to her and stared deep into her eyes, then shook his head, hard. “I—In the market, I did you a favor and you paid me. Now I’ve done you another favor.”

			“And I owe you, that about it?” Xena asked. He eyed her warily, but his mouth was stubborn as he nodded. “Fine. I have coin.”

			“Coin,” the boy said dismissively, “I can get coin anytime.”

			“What—by stealing? Anyone ever tell you that’s dishonest, boy?”

			His mouth twisted. “I should have known you’d be one of those.”

			“One of what?” Gabrielle asked as Xena folded her arms and gazed down at him. “I mean—honestly, lad, she’s right, you know. There are other ways to get coin, even if you live some place like this. Stealing’s no answer—”

			“You don’t have all the answers,” he broke in flatly, angrily. “You don’t know anything!” Elyseba stirred and made an unhappy little sound at the look on his face, and held out a hand to him. His mouth softened. “I’m sorry, Mother.” He turned back to Xena; his eyes caught Gabrielle’s briefly and he moved so Elyseba could no longer see his face. “Stay with her, please, warrior. She can’t hear, you know that. So, if someone did find this place, she’d never know they were there. She’ll be frightened if she’s here alone. I won’t ask anything else, not a single copper, nothing. And—and by the honor code of warriors the scroll merchant told me about—well, we’ll no longer be in each other’s debt, will we?”

			“I—” Xena sighed tiredly. “All right. Don’t take the rest of the night; I want to be gone before full light.”

			“Wait.” Gabrielle held up a hand as the boy was about to turn and leave them. “Who’s Golden Boy? The cute guy with the stolen purse who got us tossed in there in the first place?”

			“I—” For a moment she thought the boy wasn’t going to answer her.

			So did the boy. But his mother had been watching the exchange; she sighed faintly and said, “He’s Helarion. Son of my older sister, Kratos’s cousin. He— My son isn’t like Helarion,” she added angrily.

			Sure, Xena thought tiredly. Your son just got in with the wrong boys, did the wrong things because they egged him on, or told him to—was stupid because someone said be stupid. But, from the sound of the conversation out there, maybe it wasn’t—precisely—that. Not the ordinary mother’s plaint when a son turned out bad.

			“I can tell as much,” Gabrielle told her softly. “Helarion,” she added in a musing tone, then turned to eye the boy once more. “All right. So, why’d he pick on me?”

			“You were there, why not hand off to you?” Kratos replied with a shrug. “He doesn’t worry about things like that; he doesn’t have to. The laws of Athens don’t apply to him, you know; after all, his father—”

			“Son!” Elyseba said sharply.

			“It’s true, Mother,” Kratos insisted. “He’s told me the story over and over, and my aunt Sybella doesn’t deny it, does she? He’s the son of Hermes; the god protects him.”

			Elyseba merely shook her head; Gabrielle thought the woman was embarrassed by the whole story. Xena stared at the boy.

			“A god who takes care of thieves?”

			“Not—really,” Gabrielle replied, promptly interrupting. “Hermes is the messenger for the other gods; he’s quick and deft and he’s a trickster—but he’s more likely to care for someone like King Odysseus than a common cutpurse.” Kratos glowered at her; she ignored him. “Trickery isn’t necessarily dishonest, you know. Stealing purses is—and tossing blame onto someone else who’s merely minding her own business—well, he won’t have any protection against me, if I get my fingers on him! Personally, I don’t care if his papa is Zeus, or the really nasty cold-climate gods my friend Peder told me about, that arrogant little thief is not going to be in good shape, if I can get even one hand around his throat!”

			Silence. Xena raised one eyebrow and Gabrielle shook her head; her color was rather high. “You want to talk to him?” Kratos suddenly demanded. “I can bring him here.”

			“Never mind,” Xena began hastily, but Gabrielle was already nodding.

			“Do it,” she said flatly.

			“Gabrielle,” Xena warned. “We’re leaving here the first moment we can—”

			“No! You can leave,” Gabrielle replied, even more flatly, and her eyes were stormy. “I’m going nowhere until I give that spoiled little monster a piece of my mind. Or a couple of bruises he won’t forget in a hurry, and let’s see if his wing-footed father protects him from that.” She met her companion’s eyes. “You can leave if you want to,” she went on flatly, and there was no give in her voice. “Tell me where you want to meet, and when, and I’ll—”

			Xena’s mouth gave in to an involuntary grin. “What—all the trouble you’ve gotten into in Athens, and you think I’m going to leave you here alone?” Her eyes fixed on Kratos. “Get going,” she said flatly. “I still don’t want to stay in Athens any longer than I have to. Sooner you get back here, sooner we’re gone.”

			He merely nodded, then moved into the open and pressed one hand against his breast, lay the other fist over it. His mother smiled and whispered, “Yes, I know. Go, my son.” Kratos hesitated only a moment, his thin young face bleak, then turned and hurried into the side room once again. Xena heard a faint scrape of stone, then an even fainter clatter of small rocks—a distant, muted grating. Nothing else.

			“Must be a back way out,” she said as Gabrielle got to her feet and stretched cautiously. Elyseba, who had kept her eyes on the warrior’s face, nodded.

			“Only a small boy can fit through it. We’re . . . as safe here as anywhere.” She shuddered. “Safer than in that cell.”

			“You’re not wrong about that,” Gabrielle mumbled. “What . . . was that your son did? That movement with his hands?” She copied his gesture, hand over heart, fist over hand. Elyseba smiled. She’s not nearly as old as I thought, Xena realized with a start. Barely old enough to have a boy of nine or so years. And not just emotionally, but physically, stronger than I’d have thought. Her arms—bared nearly to the shoulder, now that she’d shed that tattered long scarf—were well muscled. Not a sword wielder’s muscles, but beyond the kind of strength one would expect of even a village woman used to hauling loads of grain or heavy buckets of water. Her face was too thin, careworn.

			Elyseba smiled; dark blue eyes kindled. “That’s our own personal sign—we have a lot of them, just between the two of us. That one, I made up for him when he was much younger. It means, ‘I love you, take care of yourself.’”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle smiled. “That’s really sweet.”

			The other woman’s smile slipped. “In the past year or so, he’s needed it—in ways I’d never have thought when I first made it up.” She sighed, let her eyes close and braced her elbows on the table so she could rest her cheek on one hand. Gabrielle’s light touch roused her once more.

			“I’m very confused,” she said. “Why would they put a woman like you in a place like that? I mean—well, okay, it isn’t my business, I know that! But still, you don’t look like a thief, or a—”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena put in softly, and the girl went red to her hairline.

			“I didn’t mean that,” she whispered to her companion, then turned back to the boy’s mother.

			Elyseba sagged even further and fetched a tired-sounding breath. “It was because of my son,” she murmured. “They were so angry three nights ago, when he brought them no purses, no coin, no gems or rings, and he told them that a woman warrior had warned him not to steal, threatened him, so he didn’t—”

			“She didn’t threaten him, honestly. Xena would never threaten a boy, especially one like your son,” Gabrielle put in as the woman paused.

			“I know. He told me about it, just before they came. Thank you, warrior,” she added, then shook her head. “I am sorry. I was there two nights and I didn’t dare sleep much. I . . . don’t think I can stay awake any longer.” She let her eyes close, dropped her head down on folded arms, and tried to settle. Gabrielle touched her arm to get her attention and patted her lap.

			“Here,” she said. “More comfortable. We two will watch.” The woman considered this, smiled faintly, and eased onto the floor, cushioning her head on Gabrielle’s thigh. She seemed to sleep almost at once.

			
			There was a long silence, broken only by the occasional snap of the lamp flame and the soft, steady breathing of the boy’s mother. Xena stirred, got to her feet, and began pacing the hovel: four steps one way, five the other. “Gabrielle,” she said finally.

			But Gabrielle was already shaking her head. “No. I know what you’re gonna say, and I don’t care. It’s— If it had been an accident or something like that, fine. If— He ran straight for me, and he was laughing as he tossed me that bag.”

			“Gabrielle. Think about it. Someone like that has no moral sense. You can’t beat something into him that he doesn’t possess. And besides, Athens has been a jinx for us: every time, something bad happens. If we just leave, now—all right, as soon as the boy returns for his mother; I agree we can’t leave her here alone. But—”

			“No,” Gabrielle said as her companion hesitated. The woman resting on her thigh stirred; Gabrielle smiled down at her, stroked dark brown hair, and waited until the woman’s deep, steady breathing assured her Elyseba was asleep again—or at least still. “You want to leave, I don’t blame you. I know how much fun Athens has been for both of us. And I know what you’re telling me about that boy. I don’t care. I don’t want to rehabilitate him, I want to flatten him. Maybe he won’t be a finer young man because I talked him into leading a life for good, but he’ll remember the headache he got when I whacked him one for setting me up with those guards.” Her eyes were dark, sea-storm blue, her mouth angry. “Did I mention he was not only laughing at me, but he put me into Agrinon’s hands? After I flattened the stupid man out there on the sand for harassing his girlfriend?”

			“I met the girlfriend, remember? The weaver, see?” Xena smiled faintly; Gabrielle’s mouth softened and she rolled her eyes, but the atmosphere in the small chamber was much less tense, all at once. “You can’t change men like that, Gabrielle; you won’t make any impression on that boy. Not one.”

			“I might. Not the way you mean.”

			“It doesn’t matter. He won’t change. You’ll frustrate yourself for no purpose, trying to argue with him; you hit him, it won’t matter to him. Probably everyone in his whole life except his mother and his supposed father have done that. Maybe them, too.” Silence. “Gabrielle, you can’t change everything.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“You do care. I don’t want to see you even more upset from confronting this boy and realizing it didn’t make any difference to him, no matter what you said or did.”

			“We’ll just see,” Gabrielle said flatly. She stirred, then subsided, shaking her head. “Thought I heard—but I didn’t. And before we leave Athens, I need to visit Peder’s scroll shop, make certain his assistant knows where he went.”

			“Peder,” Xena growled. Gabrielle gave her an amused glance, then bit back what sounded suspiciously like a giggle.

			“You don’t need to go, or anything like that. I could see you didn’t like him.”

			“He’s mad. And sick.”

			“Oh—but listen, those little winged creatures aren’t even real! They’re like dryads or harpies or something. Well, okay, I’ll agree there might be dryads, that friend of Homer’s and all. But these,” she snapped her fingers, “fairies! They aren’t real, any more than harpies are. It isn’t like they killed any to make the scroll . . .” Her voice trailed away as Xena shook her head grimly. “Well, okay, but he doesn’t belong in prison for bringing out the scroll for some wealthy woman who wanted to see it—I mean, what if he hadn’t and she got stuffy about that?”

			“Either way, he’s in the cell,” Xena said. “All right, point taken. It’s not the real or not real, you know, it’s the laughter. Little mangled bodies. Sick,” she added firmly. Not real like harpies? she asked herself, and a wry smile appeared. She and Marcus—gods protect you, my beloved—could tell Gabrielle a thing or two about harpies.

			“Well, I don’t think about that part,” Gabrielle admitted. It was as close to a truce as they’d get on this matter. “Just the faces.” She made one—a hideous, cross-eyed distortion—and Xena bit back an involuntary grin. “But they might decide to keep him there—maybe not enough coin for bribes, or the woman gets stuffy or her husband stays stuffy—did I tell you Peder says he’s a politician?—and no one knows where he’s gone? The Academy really needs someone like Peder, he supplies them with blank scrolls, with supplies for making scrolls, with ready-created tales printed on scrolls so those who need help with their declaiming can have that, without having to remember a story at the same time as they’re trying to remember how to deliver the story. It’s such a new thing, no one in Athens has done that much with it.” Xena shook her head as Gabrielle paused. Gabrielle considered for a moment, then said, “All right. Think about this: I tell a tale about—okay, say about you beating the Titans. And others listen. And maybe another would-be bard or so picks up the story, changes a thing or two, tells the stories again. And that goes on, and on—and after a while, I hear the story from someone, and I think, Wow, that sounds kinda familiar—but not really . . .”

			“All right,” Xena replied steadily. “I can understand that. But why—”

			“Because, with Peder’s scrolls—anyone’s, but he’s the only merchant in Athens who bothers to sell scrolls with the stories he’s heard already printed upon them—the story that’s on the scroll, if it’s mine, it stays mine. If it’s about you taking on the Titans, it doesn’t become—oh, Hercules and Iolaus fighting them.”

			“Hercules wouldn’t care,” Xena said. “Why should I?”

			“Well—I care,” Gabrielle retorted quietly. “It takes a little work to come up with the rhymes and the right meter and all that; I would just as soon someone else didn’t claim all my work.” She shifted, and gazed toward the door the boy’d brought them through. “Did I just hear something?”

			“Argo’d let you know, if you did. There’s nothing,” Xena said. She came over to clasp her companion’s shoulder. Gabrielle smiled and laid her hand over Xena’s. “Why don’t you sleep? You could probably use the rest as much as she could, and I’m not tired, I’ll keep watch with Argo. Besides,” she added with a wry smile, “you’re gonna flatten Golden Boy, you’d better be ready, hadn’t you?”

			“Flatten him like one of Peder’s—whadiyacallems. Fairies,” Gabrielle mumbled sourly, but she settled her shoulders against the wall, shifted carefully so Elyseba wouldn’t be disturbed and let her eyes close. Xena’s eyes lost their angry edge, and her mouth softened as her companion’s breathing slowed and eased into deeper sleep. Flatten him like—that’s sick, she thought, but a faint smile quivered at the corners of her mouth. Maybe Gabrielle had something; not everything was as literal as most people—including her—made it.

			She shifted cautiously and quietly, got to her feet, and went to inspect the next chamber. It was even less habitable than the main room: stone lay everywhere, as did trash, bits of cloth, remnants of meals, broken pottery, and rusted blades. The smell wasn’t too wonderful, either; her nose wrinkled involuntarily. She made certain Elyseba had been right about the size of the boy’s bolt hole, then retreated swiftly, holding her breath until she gained the relative pleasure dome of the main room in the tumbledown building.

			How did such places occur in a city supposedly under the aegis of an enlightened prince—a commander-in-chief, your pardon, sir, she thought sourly—as Theseus. The Theseus she remembered hadn’t liked being addressed as prince or king, at least; he’d let it be known he preferred to be thought of as a man whose word could be questioned, and whose decisions—if wrongly made—could be righted.

			And Hippolyta. She’d been defeated in battle by Theseus but everyone knew the relationship between them wasn’t the usual result of such a meeting.

			It was all supposed to have made a difference. And the last time she had been in Athens, the difference had been clear.

			And now—it was just like Sparta, or any of the other major cities: poverty, hungry children, cutpurses everywhere, and indifferent guards, or guards who were no better than the thieves they supposedly controlled.

			A city where a woman of Elyseba’s kind—impoverished and powerless—could be thrown into prison among rough and drunken men, and brutes like that monster—Mondavius, wasn’t it?—him or any other such brute, and for no cause at all, that she could see. Surely the woman hadn’t been trying to say she’d been imprisoned because her son wouldn’t steal for someone!

			You’re becoming involved in all this. Don’t, Xena ordered herself flatly, but the matter returned in different guise.

			See yourself back then—a village girl, strong but not that kind of strong. If someone had gotten the plea of your people to the king and the king responded immediately, what would that have done to your life?

			Enough. She shook the matter aside, though it wasn’t easy. “What was, has already happened,” Xena whispered. “What is, is. What might be, or might have been, is a lie.” Besides, she’d become what too many people needed: her hard-won strength was needed against their adversities. However long and complicated a road it had taken to get her to this point.

			Her thoughts resulted in a dry grin. Remind yourself of that often enough, it might even sound like you meant it all along. At the sight of her companions the smile softened:

			Gabrielle sprawled against the rough wall of the deserted hut, her head nestled against a protruding beam, a protective hand on Elyseba’s shoulder. The other woman was a dark, curled-up shadow against her left leg, but a very faint smile briefly turned the corner of the woman’s mouth, and for that moment, she looked as young as Gabrielle.

			Don’t get involved in this, Xena reminded herself, and turned away to stare at the patterns the oil lamp made on the far wall. You don’t belong in Athens, and neither does Gabrielle.

			

			The boy returned an hour later, dust-streaked and out of breath. Elyseba was still asleep, though Gabrielle came partly awake as the boy leaned against the wall to catch his breath. Xena murmured, “It’s all right, just the boy. Get some more sleep.”

			“Mmmm—right.” Gabrielle drew a deep breath, and let it out as a sigh as her eyelids sagged shut. Kratos held his breath as Elyseba shifted, but the woman merely eased the angle of her neck and was still once more.

			“What news?” Xena whispered. Kratos nodded sharply, then moved away from the wall. He was still short of breath and his color was high, as though he’d run the entire distance.

			“Netteron will be here—he had to—he’s on his way. I came ahead, so you’d know it was him. He’s telling his brother, so his brother can come and tell you—talk to you. And he said—said he’d tell Helarion that she wants to see him.”

			“You think he’ll bother?”

			“Bother? Oh.” The boy considered this gravely, then grinned; for the first time, Xena thought, he looked like what he should be—a carefree, mischievious young boy. “He’ll think it’s funny. So he’ll come.” Catching sight of her frown, he shook his head and tried to explain. “He’s— It’s not just who his father is, you know. It’s . . . He doesn’t know . . . I mean . . .” He shook his head, hard, in obvious frustration. Xena waited; he tried again. “I know it’s wrong to steal, but if I don’t, my mother doesn’t have anything to eat—and if I don’t—well, you saw where she was. But Helarion: it’s all a joke to him, it’s like, nothing really belongs to anybody, so it’s all right if he takes whatever he wants, or does whatever he wants. It doesn’t matter to him.”

			“He doesn’t have any sense of right or wrong, that it?” Xena asked softly. Behind her, Gabrielle shifted slightly, and one of the women moaned, but when she glanced over her shoulder, both were still and silent. Kratos nodded.

			“And it’s not because of my aunt, she’s—she’s like my mother, she’s—she’s honest.”

			“Silly, though,” Xena said, “if she filled his head with all those stories about Hermes.”

			The boy frowned. “But that’s true. I mean, if you saw him, you would know.”

			“I’ve seen him,” Xena replied neutrally. “Let it go, okay? And listen, you’ve really picked the wrong people to help you. I don’t know this city, I don’t know the people. I can’t help you.”

			“She said—” Kratos began, his eyes fixed on Gabrielle.

			“Oh, I know what she said. She’s got a soft heart and sometimes it gets in the way of sense. Sensibly, you need to find men here in the city who can help you.” She looked at him; his mouth was set in a stubborn line. The warrior sighed heavily. “Look, I told her I’d stay while she talks things over with your cousin; I won’t go back on that. For the rest—just don’t let yourself hope, all right? Because we aren’t staying here to do your king’s job for him, and even if we did, we wouldn’t know where to start.” She half expected an argument, but the boy merely turned away from her. “I’m sorry if that isn’t the answer you wanted to hear, but things are like that.”

			“I know,” he mumbled. She debated saying something else, and decided to let it go. Let Gabrielle talk to him, if words are going to make a difference. A moment later, she turned sharply and came to her feet, one hand on the chakra. Kratos pressed past her and laid his ear against the door they’d come through earlier. There was faint scratching on the other side; he tapped lightly against the door with one grubby knuckle, listened, then nodded. “It’s Netteron,” he whispered.

			“Sure?”

			“Certain,” he replied, and set his shoulder against the end of the sagging door. Xena resettled the chakra and moved to help him.

			The man who slipped through the narrow opening was a little taller than Xena and much thinner, a long, dark bone of a man with curling blue-black hair that fell over his eyes. He shoved it impatiently back, and laid a long-fingered hand on the boy’s shoulder. At his feet, Gabrielle shifted, stretched, and woke with a start. Kratos knelt at his mother’s side as the sudden movement on her companion’s part brought her muzzily awake. He patted her cheek gently, smiled as she looked up at him, then indicated Netteron with a brief nod. The woman’s smile slipped; she sat up and took the boy’s hands between her own. He freed them and began signing rapidly. Xena turned back to the tall man.

			“You’re Netteron?” He nodded. “Certain you can keep her out of that cell?”

			“She’ll be safe,” he replied neutrally; he studied Xena warily, finally held out a hand. “You’re the warrior princess. We’d heard of you before this—but those children, the races—”

			“That was Atalanta,” Xena put in smoothly as he searched for words. “I was just along to help out. What’s the hour, out there?”

			“Nearly daybreak,” he said. Kratos’s shoulders slumped; he stood, helped his mother up, and let himself be hugged.

			“Remember.” Elyseba leaned away from him and cupped his chin with her hand. “You don’t have to do bad things to keep me safe for now. So don’t do them. Swear?” He nodded reluctantly. “And I will miss you terribly, but you must not come see me too often—you’ll be caught.”

			He spoke aloud, moving his hands at the same time—letting his companions in on the conversation as well, Gabrielle thought as she got to her feet and rubbed her eyes. “I won’t do that, Mother—they’d catch you again, and I won’t let that happen. I’ll miss you, too,” he finished, and he sounded very young. Elyseba gave him one last hug, then held out a hand to Netteron, who drew her from the small room and into the deserted, weed-strewn courtyard. Xena watched them go, then eased the door closed behind them.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Gabrielle yawned cavernously, stretched hard, and blinked as she got partway to her feet. “Any idea what time it is?” she mumbled.

			“Early,” Xena assured her. “Very early.”

			“Mmmm—swell.” Gabrielle blocked the next yawn with the back of her hand and rubbed her eyes with the other, then shook her head. “Why’m I even bothering? Wake me when something important happens, okay?” She resettled her shoulders, folded her arms across her chest, and closed her eyes. Almost at once, her breathing slowed and deepened. Xena shook her head in wonder, then turned her attention to the boy.

			“What next?” she asked mildly.

			He shrugged. “Ukloss is bringing bread for you, from his bakery—I think his son Adrik is coming also, if he can find someone to tend the ovens while he’s here. And—even if you don’t want to listen,” he said and hesitated. He eyed her sidelong, then went on, attempting to sound persuasive, “You’ll have extremely good bread to break your morning fast with.”

			“That’s—that was a good thought,” Xena said finally. “Thank you.”

			“Well,” the boy allowed with a faint grin, “you’d have had the same bread back in that cell—Ukloss has the contract for the market jail.”

			
			It was the last thing either of them said for some time. The lamp was beginning to run low on oil, the flame alternating between a meager flickering and a sharp flaring, resulting in an outburst of harsh shadows against the wall. Gabrielle had shifted, and now lay in a huddle, the top of her head braced against the wall, the rest of her curled in a tight wad, all deeply asleep. Kratos had wandered from the main room into the smaller several times; at one point he sat cross-legged on the floor to build an elaborate child’s castle from the rubble of stones all around them.

			He really is just a baby, Xena thought judiciously: dark tousled hair, a very young boy’s soft cheek. Thick, black lashes lay across that cheek, and while he concentrated on the piles of stones and pebbles, his mouth had softened to a gentle, pink double bow—that odd shape that smiled even when the wearer didn’t intend to smile. Etruscan, they called it. Charming, Xena would have called it instead. His mother must warm clear through when she sees this side of him, the warrior thought, and a faint smile touched her eyes and turned the corners of her mouth. She sighed quietly and turned away to study the far walls, and the shadows thrown by the lamp.

			Some time later, the boy started as Argo lipped his hair; he glanced warily in the warrior’s direction. She smiled faintly and nodded. The boy slid a nervous hand along the horse’s golden jaw, down her throat, then, gathering strength, along her flank.

			“He’s very beautiful,” he whispered.

			“She,” Xena replied dryly.

			“Oh—sorry, lady.” The boy addressed the horse directly. He glanced, abashed, at the warrior once more. “Her skin is so warm. And so soft.”

			“You’ve never touched a horse before?” Xena asked, amazed.

			“No one where I live can afford a horse—any horse,” he replied simply. “And where I go around the city, I wouldn’t dare lay hands on anyone’s beast—horse or cow, sheep, whatever creature, they’d think I meant to steal it. Or hurt it,” he added doubtfully. “Someone, last year or the year before, I forget, someone hurt someone else’s horse; it was—it was bad. My cousin was weeping when he told me about it, and Helarion never weeps.”

			“It must have been bad, then. Better if he hadn’t told you,” Xena said. She wanted to touch him, to reassure him—but he squared his shoulders and turned away.

			“No. Because if he hadn’t, I wouldn’t have known the new rule on the streets, and that’s important for a boy like me. You know, my parents aren’t . . .” He frowned, trying to find the words. “They don’t have money, or a brother in the guard, or a cousin at court. Those who have those things—well, that isn’t important—because we’re poor people, we don’t have such influence and we never will. So rich people like that can do what they want about the rules, but we can’t.” He shook himself, cast her another abashed look. “Sorry, warrior. Well—for a long time after that, no one dared touch anyone else’s horse, not even my cousin.”

			“Sensible of them,” Xena murmured. “A lot of people feel about their horses the way some feel about their children, or their closest friends.” She shifted, and held up a hand when he would have spoken. “Someone’s out there. Your friend the baker, maybe?”

			
			Xena was right: It was Ukloss and his son Adrik, as well as another man.

			Ukloss carried a narrow, long basket filled with warm, fragrant loaves and two large, glazed round buns. Xena was somewhat astonished—the man was larger than the brute running the market jail, but clearly without any of Mondavius’s lack of personal charm, or dislike of bathing. The baker’s son couldn’t have been old enough to grow a beard and he was easily half his father’s size—pale and freckled where his father was dark-skinned and brown-eyed. Wary, too—she doubted Ukloss had ever been in a situation where he felt the kind of uncertainty his son visibly felt at the moment.

			Then again, men of the baker’s size and obvious easy-going mien seldom were aware of outside threat, or anything remotely like it. A man that enormous wouldn’t need to resort to violence, or even threaten it. People saw the size and assumed the attitude, even though the attitude didn’t always go with the size.

			“Warrior, the boy told me you were here, so I didn’t dare bring less than my best.” The baker’s voice boomed, despite a notable effort to curb it; his son hissed warning and he smiled, shrugged, and balanced the basket on the tottery table. “Never mind, Adrik,” he said soothingly. Gabrielle caught her breath in a sudden gasp and sat upright, knuckles digging into her eyes; Adrik gasped at the unexpected movement and sound, and fell back a pace, wild-eyed. The baker glanced in Gabrielle’s direction, eyed his son with amusement, then looked evenly and pleasantly at the warrior. He smiled, even more broadly; there was a wide gap between his front teeth. “My son isn’t used to intrigue; makes him nervous.” He shrugged, and held out a fragrant, fruited roll; Xena smiled back and took it, then sank teeth into sweetened and raisin-laden bread. She raised her eyebrows in astonishment, and took another exuberant bite.

			“It isn’t that, Father,” the boy murmured, and he sounded worried. “It’s the— If someone out there heard voices where there aren’t supposed to be people . . .”

			“Well, then, they won’t,” the older man replied softly.

			Xena tucked the bite in her cheek and spoke around it. “This is very good.”

			“Thank you, warrior.”

			She waved an arm, taking in the rubble of the hut, then settled her backside comfortably on one of the stones. “You might as well say what you came to tell me. But I just want you to know in advance what I’ve already told the boy: I don’t know Athens, I don’t know the people here, and I don’t see any way I could be of more help to you than the king or his men.”

			“The king,” the third man spat harshly; then he started as Gabrielle made a wordless, unhappy little sound. “Sorry, miss. It makes me that angry, though! No one bothers with the likes of us; we’re too poor to matter, we don’t supply the palace with anything it can’t get elsewhere—”

			“They can’t get bread as good as Father’s elsewhere,” Adrik put in flatly.

			“Hah. You notice they broke the contract with him matter of a season ago. Not long after those three came.”

			Xena cleared her throat, and held up a hand for silence. Adrik cast her a sour glance but his father laid a huge hand on his shoulder, and with a mumbled oath he subsided. “All right,” the warrior said finally. “You’re angry, you’re frustrated. I already understand that. But—why? What three?”

			“And where’s Golden Boy?” Gabrielle put in sharply. She was rubbing her shoulders back and forth against the wall to ease an itch; her eyes were fixed on Kratos, who shrugged.

			“He said he’d come. He’ll come.”

			“He’d better—”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena said warningly. “Hadn’t you better eat that other roll, before I finish mine, and start looking for seconds?”

			“Hmmm? Oh—thanks,” she added with a warm smile, as Adrik handed her the soft, fragrant round of bread. He blinked, then shyly smiled in return before he remembered where he was, and why. His brows drew together and he moved back to join his father.

			“I think she’s right,” he told his father as he gestured roughly in Xena’s direction. “We know them, and we know how dangerous they are. We know how they react when they aren’t obeyed. What makes you think these two women, all by themselves, could—”

			He didn’t finish the sentence; with an unpleasant oath, a quick bound and a snatch, Xena very lightly grasped his chin with her fingertips, looked into his eyes, then flipped him. He made some noise, the air gurgling in his pipes, but just before his head would have smacked into stone, the warrior caught him, spun him deftly back to his feet, and shoved him onto his backside on one of the low, flat stones that littered the ruin. He sagged, gasping. “For one thing,” she said softly, “I don’t take out my anger on people who don’t know any better—at least, I don’t let them land on their unprotected heads, do I? Sit still and be quiet, if you can’t add anything sensible to the conversation.” Her eyes moved from Adrik to his astonished father. She finally fixed a level glare on the third man. “What three?” she asked, deceptively languid.

			He swallowed, nodded once, and said, “It’s—they—two of them are ours. Were ours,” he amended darkly as Adrik shifted in his corner and mumbled something. Xena cast him a sidelong look and he subsided at once, but she was relieved to see Gabrielle finish her roll, get to her feet, and sit next to the baker’s son. The warrior was barely aware of their soft conversation behind her, but she could guess its substance. Great, Gabrielle. Keep him quiet, keep him occupied, and keep him out of trouble, Xena thought, as she turned her full attention back to the older men.

			“The worst of the lot came to Athens only recently, the past winter, I think. From somewhere to the west, there was a man who sold weapons, not just to his own kind but to anyone who had coin, even to both sides of a war!”

			“I know that kind of man, they’re out there,” Xena broke in. “Everywhere. Go on.”

			“Opher came from—a neighborhood or two away, near enough we knew who he was, but not so near we crossed paths often. His cousin Pixus and Pixus’s brother Mideron grew up across the square from my family’s house. Those two volunteered when the call went out for soldiers to fight in Troy, but they came back long before the war was over. No one knew why, but there’s rumor they were stealing from their captain’s tent.” Xena cleared her throat ominously; the man looked at her resentfully. “Just making certain you know the whole tale,” he said.

			“You can’t leave Athens until after full dark anyway,” Kratos put in. A long, cold look came over Xena’s face; Kratos gazed back at her with that open child’s face so untrustworthy in a young street thief. She finally sighed and turned back to the men.

			“All right, boy, you have a point. But they don’t want to be stuck in here all day, do they?” Her gesture took in the baker, his son, their angry companion. “Go on.”

			“Here,” the baker said soothingly. “Let me, Brezakius.” He gave the warrior a broad shrug and a smile. “He doesn’t think so clearly these days, ma’am; not since they took his son and his pa away, and left threats in their places. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

			“Pixus and Mideron never was what you’d call nice boys, so it didn’t surprise some of us when they turned into the kind of men they are: kind that even an armed company doesn’t want around. They want coin and good food, a nice place to live—but they don’t want to earn it. Opher moved down here with ’em after they came back from the army in—well, would’ve been disgrace for me or my son, they didn’t much care since they had two pieces of silver as leave pay. Bribe, more like. Still, two pieces could take a man far if he wanted, especially if he had no family like those two—but they went through it in a matter of a few days.

			“Now, you’d think an ordinary man would realize, after drinking down two silver pieces in a mere few days, that he would need to work to earn more, if only for the ale shops. Ordinary, dishonest man would think he needed to steal or lift purses for coin.”

			“This leads us somewhere?” Xena asked mildly, as he paused for breath. The baker nodded emphatically.

			“Opher’s nearly as big and ugly as his brother—fortunately, his brother’s in the big cell outside the wine market and likely to stay there a while—”

			“Wait a minute. You can’t mean—Mondavius?” Gabrielle put in suddenly. Xena glanced back at her; her friend’s eyes were narrowed.

			“That’s him,” the baker said. He didn’t sound very pleased. “Started a fight in the very midst of the market to cover that he’d stolen a merchant’s purse, flattened five stalls and half a dozen guards. Last we heard, they won’t let him go this side of next summer.”

			“Likely he won’t leave then,” Adrik growled. “One of his bullies was telling Pixus the man likes it there, calls it his own little kingdom.”

			“I’ve met him, and if I had to figure him, that’s what I’d say, too,” Gabrielle said flatly. “Ah—sorry for the interruption,” she added brightly as Xena raised an eyebrow at her. The warrior turned away; the baker handed his angry companion a small, crusty loaf and went on as Brezakius bit into it.

			“They came up with the plan amongst ’em, best any of us can decide: Opher, Pixus, and Mideron. Called themselves the House of Protectors and got a few of the neighborhood boys to steal for them. And at first, they chose careful-like, only the kinds of boys who would think it a fun new game. Boys whose parents wouldn’t much care whatever they did. Then, when that wasn’t enough coin for their greed, they picked lads who weren’t sure about stealing but went along because there was no one to tell them not to. Though when their mothers and fathers found out . . . well, not important. Eventually, every boy and many of the young girls along our streets and around our fountain were working for ’em. Now, some still thought it exciting, and they were pleased with the coin or two the Protectors passed down to ’em. More were afraid to be thieves, but the Protectors found ways around that—like Kratos here, they threaten harm to his mother and father, unless he cooperated.”

			Xena shook her head. “Correct me if I’m wrong—but what they were doing is illegal, right? And none of you thought to go to the king at this point?”

			“But, no one knew what was going on,” the baker said apologetically. “I mean, what boy involved in something as complex as that would be able to convince his parents he was telling the truth about it? But—all right, say a father learns all at once that his young son has some copper coins. Well, I ask you, what child in a poor part of Athens like ours would have more than a single copper come by honestly? And what child wouldn’t immediately give that coin to his mother, to help feed his family? What would you think, if your son had a handful of coppers, and he wouldn’t say where he got ’em? When the alternative is starving, it’s not hard to convince yourself that your boy found the coin, or was given it by a kind stranger; the reality doesn’t have much usefulness.

			“But, say that much truth comes out—that the boy’s been lifting money from people in the market—what parent would go talk to the other parents about it?”

			“The king,” Xena reminded them patiently. “You know—the ruler of Athens with the army of guards who are in charge of keeping Athens free of thugs like that? The man who’s supposed to keep illegal things like this from taking over his city?”

			“We sent someone,” Brezakius mumbled around his bread. His eyes were black, all pupil. “Man we always went to with problems or concerns in our neighborhood. The man who made decisions for us that were too small to bother the king with. Sent Polydorus. He never came back.”

			“Wait.” Xena held up a hand as she settled more comfortably on her stone, considered this for some moments, and finally shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense! Are you trying to tell me that King Theseus had him—”

			Brezakius flung his arms wide, and swore as his knuckles scraped across rough stone. “That’s part of the problem! We don’t know where he is, or what happened to him! We don’t know if the king has any say in any of this! All we know is that anyone who’s tried to get to King Theseus for an audience can’t get past his first secretary—Idiometus, he’s called; he’s the man who decides what person gets to see the second secretary, who gets to pass on a message, and who gets put back out on the street without being heard at all. These days—you can ask anyone in the main markets, warrior!—most of those who go to the palace get to pass on their message, but hardly anyone gets beyond the first secretary. And blessed few messages seem to have gone where they’re supposed to—at least, there’s never an answer to such messages that we’ve heard about. And they say Idiometus looks like a man walking barefoot through asps.”

			Silence. Xena broke it with a long, tired sigh. “Look. I’m sorry. But this still isn’t something I can help you with—”

			“You haven’t heard all of it yet,” Brezakius broke in; then hurriedly, warily, he added, “Your pardon, warrior.”

			“That’s all right. Tell me.”

			“Well, we knew we didn’t dare send anyone else to the palace, not until we knew what had happened to Polydorus. We aren’t much help to our people here but we’d be of even less aid if we all disappeared. We got the truth of things out of Kratos here and two other boys, using hard threats that scared ’em half silly. Ukloss here and I paid a call on ’em—on the so-called Protectors—told ’em to go find somewhere else to live, they weren’t welcome around us.” He bit his lip; his eyes were suddenly haunted. “They didn’t say much—other than to offer us wine in glasses none of us could afford to purchase!—well, they just smiled and nodded and acted polite. But even Ukloss got kinda nervous after a bit, and I was downright scared. They acted like they were just waiting to beat on us or even kill us when we least expected it. Or maybe,” he chose his words with care, “maybe it was more like they knew they were so safe at what they were doing that it didn’t matter what we threatened, they’d still win, and we’d lose. Hard.

			“We left finally, and they were still being polite, kind of behavior’d make a mother proud, but when I got home that night, my son and my father were both gone, and my wife was hysterical, weeping so hard it took hours to get matters from her. Finally, she broke the bad news: they’d sent armed men, brutes with broadswords, to take my son and my father, and when she’d have shouted for help, one of ’em held a sword to my boy’s throat—he’s all of five years, warrior!” Brezantius’s voice cracked, and he swallowed hard. The baker gripped his shoulder in wordless sympathy, and after a moment, the man nodded and went on. “They’d given her a message for me: ‘Tend your own row and stay out of other people’s gardens, do exactly what we tell you, if you don’t want to get your loved ones back in forty pieces. Each.’ Poor Silexia was half-hysterical.”

			“Understandable,” Xena murmured as he raised red-rimmed eyes to look at her. “I don’t blame her. Go on.”

			“Those two were the first—my Brenitus and my father. Then Kratos’s pa. But they weren’t the last. The Protectors have at least twenty of ours. I mean, men and older boys from this neighborhood. They’re mostly the men who might have been able to fight for their people, if they’d had to. None of us ever have fought in any fashion, of course. But I know I would have fought with whatever I had to hand, if I thought it would mend things. Not—not now.”

			“They didn’t take the women?” Xena asked. “I mean, I’d think a commander would do that; he’d assume that women would make easier prisoners to cow, and their men more likely to walk carefully because of their women.”

			“I’d have thought as much,” the man agreed unhappily. “But the scroll merchant explained it to me: They find the men more use at hard labor wherever they are keeping them, and the women and children left here are easier to keep in line, since they have no idea where their men might be. And the women know full well whatever they do that the Protectors don’t want ’em to do will rebound immediately on their missing loved ones.” Bleak eyes met hers. “But the worst is not knowing. Might be my son and my pa are already dead and left for the vultures to finish. If they never come home, how would I know?”

			Ukloss mumbled awkward consolation. Brezakius shook his head and sighed, then finally went on. He’d lost much of his anger, and appeared suddenly lost, distressed, frustrated because a man of his size couldn’t simply thump someone on the head and be done with it.

			“I’m sorry,” Xena put in finally. He glanced at her, then fixed his eyes on his hands.

			“You have to understand,” he went on stubbornly. “How much that changed matters. I mean, some of our men would act first in anger, then think—if they were able. But everything any of us have ever heard says wives and mothers are the other way about. Our women realize there are lives out there in the balance; one can’t just shout and shake his fist and make things right.”

			“I understand that,” Xena said as he hesitated. “No one blames you for not fighting.”

			“I blame myself,” he whispered. The man shook himself. “Well, we haven’t much choice, anymore. Most of the children steal for them now, and a few of the women do, too.”

			“Mostly they threaten beatings,” Ukloss said apologetically. “Beatings to those they hold outside the city, I mean. As surety, you know. Like Elyseba: They told her that Kherix, her husband, was stealing pigs out in the countryside, and that if she didn’t leave her son alone so he could do his errands in peace—errands, they call it!” he snorted. “If she didn’t, they’d knock Kherix unconscious and toss him into the sty.”

			“Nice.”

			“And things are getting worse: the Protectors aren’t content with the thieves they already have; they say that women aren’t watched the way poorly clad boys or grown men would be; that it’s easier for women to take things from the stalls and not be caught. Or even suspected.” The baker sighed, shook his head. “And things keep getting worse. Some of us worry that they’ll try to order our daughters and young wives to—I mean . . .” The baker fumbled with his words; he was very red in the face.

			“I understand. Don’t talk about it.”

			“They’ve got men in the guards who look the other way for them,” Kratos put in suddenly. “Men they pay with the coins we steal.”

			The warrior caught hold of his near arm and turned him to face her. “How much do you know about this?”

			“Not—very much. But I heard them talking about it, not long ago.”

			“Names? Any names?” the baker demanded.

			The boy considered this, then shook his head. “I don’t remember any names. Just that they have guards who will pretend they don’t see purse snatchings if it’s certain that we children are doing the work. And there are more men in the guards who can get people put in jail, like my mother was.” His voice went high; he hiccupped and then fell silent. Xena caught her own breath sharply.

			“Wait—let me see if I can’t figure this out. Because you and I had a bargain,” the warrior said thoughtfully. Her eyes softened as they met and held his. He nodded, bit his lip. “You wouldn’t steal for them and they said they’d keep her there until you stole again, that right?”

			His dark lashes suddenly were beaded with tears; he really was very young, Xena thought, and her heart unexpectedly turned. He nodded sharply and his voice was a thin, wavery thing. “They—I didn’t even know where she was, that first night. Because I never would have let her stay in there! But . . . they . . .” He swallowed; Xena wordlessly held out her arms and he walked into them, buried his face against her shoulder, and sobbed.

			Silence followed in the small hovel, except for the boy’s miserable weeping. Xena smoothed his hair, patted his shoulder, and murmured softly against his ear until he finally nodded and was quiet, though he didn’t release his hard grip on her armor.

			“You men,” she said quietly. “I still don’t understand. I’ve met your king; I know men who’ve served under him. This is not the kind of dirt he allows in his city! King Theseus is known everywhere as the man who protects the poor and the voiceless. The downtrodden. So why are these men getting away with something as filthy as this, right under his nose?”

			“Don’t know,” Brezantius admitted with a shrug. “But there’s rumor in the streets. The Protectors were afraid of our king early, but now they’ve got a new man to back ’em, and their new man has an ear of his own in the palace.”

			“Oh?”

			“We don’t know much, understand,” Ukloss said diffidently. “Just that this man came from that weapons dealer’s camp and fled, with as much coin as he could carry, after the dealer was killed by a slashing blow from some dreadful weapon—a round, killing thing, someone said—but we don’t know of any such weapon . . .” His voice trailed off; Xena smiled grimly and held up her chakra.

			“It’s very effective,” she murmured, her eyes fixed on something beyond the filthy wall she stared at. “Mezentius.” She smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “This man have a name? Anything about him that could help me identify him? Anything at all,” she urged as the two very pale, middle-aged men stared at each other.

			“He’s not much bigger than I am; he’s got pale hair and a neat little beard, a small, tight mouth. And his name is Brisus,” Adrik put in flatly. The baker gazed at his son, shocked; Adrik shrugged. “He talked to me recently, Father; you might have expected it, don’t you think? The king’s own baker—his ex-baker, sorry—doesn’t respond to pressure, so let’s find a way to pump his son for soft spots.” He snorted. “Of course, he failed! But I’m not certain he realized that I was on to him from the first, or that I wouldn’t have given him the time of day, even if they’d held you as surety.” Silence. Adrik bit his lip. “Well, I’m sorry, Father! But there comes a moment when you have to tell yourself, if this goes on, no one is safe.”

			“Including, apparently, your father,” Ukloss said dryly. His son eyed him impatiently.

			“I would have gotten you to safety immediately, Father, if I thought it necessary. But the man was bluffing, or testing me; he wasn’t applying pressure.”

			Sure you’d have gotten your father to safety. Young fool, Xena thought contemptuously. It was just that kind of swaggering bluster that drove situations like this one into bloodletting. “You’re fortunate, boy,” she said in a flat voice. “And so’s your father. Brisus is no man to take lightly. I know.” Adrik eyed her impatiently; she raised one eyebrow and offered him a chill smile that didn’t rise above her lips, and he subsided immediately. “I’ve met him before—but that doesn’t matter, not to you. If that’s the kind of man your king’s ignoring—if for whatever reason he’s letting that kind run things around here—then I can deal with them.”

			“Our—our families?” the baker asked, rather timidly. “I don’t want to— I know you understand about who’s out there as hostage—but—”

			“But you think about this: If I agree to help you, then we do things my way. You might not like my way. Oh,” she added sharply as all three men began to protest vigorously, “I’m not going to ignore the fact they’re holding your people hostage, and I will not cause the death of an innocent. I’ll swear that by whatever god you like.”

			Silence. Gabrielle broke it. “Ah—that isn’t just words, trust me. She means that.”

			Xena cast her a brief smile; it faded as she turned back to face the baker. “And the first thing is, once I start the fight against these so-called Protectors and whatever scum they’ve hired, I follow it through right to the end, which means until they’re in the king’s prisons or they’re dead. Do you understand that?” She waited. Silence. Three men gazed back at her, wide-eyed and unhappy. She sighed. “Because if they aren’t in prison or dead, then they’re mad and they want revenge.” Another unpleasant little silence. The baker finally shook his head. “Good. You may not like what I do, or how I do it—or what I ask you to do. You’ll have to deal with it. In return, I won’t ask for more than any of you can give. And I’ll get your people back.”

			“That’s all we want,” Brezakius said flatly.

			“Fine. Now, maybe I can’t do anything about King Theseus: I’m a warrior, not a statesperson.” Another silence. Ukloss eyed Brezakius sidelong; the baker’s son cast up his eyes.

			Brezakius stirred finally, and would have spoken, but the baker gripped his shoulder and sent his eyes toward the small room beyond the partition: “I think we three should . . . talk,” he said. “So’s we understand each other, as well as this warrior.”

			“Talk all you have to,” Xena replied flatly. She glanced over her shoulder. “Gabrielle? I think you and I need to have a short conversation about all this, too.”

			“Ahhh—hey! Whatever you want,” Gabrielle replied, her worried eyes belying her cheerful tone.

			The three men had gone into a huddle near the makeshift door; Kratos joined them, but his eyes were fixed on the warrior and her companion. Xena took Gabrielle’s arm and led her over to the opposite wall. Settling on a flat stone, she patted the rock next to her. “Look,” she said in a low voice that couldn’t have carried halfway to the baker and his son, even if they’d been paying heed to her. “I’ve got something to say, and you’re not gonna want to hear it. I—”

			Gabrielle sighed heavily and broke in. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’re gonna try to convince Brisus you’re still his kind of warrior, right?”

			Xena’s mouth quirked. “You kidding? He didn’t trust me when I went into that arms merchant’s camp.”

			“Oh. Yeah, right, I forgot.” Gabrielle gave her companion a swift, sidelong glance from under her lashes. “Okay, it’s not that. It’s— Oh, no!” she said sharply. “You don’t want me fighting with you, is that it?” Xena’s mouth quirked again, and her eyes were darkly amused. Gabrielle’s brows drew together. “What, you don’t think I can—”

			Xena held up a hand for silence; Gabrielle rolled her eyes and set her lips in a hard line. “Just hear me out, will you?” Xena implored. “Then I’ll listen to whatever you still want to say about it. I don’t want you with me out there, either rescuing those prisoners or fighting Brisus and whatever thugs and goons he’s hired. That’s not because I don’t think you’re good enough. You are.”

			“Oh. Thanks,” Gabrielle grumbled. “I think.” She went silent again as the warrior gave her a hard look.

			“I’m not just saying that. But Athens hasn’t been particularly good for you, has it? And there’s a guard out there looking for you, on his own personal vendetta—something beyond the fact that he thinks you’re a thief helping that boy, and that you should be locked up.”

			“I can handle Agrinon.” I handled him just fine out there on the sand at the foot races, she thought, when he was bellowing at poor little Arachne. So he’s holding a grudge because I made him look bad—I can still handle him.

			“I know you can. But what about Agrinon and ten of his friends? You’ve caught him off-guard before this; you won’t get a second chance like that. That’s part of it, but if that were the only thing, I’d want you at my shoulder, or guarding my back.

			“Someone needs to get into the palace. Get to Queen Hippolyta.” She tugged at Gabrielle’s short brown skirt. “Find out what’s wrong in there, and let her know what’s wrong out here. That’s your job.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle considered this and sighed once more. “I thought we were done with ‘You fight and I talk.’ Weren’t we?”

			Xena grinned. “Who says you’re gonna just talk? King’s palace, remember? There’s gonna be guards everywhere, maybe even household members who’re being paid by Brisus. Remember the secretary who’s walking on asps?” She waited; an abashed grin was Gabrielle’s response.

			“Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

			“Keeping in mind,” the warrior cautioned her, “that it’s better all around if you don’t have to do anything but tiptoe in, talk, and get back out again.”

			“Gotcha,” Gabrielle said cheerfully. She looked around, wrinkled her nose. “So what—we meet back here?”

			“Ah—warrior.” The men shifted and Ukloss came back. “We—we thought, it’s still dark out there, though it won’t be much longer. Your horse—there’s a smithy not too far away, my wife’s cousin keeps it, your horse would be safe and well cared for. You could—you could stay with her, or in my shop.”

			“Is that safe?” Xena asked.

			“Safer than here, most likely. Someone might come by; children do. They might talk—”

			“I get the idea,” she drawled, and got to her feet. She held out a hand. Ukloss eyed it nervously, then accepted it. “Who’s in your shop—besides you and your son?” Whom I trust as far as Gabrielle could toss him, she thought.

			“Just the two of us. My wife doesn’t come anymore. There’s a room where I store my grain, though there aren’t too many bundles of that just now. It’s not noticeable from the street . . .”

			“All right. Let’s get Argo off the streets before sunrise; I’ll decide what to do once I see this stable.” She looked down at Gabrielle, laid a hand on her shoulder, then beckoned to Kratos. “You’ll stay with her?”

			He nodded. “I can do that.”

			“Good. You’ll know where I am when Gabrielle needs to find me again, right?”

			“I’ll know,” he said solemnly.

			“Good.” She tousled his hair and smiled at him. “Don’t get caught, all right?” She wrapped an arm around Gabrielle’s shoulders and hugged her briefly. “Remember, quick and quiet.”

			“Quick and quiet,” Gabrielle promised. “Um—remember, Athens hasn’t been too lucky for you, either.”

			Xena laughed shortly. “It’s gonna be even less lucky for Brisus and his friends.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Gabrielle took more time than she needed resettling the door behind the three men, Xena, and Argo. Kratos sat cross-legged on the floor, looking up at her, his face expressionless and his eyes very wide. She smiled at him and settled on a stone, two of the baker’s hard rolls in her hand. She held one out to him. “Well, I’d still like to strangle Golden Boy, but I guess it was all for a good cause, wasn’t it?”

			“I don’t understand,” the boy replied. “And you don’t have to share that with me. Ukloss meant them both for you—”

			“I already ate two,” Gabrielle said firmly, and shook the roll at him. “So, we’ll share. What don’t you understand?”

			“You should be angry—I mean, she’s really angry with me, isn’t she?”

			“Oh, you mean Xena? Well, angry, sure but not the way you think,” Gabrielle replied earnestly. “I mean, she gets cross when things get really complicated, like this has—but that’s not your fault, and she knows it. She wouldn’t blame you. And she gets upset when she sees things like what your people are up against—you see, she really can’t help herself. She’s a hero—but don’t tell her I told you that; she doesn’t like me to say that about her.”

			“Oh.” He considered this gravely, broke his roll in half, and stuffed part in his pocket before he began to eat the rest. “I—I didn’t thank you for finding my mother in that cell, last night. If I’d had to go looking for her, we might not—”

			“Oh, you’d have done just fine,” Gabrielle assured him quickly as he swallowed, hard. “Remember the scroll merchant was right there; he’d have helped you.”

			“Maybe,” the boy replied warily. Gabrielle eyed him, every bit as cautious.

			“Ah—he’s okay, isn’t he? I mean, I only know him from the Bards’ Academy . . .”

			“He’s okay,” Kratos mumbled around a mouthful of bread. “He’s afraid of them, but so’s the baker and—well, everyone but my cousin and the baker’s son. Adrik is a fool—and my cousin’s protected by his honored papa, of course,” he added. He swallowed, broke off another bite, and tucked it in his cheek. “All the scroll maker will say about them is that he doesn’t like being hit. But I don’t know anyone that does.”

			“I’m with both of you: being hit is not fun at all. But, your cousin’s protected? Ah. Gotcha.” Gabrielle remembered suddenly. Son of Hermes and under the protection of his father, my near foot, she thought indignantly. And my father is—is Zeus! It made a picture; she bit back a grin, afraid the boy would think she was laughing at him, or his precious cousin.

			They finished the bread in a companionable silence, which Kratos broke suddenly when he jumped to his feet and eased quietly across the rubble-strewn ground to the door. Gabrielle watched, every bit as alert, her hand moving toward a fist-sized stone. There was a faint scrabbling noise; the boy sighed quietly and scratched on the inner surface, listened again, then set his shoulder against the door. A long-fingered hand wrapped around the edge nearest the opening, and Helarion eased himself inside and pressed the door back into place.

			He stood very still, gazing down at Gabrielle in the fading lamplight; she squared her jaw and looked right back, eyes level and opaque. It didn’t work with Xena yet, but others could no doubt testify she was getting much better at the “look.” The boy was apparently one of those; his eyes flickered, and he actually took a step back, against the wall.

			He was older than she’d thought: maybe seventeen or so, instead of fourteen. There was a line of pale, uneven beard along his chin and jawline. Not quite as statue-beautiful, either: attractive in a way, but his jaw was too wide for her tastes, his nose a little too delicate and straight. His generous mouth tumbled into a spoiled-looking smirk as he gave her a very deep, courtly bow. “My little cousin says you want to pummel me for finding you accommodations and food last night. Well! Here I am: thump away!” He flung his arms wide and smiled. The effect was fairly dazzling, but not as heart-stopping as he clearly thought. Golden skin, a well-muscled body, a neat waist—he was certainly not the skinny little urchin he had appeared to be when she first saw him dashing through the marketplace.

			“Thanks,” she replied sweetly. “I’d rather wait and catch you off-guard. More fun for me that way—and a better payback.” He blinked; the smile faded. She stood, folded her arms across her chest, and glared at him—straight across, he wasn’t any taller than she. “I really would like to know why you did that, though. That was a low trick.”

			He shook his head, held up both hands. “Save the lecture, I’ve heard it before. It’s boring. Next you’ll tell me I had no business with the purse in the first place.” He shrugged. “The man who had it dangling from his belt by one thin leather strap—now, that’s the man who had no business with it. And besides, my little cousin got you out, didn’t he? And you had Ukloss’s good bread for dinner—I don’t see what the problem is.”

			She stared at him, both shocked and astonished. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

			“I suppose I might, if I felt like it.” Another exposure of even, white teeth, typically gorgeous eyes. “I don’t.”

			“Cousin!” Kratos hissed urgently as he tugged at the frayed tunic; cloth tore with a rotten ripping sound and he snatched his fingers back as the older boy smoothed the ragged cloth back against his ribs. “She and the warrior are going to help us! Don’t—”

			“Kratos, no one is going to help you against the Protectors,” Helarion informed him in a flat voice. “No one. The people around here can’t afford to pay anyone for aid, and those men are well entrenched.” He glanced at Gabrielle. “I’ve heard of the warrior—and I heard what you did to Agrinon. Obviously, you have skill with a weapon, and she’s legendary. But this one will break her. And you.”

			“I don’t think so,” Gabrielle countered sharply. “Why don’t you give it a chance?” Her eyes snapped, and her shoulders went stiff. “And who said anything about money? You don’t hire Xena! Or me!”

			He shrugged broadly; his lips moved once more in something like amusement. “Well, it isn’t much to do with me, either way. I won’t lift purses for them; there’s nothing I can do to help anyone around here, either. If I die trying, what use is that to anyone?”

			“Interesting attitude—but not mine,” Gabrielle said flatly. “And you’re wrong, I’ll wager you anything. Well,” she added hastily, as his mouth turned sly, “anything within reason.”

			“And who decides what’s reasonable?” he demanded cheerfully.

			“Cousin!” Kratos whispered angrily. “I knew you wouldn’t help,” he said, and his mouth suddenly drooped as Helarion lowered himself next to him to sit cross-legged. The boy’s face was only just higher than his seated cousin’s; at this angle, they looked very much alike, Gabrielle realized. Unnerving.

			“You’ve always known what I’m like, Kratos. Don’t act so disappointed.”

			The boy made patterns in the dirt with the toe of his sandal. “Well, but—oh, Helarion, if you talk like that, she might just get mad and go away.”

			“I won’t,” Gabrielle promised him. “I might thump your cousin a couple extra times, but I won’t hold you responsible for him.”

			“Thanks,” Helarion said dryly.

			“Any time.” Silence. It stretched. The boy finally cleared his throat.

			“Well, I knew you wouldn’t help,” Kratos said resentfully. “But I need to get her—Gabrielle—into the palace, to see the queen. So if you could at least tell me where to go once I get past the kitchen path . . .” His voice trailed away; Helarion was staring at him, his jaw trembling.

			Another silence. Kratos stared right back. So Golden Boy isn’t beyond surprise after all, Gabrielle thought. “You can’t do that,” Helarion said smoothly, but with definite finality.

			“I can so! She has to get in so she can talk to the queen! She doesn’t know the way!” The boy squared his shoulders and his chin. “I can get her in there safely, if you tell me how. But I’m taking her, whether you tell me or not.”

			“You’re mad, little cousin!” Helarion snorted. “You’ve been listening to that foreign scroll merchant again, telling you all the wrong kinds of tales.” Silence. Helarion’s voice had been light, but his eyes now brooded on the far wall for a long moment. Finally, he looked up at Gabrielle, and his generous mouth quirked into a small smile. “All right. Let’s say, my dear lady, that—just perhaps—you thought I owed you an apology for last night’s lodging.”

			“We could certainly say that, couldn’t we?” Gabrielle began dryly.

			He held up a hand for silence. “Indulge me. Say you thought that. Say I wanted to indulge you—for some foolish reason.”

			“It’s called honor, but you probably didn’t know that,” Gabrielle murmured.

			“I’ve heard of it.” Helarion laughed; it wasn’t a particularly amused laugh. “It’s also a good reason so many young men are led down to Hades by my father each evening. Honor is one of those fool’s notions that get you killed. Dead.”

			“Your father—I never heard that tale!” Gabrielle stared at him, fascinated then shook her head, sharply. “You’re trying to distract me and it’s not gonna work! Besides, you’re wrong, honor and courage don’t always, but— All right,” Gabrielle said quickly as he rolled his eyes, “I’m indulging you. Go on.”

			“Say that I agreed to get you into the palace—and unlike my young cousin here, who has only gone as far as the kitchen pathway, I’ve been inside the palace, and I know I can get you where you want to go, without either of us being caught. Or even seen. Whichever part of the palace you have in mind. And I can get you back out again, particularly if you have to do that in secret.” Kratos made a small, protesting noise and Helarion shook his head, then laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’m not trying to insult you. You’re good, cousin, but this kind of thing isn’t really what you’re best at. And my Aunt Elyseba would make my life a misery if she ever learned I let you do this. Besides,” he added lightly, “you’re a marked boy at the moment, remember? Your mother’s missing from the market jail and you’ve quit thieving for them.”

			Kratos shook his head stubbornly. “No one knows that it was me who got her out, and besides—”

			“They’ll learn soon enough. Trust me, cousin. You know how gossip is.”

			“Ah—look, can we continue this later?” Gabrielle broke in. “If he’s marked, I’m really marked. There’s a couple city guards who’d like to toss me back in that jail for a long time, and I am not gonna be pleased if that happens. I want to get this done, find out what I need to, and get back out of sight, okay? And I want to get this finished so Xena and I can get out of Athens before something else goes wrong. Okay?”

			Helarion rolled his eyes and flipped a dismissive hand.

			“Kratos,” she added softly. The boy gave her a miserable look, then glanced away. “Don’t do that, please. Honestly, I’m not trying to do what you think. You know, ‘Oh, he’s just a kid.’ I was really, truly amazed when you got us out of that jail so quietly: that took courage, planning—most of the grown men I’ve ever met couldn’t have done it. But if your cousin says it’s that kind of dangerous for you—well, I have to think of your mother, because she’d hate me forever if I got you killed. And I have to think of me, and of Xena. We’re both no good to anyone back in that cell, are we?” She waited. Eyes lowered, he finally shook his head. “And believe this, too: if there’s a time when I need to trust you like I’m trusting Helarion at this moment, you’re the guy I want at my side. Okay?” A longer silence; the boy finally nodded. She turned to face Helarion, and her eyes were stormy. “So. When do we go?”

			“Soon as you like,” Helarion replied promptly; one long-fingered hand came out to ruffle his cousin’s head and the boy managed a wry smile for him. “It’s better if we hit the palace around sundown, though—the servants are eating, the cooks are preparing dinner, and everyone else—especially the queen—rests before the late meal.”

			“Fine,” Gabrielle said.

			“I can get you a scarf of my mother’s,” Kratos volunteered. He still didn’t sound wildly pleased. “A long one. It’ll cover your hair and face.”

			“That would help a lot,” Gabrielle said and nodded. “Thanks. One other thing,” she added as she turned back to Helarion. “I need to go by the scroll merchant’s shop and make certain they let him go.”

			“The scroll merchant?” the golden young thief replied with a shrug. “If he’s out, I haven’t heard of it.”

			“He has an assistant. I need to tell him where Peder is.”

			The thief grinned and ran a long-fingered hand through crisp, golden curls. “Oh, well. If that’s the most difficult thing you want of me today—”

			“No guarantees on that. In fact, you’ll be lucky to get off that easy.”

			
			The sun was barely up, a dark orange ball against the eastern sea, when Helarion led her into the early bustle of the farmer’s market. “Stay close, and ignore anyone who tries to stop you.”

			“Ah—right. Why would anyone?” Gabrielle caught hold of his elbow and dragged him to a halt. “I do better if I have a clue why things are going on, okay?” He turned, impatience lowering his brows.

			“To sample wares: fruit, bread, breakfast meats—some of the merchants can be pretty demanding. And I’ve heard about you and food, and your appetite—”

			“Oh, yes?” Gabrielle demanded softly; her eyes were narrowed under the soft gray scarf, and her hands shifted subtly on the staff she’d been using as a walking aid. Helarion gripped her near hand.

			“Put that down! If you want to keep it, you use it like a walking stick, remember?”

			“Don’t you try to tell me what—”

			He overrode her with an angry hiss. “You want the guard down our throats? Just avoid the food merchants, will you? You want to browse the stalls, do it on your own time! Right now it’s gonna slow us, give the guard in this area a better look at you. You want that?”

			“That was a dirty crack, about me and food,” Gabrielle snapped back, though she was careful to keep her voice low. Her eyes were black, all pupil, narrowed. He rolled his own, dramatically. “But all right, I’ll ignore them. So long as you get me to Peder’s shop as quickly as possible.”

			“I’m trying to, aren’t I?” He growled under his breath as he turned away and plunged into the darkness between a long row of fragrant booths. Gabrielle mumbled several impolite comments under her breath, and followed.

			
			They made it through the farmer’s market and into the potters and glazers before an angry shout slowed Helarion—briefly. He glanced over his shoulder and Gabrielle saw the wild amusement kindle in his eyes, the wide grin meant for someone behind them. “Don’t look; you have the most dreadful luck, I swear by my father himself.”

			“Luck?”

			“Luck. It’s your pet guard, wouldn’t you know? And he’s very angry,” the boy said cheerfully. “I said, don’t look!” he added sharply and, grabbing her near wrist, he sprinted down the crowded aisle, dragging her half off her feet and nearly costing her her grasp on the walking staff. He took two sharp changes of direction, past a man selling fragrant rolls from a tray and then around a richly clad, tall woman with a commanding eye and very red, plaited hair. Gabrielle followed perforce. The woman exclaimed and spun around to stare after them. Gabrielle briefly met the woman’s eyes and shrugged helplessly, but Helarion was swearing good-naturedly as he dragged her between two stalls piled high with glazed and unglazed pots, cups, wine jugs, and platters. Another shout, more distant this time, and from behind the billowing canvas of an adjacent stall came the gallop of feet passing them at high speed. Helarion turned to face Gabrielle and laughed; his eyes were wicked and he wasn’t even breathing hard.

			More than could be said for her. She leaned forward, hands on her knees, fighting to control a wildly thudding heart and overheated face, to swallow air that whistled in and out of a tightened throat much too quickly. “Wha—what do you mean, pet guard?” she demanded finally.

			“I was told you and the warrior were both in good fighting condition,” he replied blandly. “You sound like my grandefer—my mother’s father, that would be, of course.”

			“Of course? Oh,” Gabrielle drew a deep breath, straightened up, and let it out slowly. “Of course,” she replied dryly. “Since you’re on a regular running program with Zeus, right?”

			A corner of his mouth twitched impatiently. “I don’t think we need to discuss this, if you’re going to have an attitude like that.”

			“I don’t care whether your pop’s Zeus, or Hermes, or the stupid blind cyclops I just saw halfway to Thebes! I don’t want to discuss it because I don’t care!” Gabrielle shouted. At his sudden gesture, she glanced around, then lowered her voice prudently. “Look—can we get out of here, find the shop, and get out of sight again? Before something else goes wrong?”

			“You!” A gravelly, unpleasant—and unpleasantly familiar—voice filled the area between the stalls; Gabrielle whirled, staff at the ready, to find Agrinon four short paces away—just out of her reach. His mouth was ugly; his eyes moved beyond her briefly and he nodded with grim satisfaction. “Knew you’d be with him, if we found you anywhere inside the city. So what—he’s your lover, your brother—well, who cares what he is? Or maybe that warrior of yours likes ’em young—”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle managed a casual sounding laugh, though her hands kept a murderous grip on the staff. “Did you think that up all by yourself,” she asked sweetly, “or did you have help?” His eyes narrowed even further and she laughed again, more normally this time. “Agrinon, you know what? I think you’re gonna pay for that one, right here and now.”

			“I don’t think so,” he sneered. “Because you’re both gonna come with us—”

			“Not a chance,” Gabrielle replied flatly. “So—what, you’re scared of a mere girl half your size?” she added jeeringly. The guard snorted, his color suddenly high, and he drew his dagger. She leaped forward, and slapped the staff down smartly across his wrist, sending his blade flying. But the vibration along both hands and the rebound off his wrist cost her the staff at the same moment; it flew from numbed fingers to clatter to the ground well to her side.

			“Little too crowded in here for my tastes,” Helarion announced suddenly, and with a crowing, taunting laugh, he turned and ran. The second guard would have followed, but at a sharp gesture from Agrinon, he subsided warily.

			“He isn’t important. We want her,” he snapped. “You—get your skinny backside over here, you rotten little—” Gabrielle shouted, but Helarion was already out of earshot. A glance over her shoulder confirmed that; she turned back to face the two guards. Agrinon squared his shoulders, smirked nastily, and strode toward her. Her eyes flicked away from him; the red-haired woman she’d nearly run down moments before stood limned in the light of the little alleyway, hands on her hips and a formidable expression on her face.

			“What’s this?” she demanded loudly. The second guard whirled around sharply; Agrinon glanced in her direction, then ignored her, his attention all for the amazon-clad, pale-haired woman before him. Gabrielle offered him a faint, apologetic smile, then jumped, her legs scissoring sharply and unexpectedly. Her right foot caught him in the kneecap and he went partway down, cursing steadily; she spun halfway around, caught up the staff, and slammed one end into the ground as she kicked off. Both heels hit his temple with a nasty crack. He slid bonelessly to the ground, and was blessedly silent.

			She spun around, staff at the ready; the second guard had backed away from his superior and their supposed prisoner. The tall woman tapped him on the shoulder and cleared her throat ominously. He gasped and spun toward her, but she already had her hand braced against her jaw, her elbow out. It caught him in the throat and sent him staggering; Gabrielle’s staff slammed across the back of his head a moment later.

			“Hey,” she said finally as she looked up to give the woman a rather breathless grin. “Nice job!”

			“I was curious,” the woman admitted. “Oh—that?” She gave the fallen guard a distasteful look down the length of a slender, freckled nose, then began rubbing her elbow. “I had brothers. Learned that trick from one of ’em.”

			“I’ll remember that, it’s good,” Gabrielle said. “But—you actually walked into this corner behind two of the king’s guards because you were curious? I mean—that’s nervy!”

			“They can’t touch me,” the woman replied evenly; the corners of her mouth twitched with some kind of meaning. “And I was trying to sort out why an Amazon was wandering around the market with that particular thief, and covered by a poor woman’s shawl. My curiosity overcame common sense, I suppose. Ordinarily, one avoids the king’s guards these days.”

			“Oh—yeah. I gotta agree with you there,” Gabrielle said with a sharp nod. “Now,” she added as she looked around, and swore under her breath. Her companion raised one eyebrow in surprise. “That boy—I knew I couldn’t trust him!”

			“There isn’t a merchant in this end of Athens who wouldn’t agree with you,” the woman replied. “I’m Cydavia, by the way.”

			“Gabrielle. Ah—I don’t suppose you’d know the way to a shop owned by a scroll merchant—a tall, pale-haired foreign one—named—”

			“Named Peder, son of Wagt, village of Skjold? Don’t look so surprised; there aren’t that many foreigners in Athens, let alone men that foreign, and there’s only one who’s a scroll merchant,” Cydavia replied crisply. Her eyes were amused, though. “I know where his shop is. Matter of fact, I was heading in that direction myself. So if you’d like a guide who isn’t quite so—ah—fickle . . .” She stopped, the offer implicit. Low-pitched laughter interrupted her suddenly, and both women spun around, Gabrielle’s hands clutching her staff, at the ready, Helarion gazed down at the two guards, and as Agrinon groaned and stirred, the young thief slammed a boot into the side of his head. Cydavia eyed him narrowly and with open suspicion; Gabrielle winced.

			“I cannot believe you’d remain here gossiping!” the market thief snapped. “What, are you waiting for them to waken so you can battle them again?”

			“I can’t believe you took off on me and then dared to show your face again,” Gabrielle said flatly. “Are you always so dependable?”

			“Most of my companions don’t have the same talent for bringing guards down on us as you have,” he replied pointedly. His eyes moved from her to Cydavia; they crinkled and his mouth twitched, but as the second guard groaned, he caught hold of Gabrielle’s arm and hauled her behind one of the pottery stalls, down a long, narrow alley, and across a dusty, deserted square, eventually emerging next to a low stand covered in piles and hanks of spun wool. “We’re close to the foreigner’s stall,” he said, the first thing either had said in a long time.

			“Not that close,” Cydavia’s voice came from behind him, and he turned on one heel to glower at her. The glower didn’t last long, though. His mouth twisted, his eyes lightened.

			“I know you,” he said finally. The woman folded her arms across fine blue linen and brought her chin up so she could fix him with a level, unsettling stare. “You’re the woman who can’t laugh and walk at the same time—it’s all over the city.”

			“Can’t—can’t what?” Gabrielle asked, but certainty hit her before the boy could reply and she stared. “You!” she exclaimed as she spun around to gaze wide-eyed at the woman. “You’re the merchant’s wife who swore out the complaint against Peder, and got him tossed in that cell! How could you do that?”

			“I didn’t,” Cydavia replied. Her eyes were momentarily angry. “My fool of a husband did. It wasn’t his business to begin with and he won’t do something like that again, I assure you.” She moved her head slightly. “Not if he plans on using my father’s money in his bid for the Agora this winter, he won’t! Especially since I control that money.” She looked from Gabrielle to Helarion and back again. “Never mind my fool of a husband. What’s an Amazon doing in Athens skulking around with this creature?” A wave of her hand took in the market thief. Helarion grimaced.

			“Good taste,” he replied and Gabrielle elbowed him in the gut and cast him a sweet-mouthed, stormy-eyed smile as he choked and wheezed for air.

			“I’m not really an Amazon— Well, okay,” she amended carefully, “I was given Right of Cast under Queen Melosa. But actually, that was all kind of an accident, I’m— I travel with Xena.”

			The other woman had already gone wide-eyed, but at this, she caught her breath sharply. “Xena! Good gods, do you really? I’ve heard of her!”

			Gabrielle shook her head and spread her arms wide in apology. “I— Now, listen, she isn’t like that anymore, honestly—“

			“No, I’ve heard of her!” Cydavia insisted. “She saved a village, a distant cousin of mine lived there; a warlord named Draco was ready to kill everyone and she—”

			“Oh. All right,” Gabrielle said with a sudden smile. “I guess you have heard of her. Great! But—”

			The woman laid a hand on her arm. “And you’ve been with the Amazons? You know them? I mean—know them well enough that you could possibly give someone who wants to join them an introduction?”

			“Why are we still standing here gabbling?” Helarion complained painfully from behind them. Both women turned and gave him a chill look; he smiled faintly and shrugged. “The shop is that way,” he said bitingly. “We are here. The guards are god knows where—but everywhere throughout the market, and looking for you.” He leveled a finger at Gabrielle. “And we—”

			“And we are going, now,” Cydavia cut him off imperiously. “She and I, that is. You can just be about your own business!”

			It wasn’t Xena’s look but it was nearly as effective, Gabrielle thought admiringly. Down a lightly freckled, narrow nose, chin slightly elevated, nostrils compressed, and eyes utterly icy, dark blue slits. Helarion swallowed hard before he managed a would-be conciliatory smile.

			“You may do as you choose, of course,” he replied dryly. “But it happens I have business with Peder’s assistant, Samilos. So we can go separately or otherwise, it’s entirely your choice, ladies, but we’ll wind up there together in any event, so why not—”

			“All right!” Gabrielle gestured with her head. “That way, isn’t it? Whatever! Can we do something?”

			“I’d suggest we do,” the other woman replied evenly and joined her. The golden-haired young thief swore in a picturesque fashion, then fell in behind them.

			He didn’t stay there long; but each time Gabrielle found herself hoping they’d lost him, he reappeared as if called, either at her elbow or just ahead of them. She jumped every single time; the red-haired Cydavia merely sighed with heavy patience and kept moving.

			
			The scroll merchant’s shop was smaller than she would have expected: a chamber no more than six paces by four, stacked floor to ceiling with finished scrolls all along the outer walls. There were no windows or openings of any kind, just a few thin slits at roof level for air. Narrow shelves spaced closely between the thick walls formed aisles and more scrolls towered above Gabrielle’s head in what she hoped was a well-ordered stack. Other aisles held open scrolls, piled hides, parchments, stacked papyrus sheets, pale cream vellum, turned and polished spools, fancy ends for scrolls—all the ingredients which a scribe or a bard would need. Beyond this a set of shelves held already inked scrolls, and past that were incised clay shapes or glyphs to dip in ink or wax for easy illustration.

			The infamous scroll that had temporarily cost the merchant his freedom was, Gabrielle saw with relief, nowhere in sight.

			Helarion pressed past them and strode quickly into a small back room where a continuous grinding noise seemed to accompany floating wood dust. “Samilos—hey, are you in there?”

			“Who else would be making this particular noise, in a shop like this?” a reedy voice demanded rudely in turn.

			Gabrielle cast her eyes toward the low ceiling, then turned to smile at her companion. “So . . . Cydavia, isn’t it? How come you want an introduction to the Amazons?”

			The woman’s mouth quirked, though her eyes remained dark. She shoved the pale blue scarf impatiently from red hair. “Because I’d like to leave my horse-rearing kin and my horse-rearing mate and go where horses are really appreciated, maybe? Because I’d like to ride whenever I choose, and I could do that if I were an Amazon?”

			“Ah—wait,” Gabrielle said with a sidelong glance. “Your family and your husband are horse people. You were raised with horses. You don’t get to ride. Am I missing something?”

			“My father wants to increase the family fortunes,” the woman replied dryly. “My husband is the result.”

			“Ahhhh—got it.” Gabrielle gave her a sympathetic look. “Your family and your man have these goals, all of which involve you playing the demure lady?”

			“Right,” Cydavia replied gloomily. “What I want—well, given the choice, I’d be out there on a white horse, riding with the Amazons.”

			“Don’t lose that dream,” Gabrielle urged quietly. “You just might get it, if that’s what you really want.” She recalled herself to the moment and sighed faintly. “Unlike me—I got one choice at the moment, and I don’t like it much. I need to get into the palace, talk to the queen. And I need him,” she gestured in Helarion’s direction, “to get me there.”

			“Oh, no, you don’t,” Cydavia replied vigorously.

			“No?”

			“No. He might be able to get you in and out. I can get you to see Queen Hippolyta, and back out again whenever you want. She and I know one another.”

			“Oh?”

			“Well—she knows me the way a queen knows a wealthy merchant’s wife,” the woman admitted with a dry smile. “Still, she claims to like me because we can just talk about things—like horses. And that means that I can get into the palace openly. And though I don’t generally bother, it’s usual for a woman like me to have a servant along. Say,” she eyed her companion up and down, “say a woman of nearly my height, pale hair covered discreetly by a dark scarf that belongs to the woman who actually does keep my chamber, and under the scarf, Amazon’s skirts?”

			Gabrielle laughed. “Hey. Hey! Like it!”

			“You would.” Helarion spoke from just behind her, and she jumped. “It’s a fool’s notion; don’t listen to this woman,” he urged as Gabrielle spun around to glare at him, arms folded across her chest. “She’s— I mean, look what she did to the scroll merchant!”

			“She didn’t,” Gabrielle said flatly. “Her husband did. And I laughed at that stupid scroll myself.”

			“You can’t—All right,” he said. “You go in with her, you maybe get to the queen, you maybe aren’t detected, you maybe get back out again. And then what?”

			“And then I get out of your life forever—which sounds really good to me at this point,” Gabrielle retorted.

			“And if you need to get word out of the palace to your—ah, your other friend while you’re deeply in the midst of—call it the enemy camp—then what?” Helarion pursued.

			“Well—okay, then I—ah—” Gabrielle glanced at Cydavia, who shook her head so the red plait slapped both shoulders. “Well, we—okay, then we what?”

			“Then,” Helarion replied evenly, “we signal to Helarion from the queen’s windows,” he laid a finger across the bridge of his slender nose and rubbed it, three times, “and Helarion gets word to the warrior and her allies, and—well, you claim to be intelligent, lady bard, you work it out.”

			“I’d like to work it out on your—” Cydavia began angrily, and her hands bunched into fists. With a would-be cheerful laugh, Gabrielle edged between the two.

			“Well—great. I just knew we could sort things out, if we cooperated. Helarion, I guess we won’t see much of you once we get going, but you’ll be out there, right?” He eyed her, his eyes sardonic. “Because if you aren’t, you don’t want to think what Xena’s gonna do to you, right?”

			He sighed, shook his head. “Right. Okay, fine, right! I’m with you. I—Who’s that?” he demanded as the slender shaft of sunlight coming through the shop door was suddenly cut off.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			It was the scroll merchant himself, a little worse for the wear, who came slowly into the shop, eased into the shade between two long aisles of scroll paraphernalia, and slid bonelessly down the nearest shelves to sit, cross-legged, in mid-floor. He swore in what must have been his northern language, a nasty sounding mess of fricatives.

			Gabrielle hurried over to join him, sat knee to knee with him, and laid a hand against his cheek. A faint line of near-white beard prickled her fingers, and he smiled faintly.

			“I was sure you’d keep your promise and come to check or me, Gabrielle. Thank you. But it’s fine,” he added, and corner of his mouth attempted a smile. “They had no choice but to let me go, and leave my shop be—for the moment, that is.” He glanced up as Cydavia came over to join them, winced as his eyes met hers, then managed a smile in her direction.

			“I told Berdris to drop all mention of a charge,” she lid firmly. “The whole matter is between me and you, and me of his business. I wasn’t angry with you, merchant. My husband won’t do that again.”

			“I am delighted to hear it,” Peder replied wearily. He glanced up as his dark stick of an apprentice came out of the back room to stare at him curiously. The merchant stiffened, and Gabrielle slewed around to see the erstwhile son of Hermes peering over Samilos’s narrow shoulder. “Don’t you dare to steal anything, you sun-haired menace,” Peder ordered flatly. “Not so much as a fallen fragment of clay, or a rag of papyrus—”

			“What would I want with such nonsense?” Helarion demanded. “I don’t read or write, and I can’t see the point of either, as you well know. It keeps no one fed, after all.”

			“It keeps me fed,” Peder replied crisply.

			“Well, but I’ve sworn to you before not to take the least pebble from before your shop. Sir,” he added, and made the word sound almost like a curse.

			“I know you’ve said so,” Peder replied darkly. “And we both know I trust you as far as my chief god’s favorite son could hurl a hammer. That’s a long distance, before you ask.” He turned back to Gabrielle. “You shouldn’t have come out during the daylight, you know. In fact, I’d’ve thought you’d be long gone from Athens, you and Xena both.”

			“Well-l-l . . .” Gabrielle stretched the word out, and finally shrugged; her cheekbones were pink.

			The merchant smiled; the skin around his blue eyes crinkled. “You’re helping them—staying to help Kratos and his people, aren’t you? You know—I just knew you would, once you heard—”

			“We’re gonna try,” Gabrielle said and cast a meaningful glance in the direction of the apprentice. Peder nodded.

			“He’s all right. But! He should be working on those new filials for the order of scrolls the Academy placed, shouldn’t you, Samilos?” he added meaningfully. Samilos mumbled something and was gone. Helarion had vanished quietly sometime before, Gabrielle wasn’t exactly certain when. “I trust Samilos entirely,” the merchant said.

			“Well—all right,” Gabrielle replied. “I think you ought to know, Xena isn’t totally happy about all this. I mean—she’s helping, of course. Something—a mess like this, of course she’d help people like Kratos and his mother! But she’s not thrilled with the situation, so it wouldn’t hurt if you avoided her for the time being.”

			“I’ll avoid her,” the merchant said hastily.

			“I’m just trying to figure out, though,” Gabrielle went on, “why you aren’t doing something—anything!—to help Kratos and his mother and the rest of them. I mean, what if Xena and I hadn’t been here, what if we hadn’t been tossed into that cell, or her husband hadn’t made a complaint against you?”

			“Oh—that? It’s called fate,” Peder replied grandly, with a sudden return of the amused corner of his mouth that passed, in his condition, for a grin. “We were fated to meet, all three of us; the Noms planned it—”

			“You would never get the Fates interested in a mess like this,” Gabrielle said flatly. “Whatever you call your Fates, ours wouldn’t touch the current situation. They’d be laughing too hard about the irony of it.”

			“Nonsense,” he said, and waved a hand. “Three Noms, three Fates. And mine are just as amused by irony as yours, but that doesn’t mean they stay out of human affairs.”

			“Well, Xena isn’t amused at all, just now,” Gabrielle told him firmly. “Just—keep that in mind, will you? And, really, Peder, I want to know how come you aren’t helping Kratos and his mother. I mean, really, all those poor, desperate people—”

			“You see this shop?” the merchant broke in, and he waved both hands. “A poor thing but mine own—that’s a quote, by the way—and the way things are just now in Athens, I could lose it at any time, and wind up working my passage back to my uncle Erkkh’s longhouse. I’d rather not; the Phoenecians are kindly shipspersons, but there are others who believe in things like leg irons and whips. I’d be even less pleased to be dead of stupidity; the Valkyries would not only leave me here to rot, this far south, but they’d laugh at me—”

			“Later,” Cydavia broke in firmly, hands on her hips. “She asked why. That isn’t an answer.”

			“It is so an answer,” he replied, his voice vaguely resentful. “There is nothing I can do for those impoverished people but talk to the wrong people and get tossed back in that prison cell. Or die doing something stupid that would probably get half of them killed as well. I don’t know King Theseus and I certainly don’t know which of his huge household can be trusted. I don’t fight—I’m a scroll merchant, by all Valhalla! And you’ve met some of the king’s guards, you know what they’re like! I did what I could, I found them a fighter. Two fighters,” he added cautiously as Gabrielle gave him a sidelong look and gently cleared her throat. “I’m sorry if it doesn’t answer anything for you,” he said finally. “It’s how things are. You do what you can, with what you’ve got. That’s realistic.”

			“I— All right.” Gabrielle sighed and drove her fingers through her hair. “You’re right. And I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

			“When you hold a pen, everything looks like a scroll,” Peder replied.

			“Well—yeah. That’s right. Hey—like that; mind if I borrow it?” she asked.

			He smiled suddenly, that sly turning of the corners of his mouth that reminded Gabrielle of the statues she’d seen of satyrs, and brought his open hands gently together. “We’re even, then, I think,” he said.

			“Stop that,” Gabrielle said sternly, but she spoiled the effect moments later by laughing. “All right, you got me. Pay me back with some information, and we’ll truly be even. Who do you know in the guard, besides that awful Agrinon, who maybe isn’t being paid only by the king?”

			“Dirty guards, paid to look the other direction, you mean? More of them than any of us would like,” Peder replied thoughtfully. He shrugged finally. “There’s Agrinon, his usual partner Xedimal—but they’re so obvious I wonder the king himself hasn’t shoved them into a cell. Normally, Theseus walks the city, or rides about, keeping an ear on things, paying attention—real attention, mind you—to complaints, and actually seeing something’s done about such matters.”

			“I know. Everyone says.” Gabrielle sighed.

			“They’re right,” Cydavia put in. “It’s only the past half a moon-season that things have gone from unpleasant to unbearable.”

			“Fourteen days or so? Well—that’s something to know,” Gabrielle said.

			“Guards . . .” Peder had been mumbling to himself. He finally shrugged. “One or two in the palace, or so I’ve heard, but I don’t have names for you.”

			“Well—at least I know to be careful, then. Right?”

			“Careful,” he murmured, and eased stiffly to his feet. “You take care in that palace,” he warned. “It’s a Minotaur’s paradise, all long corridors and—”

			“I can guide her,” Cydavia said quietly.

			“Oh—oh. Yes. Well, then.” The merchant inclined his head in her direction, kissed Gabrielle’s thumb, and stumbled back toward the small chamber where his apprentice was grinding away at the day’s labor.

			
			A mere breath later, Helarion tapped Gabrielle’s shoulder; she gasped and Cydavia swore softly. The boy turned to stare at Gabrielle in wide-eyed astonishment. “You can’t let this woman take you in to see the queen,” he said flatly.

			“Oh?” Eyebrows raised, the woman in question challenged the thief.

			Gabrielle looked from Helarion to Cydavia and back, sighed quietly, and finally nodded. “As much as I hate to admit it—he’s right. Things go wrong, they always do. I call it the ‘that wasn’t supposed to happen’ problem: the moment when the things that aren’t supposed to go wrong do go wrong. Xena would flatten me like one of Peder’s little winged creatures if I let something bad happen to you.”

			“It won’t—” Cydavia began firmly, but Gabrielle was shaking her head and she held up a hand for silence.

			“I know. I always think that, too: of course, it won’t. Yeah, right. Helarion here has a stake in that neighborhood, and you don’t. And you have important things you want to do with your life, if you get the chance. You won’t if one of the wrong guards spots us and kills you, will you.”

			“I—” The woman hesitated, and fetched her breath with a little sigh.

			“Bruised hurts. Wounded hurts,” Gabrielle went on earnestly. “But dead is for always. And all of those things can happen so fast.” There was an uncomfortable little silence. “I’m sorry,” she said helplessly. “All I can say besides that is if there’s any chance I can do it, I’ll pass on a message to let Queen Melosa know you’d like to at least talk to her, maybe become one of her family. I’m sorry there may not be any way I can introduce you to Xena; I mean, you admire her and all that—but you know how it is, things are pretty hectic . . .”

			“I’d like to think I could have helped you,” Cydavia said softly. Her shoulders and her mouth drooped. Gabrielle patted her shoulder, then gave her a quick hug.

			“Well, but, you did. That second guard, remember?” Gabrielle smiled. Her red-haired companion returned it after a moment, then gripped her near hand; her face turned serious.

			“Send word to the scroll merchant, here, if you find you need me or my aid after all,” she said, then turned and left the shop.

			Silence followed, except for the sound of wood being sanded, amid an undercurrent of male voices. Gabrielle turned to gaze squarely at Helarion; reciprocating he eyed her in a seemingly candid fashion. “Remember,” she said finally, “that I chose your help instead of hers. If I chose wrong, I swear you’ll regret it.”

			“You terrify me,” Helarion replied dryly, and with a sharp nod of his head, he indicated the back chamber. He went; she followed. But just before the narrow entry to the little workroom, he shifted direction and eased between two high-piled shelves and into the open. Gabrielle stayed right on his heels. But once in open air again, he stopped so suddenly she slammed into his back. “See?” he added cheerfully. “I wager that merchantess wouldn’t have known about this way out, would she?”

			Gabrielle leveled a finger at his nose. “Do you say, ‘Greekess,’ too?” He grinned; she scowled. “Helarion. Don’t start with me, all right?”

			“Who, me?” he demanded, then shoved the finger aside and spun around to swiftly lead the way down a narrow, shadowed alley. Gabrielle glared at his back, but as he turned to gesture urgently, she hurried to catch up with him. I asked to meet him, on purpose, she told herself flatly. Bet his honored papa was laughing all the way down to Hades.

			Helarion stopped a few paces farther, and pointed along the dirt track between low, flat-roofed buildings. “See the loose bricks down there?” It took a moment for her eyes to adjust; she finally nodded. “There’s another baker’s—not as good as my Uncle Ukloss, but Eketeron will feed me anytime I like.” He pursed his lips. “And he likes a good tale, well told, so you won’t find it hard at all to earn your own bread, will you?”

			“Bread?” It seemed, suddenly, forever since that wonderful fruit-and-nut roll, and the crusty chunk of bread she’d eaten after. Her stomach growled, and Helarion grinned widely. Gabrielle gave him a sour look and a shove. “Go on. I can do that—even better, if you’re still alive to introduce me.”

			“You frighten me,” he said, and followed it with a chuckle as he headed toward the baker’s. Gabrielle cast up her eyes and swore evilly under her breath.

			
			Night: the sun had barely dropped behind the mountains when Helarion led her back up the alley. Gabrielle cast a worried glance over her shoulder, in what she thought might be the direction of Ukloss’s bakery, and whispered, “Xena, you be careful out there.”

			She and Helarion dodged down alleys and across busy streets, through one market, then across a crowded square, where a monk in a tattered loincloth exhorted violence against those who enforced poverty. Two guards stood nearby—she wasn’t certain whether they meant to arrest the monk once he said something sufficiently anti-Theseus, or if they were there to protect the man from the muttering listeners. Another alley, and then another, which snaked around so much she completely lost what little sense of direction she’d had to begin with. Helarion drew her to a halt at the end of it, and indicated direction with his chin.

			“Palace,” he whispered.

			“Oh, really?” she murmured sarcastically in reply. If there was ever an edifice that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else, this particular set of walls and buildings was it: the fabled palace of the kings of Athens, the glorious whited walls of legend. Gabrielle, to her astonishment, felt tears prickling at the corners of her eyes; she turned aside to blot them on her fingers. The boy wouldn’t understand; he’d laugh at her, if he saw.

			But when she did turn back, she could see his young face was solemn, and his jaw was firmly set. Not completely without a sense of history, or something like it. Even if he hasn’t any other kind of sense, she decided, and despite her better judgment, she warmed to him. A little.

			“We’ll stay here,” he whispered huskily. “Until full dark. All right with you?”

			She shrugged. “You’re the one leading me; I don’t know the area, and besides, I’m guarding your back, remember?”

			“Guarding . . . ?”

			“Your honored father will be on his way to Hades, won’t he?” Gabrielle replied sweetly. It was Helarion’s turn to cast up his eyes.

			
			Ukloss’s bakery was busy all day long, and crackling with news of the audacious jailbreak. Two guards arrived from the market jail, come to pick up the loaves and rolls for their prisoners, and—in low, excited voices—to add their own version of events to the soup of rumor that flowed through the city: “They say, Baker, the Trickster god himself came from his errands for Zeus and Hera, to open the cell. After all, who better to steal unsuspected through the night and to break open a lock with no violence and no sign—and scarcely anyone missing? There were forty-seven in that cell and still forty-four when we discovered the door, and all those sleeping as though the god himself had put a spell upon them.”

			“Well—” The baker sounded worried to her ears but he seemed to gather strength for whatever reason as he went on. “They say Hermes is not in favor of beings of any kind being caught within a cage, don’t they? I mean—only look at his path across the sky, unfettered by anyone’s rule!” A little silence; the guard began to laugh, and after a moment, the baker joined him.

			Xena, settled into a corner under the baker’s long counter, smiled grimly. Not everyone would believe that kind of nattering, including one of the guards, though the second sounded fairly awed. She decided the baker was only making polite noises. And, of course, he’d agree with anything that kept the king’s guardsmen from actively seeking out a very human rescuer, utilizing a very real key.

			No mention of who had escaped—the baker didn’t ask and the guards weren’t forthcoming with more information.

			Maybe she and Gabrielle stood a chance of helping these people after all.

			She shifted uncomfortably; hiding out in a baker’s in the midst of a city the size of Athens! I cannot believe I was persuaded into this. As the guards left, the baker murmured something to his son, who stepped away, then came back, a soft, sweet breadstick dangling from his fingers where Xena could reach it. She sniffed gingerly, then accepted the offering and bit it in half. Almost as good as those goodies she’d had every night while living in a king’s palace and posing as his daughter, Diana.

			The afternoon passed slowly; she listened to conversations, spoke with Ukloss or his son on the few occasions when the shop was empty. Now and again, she dozed, shoulders shoved against one rough wooden wall, feet braced against the other. Late in the day, there was a rush of customers who came to buy bread for their evening meal, then another long, quiet period. She heard Ukloss’s voice, high above her, a low murmur—she couldn’t catch the words, but a moment later, Kratos slid in under the counter next to her. Xena sat up a little straighter, shifted the sword scabbard away from her left shoulder, and gave the boy a smile.

			“Gabrielle spoke to the scroll merchant, and Helarion took her to safety for the day.” He was keeping something back, Xena thought—those sidelong glances from under thick lashes and the way he pursed the corners of his mouth.

			“She’s all right?”

			He nodded emphatically. “She’s fine. The sun set only a little while ago, and they left for the palace. They’ll probably be inside pretty soon, so I have to go back. I thought you’d want to know,” he added, with another of those sidelong looks.

			“That was nice of you,” she said and ruffled his hair. “If you get a chance to talk to her, tell her I said not to do anything foolish, and to stay out of fights.”

			“Ah—nothing foolish, no fights,” he said, then scrambled to his feet and ran off. Xena gazed at the place he’d been and sighed. Dinars to small coppers, Gabrielle had already found trouble out there somewhere. Behind her, she could hear the baker and his son once more, then the scraping of wood against wood, and the slam of a door.

			“Warrior—you can come out now,” Ukloss said softly. He stepped back as she uncoiled herself, stood, and stretched. “Brezakius and one or two of the other men will be here in a moment; you can talk to them, whatever you need to do.”

			“All right. You warned them not to speak of defying your so-called Protectors, didn’t’ you?”

			The baker shook his head. “I told ’em. But there isn’t a one of us who’d dare say boo to his neighbor just now, for fear it would get back to them, and they’d take it the wrong way.”

			“All right,” Xena replied calmly. She could only hope it was true: men like the baker and his friends seldom realized how difficult it was to keep a secret from men like Brisus—men like Brisus saw conspiracies against them under every rock, while men like the baker didn’t think in terms of conspiracy, and therefore didn’t watch their words closely enough. No point in mentioning that now; it would serve no purpose but to make Ukloss and his son nervous. She turned to give Adrik a hard-eyed look. “You found that wagon?”

			The look he gave her back wasn’t friendly but he nodded. “And the stablemaster says he’ll have it hooked to his best donkey; the beast is quiet and doesn’t balk like some. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

			“Near enough,” she said. “Ukloss, you’re certain about your own cart?”

			“It wasn’t in such good condition when they stole it from me,” he said. “Because there hadn’t been time for me or my son to grease the wheels in some time. Last time I saw it go by, the noise set my teeth on edge.”

			“Good,” Xena replied softly. “When’s their man go out?”

			“I told you—” Adrik began, but his father laid a hand on his shoulder, silencing him.

			“Not always every night, but most nights. I start the morning’s batters at full dark, to give them time to rise. Their man comes about then, on the nights he goes from town. He takes whatever loaves I still have, piles them in a basket, and shoves it in the back of my cart. So you’ll be able to hear and see him.” His eyes went vague and distant for a moment, then he crossed to the nearest shutter to peer skyward. “Matter of another hour at best,” he said. “He comes back with the cart piled high: food and goods—we try not to imagine too hard how the stuff came into their hands.”

			“An hour,” Xena murmured. “All right. That gives me just enough time to go fetch Argo—and for you,” she added to Adrik, “to get that donkey harnessed to the cart. Because when Brisus’s man goes out, we’re going to follow him.” Silence. She waited. “And we’re going to get your people back. Tonight.”

			
			For a long, tense moment, she thought the baker’s son was going to protest—and from the look in his eyes, he was. But the anger went from him all at once, and his shoulders slumped. “Warrior—you can’t! I mean, we can’t! They— There’s no safe place to—”

			“I think,” Xena said between clenched teeth, “that we agreed I was the one deciding the rules?” Adrik’s eyes kindled, but his father tugged at his arm and spoke against his ear urgently. “Good,” she said as neither man spoke again. “We can’t do anything against your Protectors until we find your people and get them to safety. We don’t need to have a fortress for them, just someplace they can hide for a day or so, until we remove the threat of your so-called Protectors.” She eyed both men sternly. “We tell no one else what Adrik and I are doing tonight, you got that?”

			Silence. The baker nodded timidly; Adrik gave her a harsh stare and demanded, “Why?”

			“Because the fewer of us who share the secret, the fewer there are who might give it away—not deliberately,” she added sharply as both men started and eyed her in sudden anger. “There are plenty of ways a secret can be broken, and the easiest is to share it. The three of us are the only ones who know—I’m not talking to Brisus, and neither of you are going to have the chance to say anything on purpose or accidentally, are you?”

			“Never mind, Adrik,” the baker said soothingly. “I understand what she means: people don’t mean to break a secret but it happens. Remember the picnic for your mother’s birthday last year, boy?”

			“I don’t— Oh.” The younger man considered this, then finally sighed, and let his eyelids sag shut. He nodded. “All right, warrior, you win. I’ll do as you say.”

			“Exactly as I say,” Xena corrected him gently. Another silence followed; the baker prodded his son in the ribs. Adrik nodded again. “Good. So—get me back to that stable, so we can be ready to follow when Brisus’s stooge heads out. Baker. You think of a place we can hide those people, once your son and I get them safely back here. Not long,” she added as he frowned and stared at his hands. “A day, two at most. The quicker we act, the more surprised Brisus will be.”

			
			An hour or so later, Xena crouched along the outer wall of the bakery, Adrik at her elbow, and listened to Brisus’s man—a sturdy fellow shorter than Gabrielle, with dark, close-cropped hair, opaque brown eyes, and an irritatingly reedy voice. “All right, Baker. You want to be sure your big friend’s son is still alive? Is the boy’s favorite toy a painted wooden serpent?”

			“I know it is, Mikkeli,” Ukloss said evenly. “I helped Brezakius paint the pieces so it would be done for the boy’s fifth birthday.”

			“You want the boy to see a sixth birthday, behave yourself,” Mikkeli replied flatly. He dragged the heavy basket of bread from the shop with the baker’s help, shoved it into the back of the cart, and tied it into place, then got onto the narrow, high seat. “Remember, you and your dirty kind are all dead, if we decide you are,” he said, and shook the reins. The ancient donkey ambled off amid a horrid screeching of wheels and groaning of joints.

			The baker was a dark shadow against darker walls. “Warrior?” His voice quavered, and she heard him swallow past a very dry throat.

			“Baker,” Xena replied softly. “It’s all right. This Mikkeli will never hear a thing until much too late. We’ll bring your people back, alive and unharmed.” She gripped his shoulder briefly, then swung onto Argo. Adrik patted his donkey, then clambered onto his own cart and clucked at the beast. Its ears twitched, once, but it obediently moved out, behind the warrior.

			Xena stayed close behind Mikkeli—near enough to keep the noisy, creaking cart in view, though it was seldom visible except as a dark moving blot against a darkish, empty street. Once outside Athens’s sprawl, she drew back to speak to Adrik. “All right. You can still hear him, right?”

			“Right,” the boy replied flatly.

			“You can see me, right?”

			“Ah—I can see you,” he said doubtfully. The moon was hidden behind clouds. Xena clapped him on the near arm.

			“Don’t worry. We’re on the main road, and he won’t leave it soon if I remember correctly. There’s nowhere he can drive that cart and keep it in one piece if he gets away from the road. But if he does, I’ll hold back so I can direct you the right way. Stay where you can hear him as well as you can now; don’t come closer, where he might hear you.”

			“Got it,” he said tersely, and dragged at the reins briefly. Xena gave the donkey an uncertain look, but it was truly a well-behaved beast. She stood in her stirrups, and relaxed again as the distant shriek of wood against wood assaulted her ears.

			They went in such fashion for at least an hour; the moon was a fingernail paring, casting little light across the empty road, and most of the time it was behind clouds. The noisy cart that had been the baker’s was loud enough to occasionally set the warrior’s teeth on edge, but never quiet enough to lose. Only once was she forced to drag Argo to a halt so the baker’s son could catch up and find the narrow track which dove between dry, aged oaks. The sea lay that way, she thought; a moment later a faint breath of wind, with the hint of salt and chill air, confirmed the nearness of the ocean. Adrik was mumbling under his breath just behind her, but at her sharp gesture, he was quiet once more. Ahead of them, the baker’s aged and ill-treated cart groaned and creaked on.

			Then there was sudden silence. Xena drew her mount to a halt. Adrik, warned by the lack of sound, dragged on the reins, fetching up next to her. She cast him a teeth-only grin, a white flash in the gloom, and murmured, “We’re near. Stay with me and keep quiet. Follow my lead.”

			“Yes,” he whispered tersely in reply, and with a sharp nod of his head, he eased from the seat to take the donkey by the harness and walk it down the road. Not as stupid as I’d have thought, Xena decided. Then again, it could have been his father they were coming to rescue; maybe he’d begun to realize that. “His friends, his family, his neighbors,” she whispered to herself, then shook her head. Whatever. Just maybe, he wasn’t going to be a liability.

			She could only hope.

			The cart ahead of them was suddenly quiet, but the donkey was braying and someone was shouting at it, someone else bellowing at the shouter to shut up. Other voices were abruptly silenced. Xena flipped her right leg across the saddle and slid from Argo’s back; she caught hold of Adrik’s shirt and murmured against his ear, “Chaos up there; we take advantage of it, right?”

			Silence followed, then a sudden dim smile. “Right,” he whispered. “What do I do?”

			“Tie the cart off, come with me.” She waited briefly while he wrapped the reins around a slender aspen, then stole along the narrow cart track. One building—no, two, she thought. Hard to tell. Several figures milled around, involved in some unseen activity. A reedy, irritating voice cut across her thoughts.

			“Hey—hey! Give me a moment, will you? There’s a basket of bread, plenty for all of you and—heh—a mouthful or so each for your labor force,” he finished with a nasty laugh.

			“Hey—labor force?” a jeering, even reedier voice answered him. “Like they’re doing anything for us to speak of?”

			“Better be,” Mikkeli replied flatly, “or they aren’t doing anything for anyone, remember? You gotta guard on ’em tonight?”

			“Guard? What for? They know what happens, they try to pull anything.”

			“Fine. Brisus said to remind you of that, no point wasting anyone’s time babysitting them.”

			“Yah!” Someone else was laughing so hard he could barely be understood. “Well, they know all right. Shoulda heard what Xenozik told ’em—” He was violently shushed by three men, and someone dragged him off his feet. “Hey!” he grumbled in a hurt-sounding voice as he yanked free and stumbled back into the building.

			Mikkeli laughed cheerfully. “Hey? Who cares? Just do what Brisus says and everything’s okay, right?”

			“Hey—hey, Mikkeli, don’t we do everything Brisus asks of us?” another man hastened to say. “I mean, he changes the rules alla time, but we try to keep up with him, don’t we? And we haven’t lost any of those guys over there yet, have we?”

			“Ahhh—forget that crud, Philosopher!” More laughter. “What you got to send back with me, so Brisus ain’t snarling at me on account I ain’t got him good stuff? Keeping in mind, the last four times I come out here, I ain’t got anything he thinks of as good?”

			“Brisus gonna be surprised this time,” the one Mikkeli called Philosopher replied cheerfully. “Got a couple of the bigger guys into that rich guy’s summer compound, down the road that way. Got the woman’s jewel baskets and one cache of coin.”

			“Just one cache?” Mikkeli jeered. “You know these rich pigs, they always got lotsa caches; they didn’t try hard enough. Or you didn’t.”

			“Hey—who you talkin’ to, Mikkeli?” another demanded. He sounded half-drunk.

			“I’m talking to you, every one of yas, straight from what Brisus told me,” Mikkeli responded. “You want him to come out here, tell you personal-like?” Uncomfortable silence. “Okay, then. Let’s get this bread in and maybe you can share some of what Knolio there has been drinking—if there’s any left, that is.”

			“Plenty left,” the Philosopher mumbled. “That was the other thing they found, was the wine cellar. Really big wine cellar.”

			Xena caught hold of Adrik’s arm and drew him back into deeper shadow as the men surged around the baker’s noisy cart and two of them hefted the large basket of bread from the back. When he was about to whisper something, she shook her head, laid a hand against his lips, and left it there until the men had gone inside and the door closed behind them. No light shone around the door, through openings of any kind—or between the boards. And the sounds of conversation and coarse laughter were so muted she couldn’t make out words at all.

			“Okay, fine,” she whispered close to his ear. “Keep it down. You heard, no guard on the other building. You go in there alone.” He started, and began to protest in a nervous whisper. She swore under her breath and shook his arm, hard. “Listen to me! They know you, they don’t know me! You tell them what you have to, no more, enough to get them quietly out of that hut and into the cart, so we can get them out of here. I’ll be at the door, listening; you need me, or there’s trouble with them,” she gestured toward the well-built, closed-up hut where Mikkeli and the others were eating and drinking, “and I’ll be right there. Make it quick and quiet, and there won’t be a problem. Got it?”

			For a long moment, she thought he was still going to protest, but finally he slumped in her grip and nodded. “Fine. Get going, I’m right behind you. Stay in shadow, much as you can,” she added, and, her hand still on his arm, she guided him out into the open area, where a little thin moonlight was casting shadow. He gave her a sour look, but went obediently. Xena slipped her sword loose in its scabbard, flexed her hands, and followed.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			To his credit, once Adrik found out he had no choice but to take charge of the ramshackle hut where his people were being held, he did a good job of things: Xena watched him vanish into the shaky little structure, and heard one very brief, very loud creak as his foot came down on a particularly bad place in the floor. There was an eerie silence during which she could almost feel his cautious, furtive movement across the floor. She guessed he was letting his eyes adjust, testing each step before he put full weight on it. She heard nothing for a very long moment. Then a low, bewildered voice reached her from well inside and she froze, but this was followed by an extremely low, hurried conversation she couldn’t hear. Xena finally nodded in satisfaction, then slid her boots carefully along the dangerous little pile of rotting boards that might once have served as a porch, eased down, and moved light-footed across dry, gravelly dirt to the next building, so she could press her ear against the outer wall and listen.

			Movement the other way—Adrik and a much larger man aiding someone small from the wretched hut. A breeze that was right off the ocean slid across her shoulders and moaned through the broken walls and sagging doorway of the hut. Her skin prickled. It was cool at the moment—rather pleasant. By morning, it would be downright chilly. And not two blankets among all of ’em, I’d wager, she thought angrily.

			Her eyes narrowed and she leaned against the wall of the headquarters building. The shutters here had been recently replaced; she could smell fresh-cut wood, as well as the faint, pungent odor of a wood fire inside. All the comforts of home, in there. She glanced over her shoulder; Adrik had just stepped inside once more, and the larger man cast her a brief glance, then nodded sharply as he followed Adrik into shadow. A board creaked sharply, and was silenced almost at once. The big man came out a scant moment later with a small child draped across his shoulder, skinny arms dangling loosely and head lolling—still asleep, apparently. Adrik was right on his heels, someone even smaller cradled in his arms. Behind them, two ragged, exhausted-looking men tottered down the rough steps, half-carrying a third.

			Harsh, loud laughter brought her attention back to the main building. The three men froze, pale faces turned her way. She waved them urgently toward the wagon, then pressed her ear against the tightly fastened shutter. “Not bad stuff, Philosopher!” That was Mikkeli’s reedy voice, hard to mistake for anyone else’s—and probably the only one she’d be able to hear at the moment. Much more wine in him, though, and she wouldn’t be able to understand his words. “Gimme another, and don’t be so stingy! Brisus don’t gotta know how much they hauled outa that estate for you, does he?” More laughter.

			She straightened, looked along the wall one way and then the other. What she wouldn’t have given, just now, for a better place to listen, where she could hear more than Mikkeli’s slurred, reedy speech. Adrik stole close, gestured toward the hut, and leaned close to her, to breathe against her ear: “All but seven out of there—but the cart’s packed.”

			“You can’t get the rest in somehow?” She eased away from the wall, pulling him with her, stopped in deep shade next to the sagging wall of the prison hut, and whispered, “Try, will you? Better if that thug heads back to Athens tonight not suspecting anything. If we have to take his cart, and—well, guess.”

			He sighed, very faintly, but finally nodded. “I understand. But the donkey won’t pull much more weight— Well, we’ll try.” Xena gave him a small shove between the shoulder blades, and indicated the interior of the other building with a sharp jerk of her head. He nodded again, eased away from her, and took a child from the large man who’d just come out. She stepped back to her original listening post.

			“Hey—hey! You guys think you’re bored here, try the city!” Mikkeli was shouting over a babble of angry yelling. “I mean, we don’t do nothing Brisus don’t okay, even if the Protectors say it’s all right to do whatever we want, ya know? I mean, no women! Not . . . even . . . one! And hardly any wine, and we can’t even lift a purse ourselves or smack someone around just for fun! Why? Whadya mean, why, Knolio? You got wine where your brains used ta be! ’Cause Brisus don’t want nobody having fun, that’s why! He’s got a mean little mouth on him; he don’t drink or party with the girls or nothing! I swear, all he thinks about is profit!” Someone else spoke earnestly, then Mikkeli continued. “Okay, awright! I know what he tells us is he don’t want the king’s honest guard should catch on too soon. But that’s stupid, who cares about them? We got the king under control; his men get outa line, we flatten ’em like flies, right?”

			The Philosopher’s voice was raised, briefly, so she could hear a few words. “. . . easier if the city runs as it normally does . . .”

			“Philosopher, who cares about that? I mean, lookit this pretty bronze thing I got, fits over all the knuckles of your favorite fist—bought ’em back when—can’t remember!” he added in surprise. “But I spent the coin on the bronze thingies instead of drink, and why? So’s I could take out punk types like those snooty, better’n’you guards! Or those snotty, better’n’you Athenians with their posh chariots and sniffy ‘we got stuff and you don’t’ attitude—and now, all of a sudden, Brisus says, don’t mess with ’em! Oh, right! What’s that about? Yous guys outside the city got— Hades, you got wine, got goodies from estates like that one yonder, the one you just pillaged; you got people who aren’t snooty like the city types. Hey, you even got women!”

			“Like Hades we got women!” someone bellowed in reply. Knolio, she thought. He sounded as if he couldn’t even stand at this point. “Where we get any women that Brisus don’t hear about it, or the king don’t? We ain’t that much better off’n you, Mikkeli! Food’s lousy most of the time, and last time we had wine was . . . was . . .”

			Mikkeli’s high-pitched laugh interrupted him. “Women! Ya know? Those things?” Laughter interrupted him. Xena’s eyes narrowed, and a corner of her mouth twitched. “Hey, you got a couple-three okay women out in that hut over there!”

			“Mikkeli, Brisus said—”

			“Brisus can jump off a tower!” Mikkeli shouted the Philosopher down. “A really tall one! I ain’t so dumb, I know how to have fun and get the lady to keep her mouth shut about it, too!” More laughter. “Wanna see?”

			She heard voices, a muted scrape and thump—a chair or bench going over, it sounded like—then the clomp of heavy booted feet, and Mikkeli’s voice at the door. “All right—but remember, it was my idea first! Yous all know what that means, right?”

			Light flared as the door opened, and loud laughter and coarse remarks from half a dozen men, well on their way to being seriously drunk, assaulted her ears. “That’s right, mine first,” he shouted. “My idea, so my woman! You wanna play after me, you draw lots!” Adrik stood frozen in the doorway of the disheveled little hut, his arm around a tattered, thin wreck of a grandmother; she leaned against him, breathing heavily, her eyes closed. Xena gestured furiously for him to retreat; he licked his lips, bent down to speak to his companion, and dragged her swiftly and silently back out of sight. The warrior had one brief view of a pale, deeply seamed oval face, frightened eyes, and sagging lips.

			Great. She could only hope the other man, wherever he was, was smart enough to stay out of the light, and out of Mikkeli’s sight.

			As for Mikkeli—he was weaving a little but his eyes glittered unpleasantly in fire- and lamplight, and with a flash of teeth, he dragged the door to with a healthy slam. He drew a deep breath of night air, coughed a little, then eased himself down the two shallow steps, and, whistling in a would-be casual fashion, started down the short, narrow path that would take him to the second hut. At the edge of the porch his foot hit a broken board and he nearly fell; clinging to the creaking rail, he swore under his breath, then straightened up and swaggered across the threshold. “Yoo-hoo,” he chirped. “Papa’s here. Let’s play house.”

			He staggered a few steps into the room, and stopped short as a tall figure loomed up before him, a hand against his chest. Xena laughed low in her throat, gave him a flash of teeth, and then kneed him hard between the legs. The air whistled out of his lungs and with a pained groan he slowly began to topple. “I got a better idea. Let’s play nap!” she murmured, and brought the edge of her right hand savagely down on the back of his neck. Dust rose in a cloud from the filthy floor and a board cracked as Mikkeli landed hard. She nudged him with her foot—out cold. “You go first,” she added evenly, then turned to face the interior of the hut. It reeked; without the wind whistling through broken wall boards and up through the floor, the smell of unwashed bodies, fever, and sickness must have been unbearable. It still couldn’t be called pleasant. “Adrik,” she hissed. “Get the rest of them out of here, fast as you can. Use the second cart, it’s okay.”

			“But . . . but you said—I mean, they’ll know!”

			“This nasty little drunken sot at my feet says they’ll know anyway. They’ve been drinking hard, but they’ll miss him pretty quick.” The limp Mikkeli moaned very faintly, but as she nudged him with her boot, he slid from the middle of the floor, and once she had him out of the way, she kicked him. Hard. “Time to go.”

			“I won’t do it alone—” Adrik began warily.

			“I’m gonna help, all right,” she replied grimly. She stopped, laid a hand on his arm, and tightened it when he would have spoken again.

			Outside, there was light once more and the Philosopher’s voice as the man opened the other door and yelled into the night, “Hey, Mikkeli! Ya didn’t say nothin’ about keeping the women to yourself out there! What, your nose not working or you just like a big audience?” Someone behind him jeered derisively—she couldn’t make out the words. The Philosopher snarled something in reply, then shouted, “All right, Mikkeli, you don’t come back in here time I finish this cup of high-class wine, I’m comin’ out! We all are! Got it?”

			Adrik, his arm still around the limp woman, stared up at the warrior anxiously. Xena smiled unpleasantly. The light in the ugly little wreck of a room went as the door on the other building slammed echoingly. “I’m gonna help. But not the kind of help you have in mind. Get them out to the cart, and get a couple of these people to locate all the horses they’ve got, and get ’em tied to the carts. These low-lifes want back in Athens, they walk.” Her fingers dug into his shoulder and he gasped. “Do it now,” she hissed, then spun on one heel and strode into the open.

			
			There was moon again: a break in the clouds, she saw as she glanced up. Just enough to let her reach the steps, and then the door, in complete quiet. The latch wasn’t hooked; probably the Philosopher didn’t expect anyone but Mikkeli to push it open. She smiled faintly, eased the door inward the least bit, and stood listening. Adrik went back and forth twice with people from the little hut; two of the larger and apparently less weakened men carried others out. Finally, the baker’s son indicated the hut and spread his arms in a slashing gesture: No one left inside, she supposed he must mean. The two large men spoke with him for some moments, then all three slipped around the ocean side of the dilapidated hut and vanished. Gone to retrieve the horses, or so she hoped.

			Inside, there wasn’t much going on at the moment: the muted clink of cups, someone hiccupping now and again. Knolio, she remembered, and long memory put a face to the name: he’d been one of Draco’s or one of hers, until some village or other had given him nightmares, and set him to drinking hard. Mine. She remembered all too clearly, suddenly: the private killing spree that had pushed him over the edge, why she’d sent little Mannius to sneak him out of camp. From the sounds of things, he’d been trying to lose himself in a wine jug ever since.

			She shook her head. Knolio wasn’t her problem; he’d made his own problems, and his own living version of Hades because of them. The people he was keeping imprisoned here—that’s your problem, Xena, she reminded herself grimly. Knolio had chosen the wrong side once again. Too bad.

			Someone else spoke in such a soft, slurred voice, all she could catch was “Mikkeli.” Coarse laughter buried the rest of it. Her eyes narrowed; the fingers of her left hand moved to ease the chakra loose.

			Movement seaward: Adrik stood in the thin moonlight, his left hand jabbing in an exaggerated fashion toward the rear of the hut. He nodded several times, then plunged out of sight once more. Xena cast her eyes up. Shoulda come up with basic signs; I guess he means they got the horses and they’re bringing them, and he’s gone back to help.

			It had better be just that, she decided a bare moment later: the Philosopher’s voice had caught her attention. “Hey! What’s he doin’ out there?” Jeers, catcalls, and hiccupping laughter answered him. “Shaddup! Ya—you all know what I mean! Told him, finish the cup, then we head out and help him—and lookit, aren’t I a generous kinda guy? I finished that cup, then had another, nice and leisurely, and he still ain’t in here! Think we oughta—that we better—”

			Xena straightened, squared her shoulders, then took the small step that placed her squarely in front of the door; a kick sent it slamming against the inner wall, and she was inside before it could rebound into the frame. “Don’t worry,” she said with a dangerous smile. “There’s plenty for everyone.” Six men stood—or tried to stand—and stared blankly at her. A seventh—Knolio, though she could barely recognize the man she’d known in the wreck she saw—was making distressed little sounds and trying to right the wine jug. He hiccupped and the jug jerked out of his hands to roll across the table and smash on the floor. Moaning, he fell heavily to his knees and went after the pieces.

			Another of them, a tall, slit-eyed fellow who reminded her unpleasantly of the Egyptian back on Ithaca, shoved his way to the fore. An even taller, gray-haired fellow in a long, wine-stained tunic that might once have been white, murmured at him, “Clopateros, wait, let me.”

			Clopateros shoved thug-class tatters and remnants of broken, ill-cared-for, and downright filthy fighting garb away from the hilt of his sword with one hand and pointed at the warrior, rather unsteadily, with his other. “I know who you are!” he snarled. “Brisus tol’—Brisus told us all about you!” The Philosopher stared at him in turn. “That’s Xena! He said, she shows up, don’t you listen to her, anything she says ’bout bein’ one of us, ’cause she ain’t. Ain’t one of us, I mean. She’s here for them guys!” he added as he flailed out with his left arm to indicate the other hut. His elbow caught one of his companions in the belly; the man choked and fell back into the wall, then slid limply down it.

			“Them guys? Oh, no,” Xena purred. “I’m here for the babies and the women, too.” Stunned silence. “And I’m gonna leave you a little advice, in payment for all of those impoverished Athenians. You fellows had better leave Brisus and his bottom-line, profit-only way of thinking, before it costs you plenty. Like breath.”

			“You can’t kill us all!” One of those who’d been knocked flat was climbing cautiously back to his feet. The Philosopher held up a hand for silence.

			“Ah—Nelos, if this is really Xena, though I wouldn’t bet coin on that, she quite likely can do just what she says. But if you’re really Xena,” he addressed her directly, “then you know Brisus makes a bad enemy.”

			“You’re assuming he’s going to survive this latest scheme, aren’t you?” she asked evenly.

			“And—you don’t kill people anymore, everyone knows that,” the Philosopher countered. His smile and his eyes were smug.

			“Don’t wager on that. I don’t kill people unless I have to.” She smiled unpleasantly and flexed her hands. Three of the men retreated, stumbling over their fallen companion. “But it might not be my decision; Athens isn’t my city.”

			“You think their king’s gonna take Brisus out?” Nelos jeered. “Guess you don’t know what’s happening in Athens after all, do you?”

			“I know enough,” she countered. “And I’ve got friends who know more. But that doesn’t concern you. The people I just pulled out of the pigsty next door do. And that two-footed vermin I left in there. Way I figure it, you owe those folks.”

			“Yah.” Nelos spat, drew his dagger, and started for her. “Who’s gonna make all of us pay—you?”

			She took one long step forward, slapped his dagger aside with her own, caught him up by his greasy leathers, and smacked his face three times, hard, then released him. Two of the fallen drunks who’d just tottered back to their feet went down again, under Nelos. The Philosopher shouted a warning, went into a crouch, and drew his sword as two of his companions eased around him on both sides, hoping to catch the warrior in a pincer maneuver.

			As Xena watched them come, she seemed relaxed, even bored. But to the careful observer she was alert, thrumming like a bowstring, alive to every movement of the men surrounding her, from the sound of their sandals as they shuffled nervously across the floor, to the murky smell of their sweat, to the taste of their fear. Suddenly one of them feinted, and the other lunged, his hands clumsily scrambling for her throat.

			Xena dodged to the side and, grabbing the man’s wrist, yanked his arm behind his back, twisting until she heard a loud pop. The man began to scream. His comrade, the other half of the pincer movement, dashed forward, more in an effort to escape than anything else, but Xena gripped his shoulder as he went past and drove her knee into his stomach. His eyes bulged and he made a sound like a fish that wasn’t quite dead.

			Near the stone fireplace, three men, including Nelos, staggered upright, but the Philosopher was already moving to attack, his short, heavy sword held low and with something like professionalism. Xena waited until he entered the first posture of attack, and then somersaulted forward, trapped the blade between her thighs, and easily vaulted back to her feet, plucking the sword from the man’s hand. Releasing the weapon, she offered it, pommel-first, to the stunned Philosopher.

			“You dropped something.”

			As he pounced on the blade, she spun, swinging her leg around in a heavy, vicious arc; the round kick knocked him to the floor.

			Xena turned back to Nelos and the two others: one was fumbling an arrow into his bow, while his companion tried to wield his dagger and stand up at the same time. Nelos was probably the best off; he had successfully drawn his sword and was furtively moving down the wall toward her. Xena uttered her trilling, unnerving war cry—deafening in such small quarters—and then ran straight at the two men.

			Thinking they were being attacked head-on, both flew into a panic. One released his arrow too early; it passed harmlessly by Xena and thudded into the wall next to Nelos, piercing his shirt and pinning him there. Oblivious to all this, the one with the dagger managed only to cut himself a little before he finally had the weapon pointed in the warrior’s direction.

			But to their surprise, Xena ran between them, then up the wall behind them. At the height of her momentum, she reached down and placed a hand on each of her attackers’ head, and then pushed off with her legs. Bringing her feet over her head and pushing off of their handy skulls, Xena began to sling her long, muscular body across the room. This maneuver was one of the most difficult; her abilities were stretched as far as they ever had been, the hard, slender muscles in her arms weeping with the strain. Nevertheless, she couldn’t resist grinning at the shocked looks on the faces of the two men as she smashed their heads together, sending them into unconsciousness.

			Now to finish it. Looking down the length of her body, she could see Nelos, struggling to get free of the arrow’s grasp. He should have tried harder. Her feet struck him first, and then the full weight and force behind Xena’s deadly acrobatics exploded across his chest. Just weight now, he sagged against the arrow; the shirt ripped finally, and he tumbled to the floor. Landing lightly, Xena bent over and checked his pulse. He still had one.

			On the far side of the table, Knolio hiccupped and began to whimper; Xena could see him, crawling from cup to cup, setting them carefully upright, fumbling across the floor for fragments of the jug that still contained wine. She ignored him; he was too drunk to notice the fight raging all around him, let alone contribute to it.

			The Philosopher was on his feet once more, pushing away from the door, trying to fumble a dagger from beneath his tunic, when the door burst open, sending him flying. Xena sidestepped him easily, gave him a shove with her foot. Mikkeli stood in the doorway, dagger in his left hand, bronze device fitted over his knuckles. An evil smile split his dark face and glittered in his eyes.

			“Got me by surprise,” he said. “That only works once.”

			“So—who needs surprise?” Xena murmured. “Come on, big guy, I’m really scared!” she added throatily. The little man’s eyes were suddenly wide and all pupil; he shifted the dagger deftly from left to right, back again. The warrior laughed, spread her arms wide, then strode forward to rake the dagger from midair as he sought to flip it again. She shrugged in mild amusement as he swore furiously, and clamped down on his right wrist. Mikkeli yelped angrily, then more shrilly as Xena snatched the bronze knuckle device away from him. She gave him a teeth-only smile, clutched at his close-cropped hair, and slammed the knobby bit of bronze into his forehead, hard. His eyes rolled up and he sagged. She let go, and watched expressionlessly as he went flat on the neatly planked floor.

			There was movement behind her; Knolio was still whimpering over spilled wine, trying to rescue what he could, but off to one side, the Philosopher, eyes narrowed, was licking his lips, visibly trying to figure out how to sidestep her and win his way free of the small, well-constructed hut.

			The warrior flexed her hands and smiled at him. The Philosopher froze, then straightened and spread his arms wide. “I’m unarmed,” he said calmly. “And I don’t want to fight you.”

			“Maybe that’s not your choice,” she replied.

			“I understand that. I would like to offer a proposition, however. That poor man,” a cautious gesture indicated Knolio, “was one of yours, if I’ve understood his story correctly.”

			“He was. I did what I could for him; the rest was up to him.”

			“I’ve done what I could for him, too—”

			She laughed sourly, and he bit his lip. “What?” she asked. “Getting him in with Brisus? Seeing he gets enough wine and women?”

			“Look at him,” the Philosopher said. “This is the first wine he’s had in months. I’d have kept him away from that estate if I’d known he’d find it—well, that’s past, too late. It doesn’t do good things for me, either.”

			“I noticed.” Silence. Someone groaned against the far wall, and outside, she could hear soft voices and a horse whickering.

			“A proposition,” he said finally. “Let me take Knolio with me, now. We’ll take the coin and jewels, return them to that estate, and I’ll try to get Knolio somewhere he won’t get into trouble anymore.” Another silence. “You owe him that, warrior.”

			“I don’t. Not the way you mean. And I don’t know that I trust you with all that wealth—”

			“You have your hands full: those people, Brisus, the men he’s suborned in the palace, and the guard.” The Philosopher folded his arms. “We don’t return it, the owner of that estate will be no worse off than he is right now. I’d give you my word, sober, but I doubt you’d take it.”

			She held up a hand. “Shut up a minute, and let me think. “ Off to one side, Mikkeli began mumbling under his breath; she sidestepped and kicked him hard, and he went limp and quiet again. The Philosopher closed his eyes and bit his lip, then backed away and squatted down next to Knolio and began talking to him, very softly. Xena finally sighed heavily. “All right. And I have a suggestion. You know a guy named Mannius?” The Philosopher shook his head, but Knolio looked up, a frown drawing his brows together.

			“Hey—hey, it’s Xena!” He looked at the floor in surprise, as though wondering how he’d gotten there, then caught hold of one of the fallen chairs and began to laboriously work his way upright. “Hey, Xena, how ya doing these days?” He hiccupped, then blushed as the warrior cast up her eyes. He swayed in place, until the Philosopher caught hold of his shirt and held him steady. Knolio didn’t seem to notice. “Ya look good. Ain’t seen you in . . . in . . .”

			“Been a long time, Knolio,” Xena said softly. “But you don’t look good at all. You picked the wrong kind of friends again, didn’t you?”

			“I was just— I— Brisus just came along and he—”

			“Yeah, I know. Never mind. Knolio, I’m going to let you off easy this time, but you’re going to have to promise me something in return. Okay?” She folded her arms and waited. He gave this serious consideration, and finally nodded gravely.

			“Anything—anything for you, Xena. Swear!”

			“All right. Your friend the Philosopher here says he’ll go with you, you two will return the money and jewels you took from that house—”

			“Not the wine!” Knolio protested thickly.

			“No, not the wine. You’re going to walk away from the wine, Knolio, leave it all here. It isn’t good for you.”

			“Aw!”

			“You’re going to do it, Knolio,” Xena said flatly. The drunk eyed her glassily, swayed back into his companion, and bit his lip. “Because you start drinking that stuff, you forget how to take care of yourself, you start hanging out with guys like Mikkeli. I don’t want to find you with guys like this again.” She waited.

			“Okay,” he finally managed to say, unhappily.

			“Good. You’re going to return the stuff you helped steal, and then you’re going to leave Athens. Tonight. Right away, and for good. You’ll head for Thebes, up the coast road.” Her eyes shifted to the Philosopher, who nodded. “Mannius is up there, taking care of a cyclops—”

			The Philosopher started and nearly dropped his companion. “Cyclops? You don’t take care of—”

			“This one’s blind and he prefers mutton to man, these days.” She touched the drunk’s shoulder, rousing him from a half sleep where he stood. “Knolio, you’d like to see Mannius again, wouldn’t you?”

			“Mannius—he’s my friend. Where’s Mannius?” Knolio peered around doubtfully.

			“Not here. You’ll go find him, help him out. Philosopher, you’ll like this cyclops. And if you and he run out of things to talk about, there’s always the Sphinx.”

			“Sphinx! But they—she eats—”

			“She likes to talk more than she likes to eat. It’s better than staying here, don’t you think?”

			The Philosopher gazed at her for a very long moment, then beyond her. He shook himself finally. “We could go anywhere once we leave here, you wouldn’t know.”

			“Or care, at least in your case,” she agreed. A corner of her mouth twisted as she looked at the swaying man between them. “I’m doing this for him, and he needs a keeper just now. Take my suggestion, for his sake, why don’t you? And yours.”

			“The pastoral life,” he said gloomily, and brushed at his stained robes. “I left my father’s goat pens for the city—”

			“And look where it got you,” Xena said. She glanced over her shoulder as a board creaked behind her. Adrik stood there, shifting from foot to foot. She turned back to the Philosopher. “Where’s the bread?” she demanded. The Philosopher pointed—a large larder box attached to the wall near the fireplace held a basket, still piled high. She pulled a double handful of loaves from it, and shoved them into the tall man’s arms. “Here. That’s to make sure he stays fed. If I were you, I’d get him out of here right now, before they start waking up.” She hauled the basket out of its box, brought it outside, and shoved it into Adrik’s arms. “Pass those around, and get the wagons started out, now. I’m right behind you.”

			“Hey, Xena.” Knolio straightened up and managed a shaky smile. “I’m glad I got to see ya again.”

			“Knolio.” She gripped his shoulder, and held her breath as he coughed, expelling a cloud of sour wine smell. “Let’s not meet again like this, okay?” The hand tightened and he winced. “Because if there is a next time like this, I’ll break your head, I swear it.”

			He gave her the same wide-eyed look young Kratos had. “Xena, I swear—”

			“Don’t swear, Knolio. Just do it, okay?” Her eyes moved to the Philosopher. “Grab whatever else you need, and get going. Now.”

			“All I have to grab is him,” the Philosopher replied evenly. But he fished a leather pack from a pile in one corner, shoved two small baskets into the bottom of it, then dropped the bread in on top of the baskets and hauled the straps across his head. He took hold of the swaying Knolio then and led him outside. “Come on, my friend,” he said soothingly, “little fresh air, little bread, you and I take a nice long walk, all right?”

			“Sure.” The drunk seemed to have forgotten the eventful evening—he didn’t even seem to recognize Xena. She shook her head and stepped onto the path, where it wound beneath a stand of wind-bent oak, to watch as they vanished northward.

			
			The baker’s cart was already gone; Adrik, his cart now full of exhausted, gaunt people, was waiting for her by the rear wheel. “We can catch up to my father’s cart anytime,” he said. “I know what you told Father, but I think it’s a bad idea, taking these people anywhere near Brisus. He might be waiting at the bakery, or his men might. And you said quiet . . .” His voice trailed off.

			“Using your brains, I like that,” she said. Momentary silence followed. “Back to the stable, where we started, then, how’s that?” A woman’s nervous voice rose in protest; it was as suddenly buried by half a dozen other people, all speaking at once. “Wait!” Xena said loudly. “I’ll explain, if you’ll listen! We rescued you tonight so none of you would have to suffer out here one more minute. But we haven’t cleaned up in the city yet, so you can’t just go home; that could be dangerous for everyone. We’ll get you home as soon as possible, believe that, and your people will know right away in the morning that you’re safe! Now, we’ve got to get out of here, right away, so please, stay calm; we won’t let anything else happen to you. There’s plenty of bread, and we’ll stop for water very soon. And we’ll get you someplace warm as quickly as we can.”

			“Stables first,” Adrik said in the sudden silence. “Then to Netteron—there’ll be time before dawn, if we go now.”

			“Netteron,” Xena said. “Man who’s hiding Kratos’s mother?” He nodded. “Has room for all these people?” Another nod. “Who is this Netteron?”

			“Priest,” Adrik replied. “Keeps the temple for Hermes.”

			“Hermes,” Xena said darkly as she swung onto Argo. There was entirely too much of the gods’ favorite trickster in all this for her tastes.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			Full dark descended rather quickly on Athens; the sky had been cloudy off and on most of the afternoon, but as the sun dipped behind the western hills, fat clouds in a heavy mass rolled off the ocean, bringing cool air and a hint of fog. Gabrielle wrapped Elyseba’s thick scarf around her arms and tried to find a more comfortable way to sit in the sheltered little corner between a stable and a leather finisher’s buildings. At least this close to the palace, the shops and stands are clean, she reminded herself. All she could smell here was warm animals and fresh hay, now and again interlaced with the lanolin used in good wax. And now the smell of the ripe, heavy peaches Helarion had just brought to go with the cold and tough-crusted bread left over from the baker’s blotted out everything else.

			He held out two of the large fruits so she could choose first; Gabrielle rubbed hers on her sleeve then paused, peach halfway to her lips. “You paid for these, right? With that coin I gave you?” she whispered. He rolled his eyes, fished in his pocket, and wordlessly held out a small copper. “Wow, that’s all that’s left? Two cost that much?”

			“Doesn’t anything satisfy you?” he grumbled. He dropped the copper in her hand; she shoved it back into his pocket.

			“This will,” she said, and settled back to enjoy her peach. Helarion finished his in half a dozen quick bites, then turned so he could watch the street and the sky. Gabrielle had already checked the sky; it was darker but not dark enough yet, and according to Helarion, dinner in the palace was served later than most people ate anyway.

			She inhaled, and sighed happily. Either the boy or the stall owner had picked out one of the best pieces of fruit she’d eaten in a long time. I hope he really did buy them. The copper could have just been— She shook her head. She could drive herself crazy, trying to second-guess Helarion. She wiped juice from the corner of her mouth, finished the bread, and stretched, hard. “Everything all right, out there?”

			“It’s been better,” he mumbled, then glanced at her sidelong. Gabrielle’s eyebrows went up, and he blushed. “I mean—not you or her. It was just—there’s guards everywhere this evening, it took forever to get where I wanted to be, half the people who usually tell me things wouldn’t talk because they were afraid the guards might see me with them. Poor old Mama Omoria.” He sighed. “Her peaches,” he added by way of explanation. “I’ll have to pretend to steal something from her, if your friend’s plan doesn’t work. Otherwise Agrinon will think she’s my friend and have her tossed in that cell as a way to get to me.”

			“That won’t happen—” Gabrielle began automatically. He gave her a sardonic look, then turned back to study the street. “All right, I said it myself, stuff happens you don’t want to happen. But not when Xena says she’s gonna fix it.”

			“She’s really that good, is she?”

			“Better. I told your cousin, she doesn’t make promises she doesn’t intend to keep. And she’s a hero— Don’t look at me like that,” she added in irritation. “You’d think you’d never heard of them!”

			“Our king is supposed to be a hero, too, and look at Athens,” Helarion countered sourly.

			“But Theseus is a hero,” Gabrielle said. “I mean, you ever hear any of the stories about him? How he saved Athens’s best young men and women from the Minotaur?”

			“I’ve heard the story,” he replied.

			“Well, it just happens to be true. And—and he was on the hunt for the Caledonian boar. I know that’s true because Atalanta has the boar’s hide and she said he was there. And besides,” she added, “yes, look at Athens! You’ve got some bad problems right now, but how long has that been going on? And how bad was it before that?” Silence. He glanced at her sidelong, then turned back to gaze at the sky. “And, I mean, you know how many cities there are where the people get to decide a lot of what goes on, and the king says; sure, that’s what the most of you want, fine with me?” Another silence. She waited; he shrugged, his back to her. He was getting hard to see, in the gathering gloom, she suddenly realized. “None, that’s how many. How much longer we gotta stay here?”

			“Not long. Just— Ssst!” He came to his feet in one lithe movement. Gabrielle got up a little stiffly and shifted the staff to her right hand, but it was only Kratos, a little out of breath from running. He slipped past his cousin and leaned briefly against Gabrielle.

			“Xena’s going with Adrik and a cart, to find our people and bring them back.”

			Helarion frowned. “Already? Isn’t that—”

			“If she’s doing it that way, she has it planned out,” Gabrielle broke in. “And I meant what I said, she doesn’t make plans that fall apart.”

			“I was thinking of Adrik,” the thief grumbled. “He can’t do anything but complain.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle said pointedly. “Sounds like someone I’ve spent the whole day with.” Helarion turned to give her a narrow-eyed look, but the corner of his mouth twitched and he started laughing. Kratos tugged at his shirt.

			“They’re putting the tray together for the queen right now,” he said. “And the cooks are getting food ready for the servants and the guard hall.”

			“And how do you know that?” Helarion demanded. “I thought you weren’t going onto the palace grounds alone!”

			“I never promised. And you needed to know that, right? And I thought, if I got caught, the cooks would just yell at me, but you—”

			“And if you got caught, little cousin, how’d we have known the meal was almost ready if you couldn’t come back to tell us?”

			Kratos’s brows drew together. Gabrielle stepped between the two. “Okay, that’s all settled, guess we’d better get moving, hadn’t we?”

			Helarion sighed heavily and let his head fall back so he could address the sky. “I wish someone would tell me what I did to deserve this?” No answer, of course. He sighed again, moved quietly forward to eye the street, then slid into the open, his left hand gesturing urgently for the others to join him. Gabrielle gave Kratos a quick hug, and followed.

			Xena wouldn’t like it, knowing he’s with us tonight, and his mother would probably have fits. Rightly so. The boy was of an age to be attending one of the free open-air schools King Theseus had brought about—learning to cast verse in iambic pentameter instead of how to separate a merchant and his purse. I sent that merchant woman—Cydavia?—yeah, her—sent her away so she wouldn’t get into trouble. Hurt feelings are better than wounded or dead or in prison, after all. She drew a steadying breath and turned to Kratos—he wasn’t there. She looked all around: deserted street, quiet everywhere except for the occasional clatter of plates or low-voiced conversation inside one of the shuttered houses.

			Helarion was four or five paces ahead of her, his back close to a low wall separating the street from several old, well-kept houses. His head moved continuously, watching for any sign of trouble. Kratos was right next to him—the boy’d somehow gone around her and on up the street, and she hadn’t seen or heard him. “Leave it be,” she whispered tiredly. Boy who could move that quietly and invisibly might prove useful after all. And she had a sneaking hunch that even if she ordered him to go home, he’d ignore the command and stay close by anyway. At least this way, she and Helarion had half a chance of keeping him safe.

			
			A little to her surprise, though the main gates to the palace were barred, the small doorway next to it was open and seemingly unwatched. Helarion led them past this, sticking well to the opposite side of the broad avenue, around the next corner, and then down near the far end of the next wall, where a smoothly paved road led onto the palace grounds. She could make out tall, narrow trees on both sides of the road, fronted by hedges, while beyond, barely glimpsed through the branches, there was an expanse of lawn. The inner walls were white, too; they gleamed when the moon briefly broke through the thick clouds. As the sudden luminescence washed across the grounds, Helarion dragged her hurriedly into the bushes.

			They were too fragrant—and prickly. Gabrielle bit back a curse and hastily pinched her nose to keep from sneezing. Helarion was a dark shape against the warm light spilling from a wide-open double door near the end of the road. He leaned down to whisper, “Kitchens.” She nodded. He turned her a little, and indicated direction with his chin. “Just beyond it, in the dark there? Pantries.”

			“Kinda light down there,” Gabrielle whispered, and indicated the kitchens with a small jerk of her head.

			“Follow me,” he replied softly, and, with a swift glance in both directions, he rustled through the bushes and vanished between the trees.

			A tug at her skirt; she leaned down so Kratos could whisper against her ear. “There’s a little space here; one of the trees didn’t grow as fast as the rest. Come on.” He took her fingers, looked around as cautiously as his cousin had, and drew her with him. There was a narrow opening, just as he’d said. It wasn’t as big as she’d have liked, and she emerged on the other side with bits of broken branches stuck in her hair and down the front of her shirt. But Helarion was already beckoning urgently from across the lawn, and Kratos still had her hand.

			Helarion waited only long enough to make certain they were following him, then skirted a long stone bench and a pool, a small stand of flowering bushes, and a statue—she couldn’t make out who it might be, or even which sex, it was suddenly so dark.

			Either we went around a corner from the kitchens, or they shut the doors. It was unnervingly dark, particularly since she was in an unfamiliar place—a place with so many guards they needed their own hall. Guards, she thought gloomily. Well, Agrinon wouldn’t be one of them, at least.

			Kratos seemed to have good night vision, though; he drew her steadily on, avoiding the occasional barrier and finally fetching up against a pale stone wall. She could smell apples and grain somewhere close by. The darkness was nearly absolute; except for the white wall, she couldn’t make out anything but an occasional darker shape. She had no sense of how far anything was from her, either.

			Kratos let go of her hand and moved quietly away. Someone else gripped her shoulder and pulled her close—Helarion, she realized after one heart-stopping moment. He still smelled like fresh peaches, and all that bare skin was surprisingly warm. She leaned against him, let her eyes close. He hesitated, then briefly wrapped an arm across her. “All right,” he whispered finally. “That’s the pantries.”

			“I can smell them,” she began breathily. He gave her a little shake.

			“Not so loud! There’s a door on this side for the merchants to bring stuff, but there’s another on the palace side. This time of night, someone could—”

			“Fine, I get the idea.” She cut him short. “Where from here?”

			“Queen’s apartments,” he whispered, before drawing her several steps along the wall and giving her a half turn away from the fading smell of apples. One long-fingered hand tilted her head back.

			“Up?” she asked warily.

			“Of course, up. Queens get the view, remember?”

			“I should know that, by now.” The moon sailed into the open once more; Helarion pulled her back into shadow, but not before Gabrielle got a good look at the palace wall on this side. The outer wall was thick—probably a walkway on top for the guards, she thought unhappily. The palace itself was even more open than Odysseus’s—unshuttered windows everywhere, broad doorways which let out directly onto a broad terrace at ground level, and, rising three stories above the terrace, row upon row of balconies. Lights were visible on a number of these, and in one or two cases, shone through ornate balcony railings. Helarion tugged at her hair to get her attention as the moon sank into cloud and the outer wall vanished from sight. “Queen’s apartments,” he whispered, and pointed.

			Gabrielle sighed. “That’s all the way up. You aren’t planning to climb those balconies, I hope!”

			“No. Or go inside, before you ask. Over here, way we came.” He led her, one hand lightly encircling her wrist, about halfway back to the pantry. Here was the faint but nose-wrinkling odor of a long-dead fire; her free hand encountered rough, unglazed pottery. A huge expanse of it. “Winter oven,” he explained. “They do some of the cooking out here; the chimney heats the inner wall of the servants’ quarters.”

			“So?” she asked. A flash of teeth was her only answer and at that moment, realization hit. “I’m supposed to— Oh, no! I’m not going up a chimney!”

			“They said you were strong. You can’t climb that far? It’s easy; you just put your back against the inner wall and use your feet to—”

			“And when I get out, I’m completely blackened and I go visit the queen like that?”

			“Keep your voice down,” he hissed. Then he was silent for a long moment so he could listen. “This is a palace, remember? They clean it every spring, really clean it. I know. When I was younger, I was one of the lads they paid to scrub the uppermost levels.”

			“All the same, I don’t think—”

			“You want to go first or second?” he broke in with another flash of teeth. “There’s probably spiders . . .”

			“So I either break through the webs or the ones you knock loose fall on me anyway, right? I go first,” she added before he could say anything else—and before she could think about a chimney four stories high and one solid mass of web. “That way, if I fall, you can catch me,” she added sweetly. He merely bowed and waved her on.

			No sign of Kratos. She hadn’t seen the boy since he’d left her by the pantry, she suddenly realized, but as they climbed, she began to suspect he’d preceded them up the chimney. The walls were surprisingly smooth, the only odors those of baked clay, and the least hint of wood smoke. No spiders, but once, a fragment of web wrapped itself around her fingers. She fought a shudder, rubbed it off on her skirts, and kept going.

			
			The boy was waiting for them, crouched near the chimney on the inner side of the low wall that surrounded the roof. Gabrielle dropped down cross-legged next to him to catch her breath. Helarion, to her disgust, didn’t even seem slightly winded as he eased out of the chimney and knelt next to his cousin. “Everything quiet up here?”

			The boy nodded. “Someone came up to collect the bedding from under that awning where the king sleeps sometimes.”

			Gabrielle peered across the roof. A sagging awning stood near the opposite wall, a goodly distance away. “King’s apartments are under that,” Helarion breathed against her ear. “There’s a stairs down. Then his throne room on this side of his apartments, and then the queen’s rooms. I’m not sure how many she has, but at least six, including her bedroom. I can get you into her private dining chamber or her bedroom.”

			“I might need both,” Gabrielle said uncertainly.

			“Both is fine, too,” he said, then rose fluidly and held out a hand for her. A thin shaft of moonlight raked the roof, and slowly faded. Helarion was as clean as he’d been earlier, and her own hands and arms looked fine. Kratos touched her hand.

			“I’m waiting here, in case you need help or if there’s a message.”

			“Great,” she whispered back. Up here, there seemed less chance he’d get into trouble. No one’s gonna get into trouble, she told herself firmly, and followed Helarion along the shadowy roof.

			He halted at a narrow stairway, turned, and eyed her critically, then drew Elyseba’s scarf over her hair. “Stay close,” he ordered, and took the steps two at a time. She glanced back toward the chimney—no sign of the waiting boy—then followed.

			
			The hallways were darker, older, and more richly worked than those in Penelope’s palace. Of course, Athens and this palace had been here for at least a hundred years before the palace in Ithaca was built—and the kings of Athens had a greater pool of craftspersons and artisans to draw upon. Too bad I won’t get the chance to really look at this place, Gabrielle thought. Helarion tugged at the end of her scarf impatiently, and she picked up the pace.

			She could hear voices now and again, but they were all distant, or muffled behind closed doors. At each corner or bend, Helarion paused to listen. Often, he slowed to turn and walk backward so he could check the corridor behind them. Only once did he gesture urgently and draw her into a niche behind a tapestry. Finally, when nothing happened, he shrugged, led the way back out, and went on again.

			At last, he halted with his hand on an ornately worked bronze latch. “Reception,” he murmured and laid his ear against the wood. Gabrielle gazed anxiously up and down the corridor, but it remained deserted, and finally Helarion pressed the latch, eased the door open, and pulled her into the room.

			It was small, and dark except for an oil lamp in the shape of a rearing horse that flickered on a table near the balcony. There was a low couch here, near her feet, and close by the lamp sat a high-backed chair. Throne. That and the horse went a long way toward relieving a concern she hadn’t realized was gnawing at her until now: Helarion did know his way around the palace. “Hippolyta—horse,” she murmured. The boy hissed a faint warning in her direction and she fell silent. He held up a hand indicating she should wait, then eased around the throne and onto the balcony. Count of four and he was back at her side.

			“Light in the next chamber and the one beyond. Private dining and bedroom,” he whispered. “There’s a door over there.” He pointed toward the wall on her right.

			Swell, Gabrielle thought. I just walk in there—and what if she isn’t in the dining chamber, and other people are? But the time was past for stealth, she decided. There wouldn’t be guards in the queen’s own private rooms, and servants wouldn’t be a threat to her—not once she spoke to the queen, gave her credentials, and asked her help. She hoped. She leaned close to Helarion. “Fine. I’m going in. You stay out of sight, but don’t leave, in case I need help getting out of the palace for some reason.”

			“You—”

			“Things happen, remember?” she murmured. “And I’m not Xena.” He considered this, and finally nodded. She started around the sofa, toward the door, then turned back as something else occurred to her. “Don’t steal anything!” But he was already out of sight and the little reception room was very still. Gabrielle cursed faintly, then felt her way over to the inner door.

			
			The dining chamber seemed almost too brightly lit, after the darkened reception room. She blinked furiously, one hand on the latch, but when she could finally see, there was no one in sight. The room contained a long table which held nothing but a matched pair of horse lamps and a tall pottery stand holding a bowl filled with fruit. Four couches surrounded the table; two polished bronze lanterns hung from the ceiling and these cast the bright light over the chamber. She shot a nervous glance toward the darkened balcony, crossed the polished floor quickly and quietly, and stood a long moment, hand on the latch of the next door, listening.

			It seemed quiet enough; she eased the latch free and edged the door open the least bit. The lighting in the next room was subdued. She could hear a woman’s low, pleasant voice, though not the words. The queen? But who is she talking to? To her astonishment, and as if in answer, she heard the thin wailing cry of a very young infant, suddenly cut off, and the woman’s voice again crooning softly. Eyes wide, Gabrielle eased the door wide and walked into the queen’s bedchamber.

			
			Queen Hippolyta lay on a low, well- but plainly-cushioned couch, coverings pulled partway up her body. It could be no one else, Gabrielle knew: the dark hair woven into those distinctive plaits that only an Amazon would wear, and the badge of family she still wore, despite her marriage, embroidered on the right shoulder of her thin gown. No fear showed on her long, pale face, although it must have been surprising at the very least to have a stranger walk into her bedroom. The bundle in her arms—nothing was visible save fine white wrapping cloths—shifted restlessly. “Do I know you?” the queen asked finally; her voice was low and she had the least hint of a foreign accent.

			Gabrielle went to one knee and briefly averted her face. “Ah, I’m sorry, no, but you know my friend, Xena,” she said rapidly. “I’m Gabrielle, I travel with her, and I have Right of Cast under Queen Melosa.”

			“I know Xena. And I know of Melosa,” Hippolyta said warily. “But why are you here?”

			“Because there’s trouble in Athens,” Gabrielle said. “And people are worried because the king isn’t doing anything about it, and it’s getting really bad in places and—”

			“The king,” Hippolyta broke in, and sighed. “I haven’t seen my husband in five days—more than that, I’ve lost track. Since before—” She smiled at the bundle in the crook of her left arm. Gabrielle came farther into the room as the queen smoothed soft cloth back to reveal a small, pale, dark-haired baby. It couldn’t have been more than a few days old.

			“Ohhh,” Gabrielle whispered. “It’s adorable! I mean—he?”

			“My son,” the queen agreed, and ran a finger across the thatch of hair. The baby’s tiny hands were clutched into fists and he seemed deeply asleep. “Hippolytus. Our son.”

			“But—but the king. I don’t understand,” Gabrielle said. “You just had his son, and he hasn’t been in to see you?”

			“They said he was ill, a fever, and he was afraid I’d catch it or the baby would. I— Of course I was disappointed, but it was only sensible. But since then, I haven’t heard anything. My servants don’t answer my questions. And when I try to get up, they find reasons why I can’t . . .” Her voice trailed off. The baby made a faint fussing sound, but when the two women looked at him, he was sound asleep once more. “You don’t suppose— You said, something wrong,” she said suddenly. “In the city. What is it, and where is Xena?”

			Gabrielle glanced cautiously around, then drew a low chair next to the queen’s couch and made a reasonably succinct story of it. The other woman listened intently, interrupting only once or twice, and then with intelligent, terse questions. “Anyway,” Gabrielle finished up, “the street rumor is that someone in the palace is helping those men, but nothing’s been said about the king himself, and personally, I wouldn’t believe King Theseus was letting that kind of thing go on if he knew about it.”

			“He wouldn’t, ever,” the queen agreed. “But this is worrying. Things haven’t been right, really, since his new accounts keeper arrived somewhere around mid-summer.”

			“New accounts keeper?” Gabrielle asked.

			Her companion shrugged, resettled the child. “He came from King Nestor with such glowing testimonials, and Theseus has always liked Nestor, so even though he didn’t really need another accounts keeper, he let the man stay.

			“Well, almost at once, Mesmer—that’s his name, Mesmer—began finding errors in the previous accounts, and then actual thefts of funds. Theseus was particularly angry, I remember, because the money had come from funds that were to have gone to one of the poor neighborhoods. There had been a fire in the spring, so many houses and shops were destroyed, and the money was supposed to help those people. And it was—just gone. Theseus had his old accounts man tossed into the cells down in the basement; for all I know, he’s still there. And Mesmer took his place.”

			“Mesmer,” Gabrielle repeated thoughtfully. “Are you sure he came from King Nestor? I mean, why would he have sent someone like that if your husband hadn’t asked about a new accounts keeper?”

			“I asked that myself,” Hippolyta admitted. “Theseus got angry with me, something he rarely does. But I have a temper, so of course, I got angry right back and we wound up not speaking for several days. And then, not long after that, we had pirates off the coast, and he went out with the ships as he always does, to make certain—well, you know. Has to see it done himself, he really doesn’t delegate much, and never delegates anything to do with fighting.

			“So it was another—I can’t remember, quite a few days—before he returned. And he seemed—I don’t know, distracted. Subdued. Not— I still can’t decide if he remained angry because of our quarrel; maybe he found it was easier to talk to me, just the few words that needed saying now and again, rather than not speaking at all. Or maybe he was already ill, trying not to let it slow him down, but not wanting me to know. He’s a man, you know,” she added with a faint smile. “They get these moods, and they’re so odd about illness.”

			“Yeah. I know,” Gabrielle replied feelingly. “Some of ’em, anyway. So, thing is, you haven’t seen the king in a while. But the servants? I mean, you’ve asked where he is, how he is, and they don’t tell you? They aren’t keeping you a prisoner in here, are they?”

			“It’s not that, just that they tell me I shouldn’t get up yet. I’ve never had a child before, so I don’t know for myself whether it’s safe to ignore what they say.”

			“Well, I don’t know a lot about it,” Gabrielle admitted, “but I grew up in a village and there’s some basics every girl learns. If you didn’t have any problems when you were carrying the baby, or during the birth—”

			“None.”

			“And it’s been how long?”

			“Four days—no, five.”

			“Then there shouldn’t be any reason why you can’t get up and walk around, if you don’t try to do something like walk the length of the palace the first time you’re on your feet. Have you been up at all?”

			“The necessary few times that one has to get up,” the queen replied, and the corners of her mouth quirked.

			“Nothing hurt? You didn’t get dizzy?”

			“No.”

			“Someone’s trying to keep you in this chamber, then,” Gabrielle decided. “That’s not good. Maybe that new accounts man is—your servants haven’t changed? I mean, they’re the same people, just acting strange? With what’s happening in the city, I mean, what if someone scared them to do what he said, or paid them, or something?”

			“I don’t think you could pay my servants to betray me. But fear, especially for someone you loved, a child or a parent—it could be. If I hadn’t been in this situation, probably I’d have paid more attention to them. I know these people very well.” Momentary silence. “I knew I didn’t trust that Mesmer,” Hippolyta added grimly. “Men who won’t meet your eyes and won’t answer an ordinary question . . . I can’t think why Theseus would keep someone like that around, it’s not his way.” She considered this briefly, then eased the child away from her side and held him up. “Take him, please.” Gabrielle took the boy, smoothed the wrappings around him, and watched as the other woman began edging up onto one elbow, then swung her legs over the edge of the couch. Gabrielle almost protested as the woman got to her feet, swaying, but she bit back the remark. You got in here for her help, and you told her things. You shoulda known this would be her reaction. And the queen might not know much about her body’s reaction to bearing a child, but she was, after all, an Amazon. She’d know how much strength she had, and how best to use it.

			It was her husband whose city was in turmoil—her city as well, really. Her husband who might be in peril himself. Or dead, Gabrielle realized. Very likely, that particular realization had brought the new mother to her feet.

			The queen took back her son, lightly kissed his cheek, then laid him in the high-sided, canopied basket at the head of her couch. He shifted a little, pursed his lips, then settled once more. Hippolyta smiled. “His father makes that same face, just as he falls asleep.” But her eyes were grave as she met Gabrielle’s. “Carry his basket, will you, please? I don’t dare leave the child here alone, and I don’t know which of my women I’d dare trust with him.”

			Gabrielle eyed the child thoughtfully, then transferred that look to the mother, who simply stood and waited. With a mental shrug, then, she hefted the basket by its handles—fortunately, it wasn’t weighted down with much besides the infant—and looked back at Hippolyta.

			“Fine,” she said. “Let’s go find my husband.”

			“All right,” Gabrielle replied. “But—ah, remember that I sneaked in here, you know, and if the wrong guards find me out in the halls . . .”

			“They’ll obey me when I tell them to leave you alone,” the queen said flatly. “They’d better.”

			“I truly hope so,” Gabrielle said. She settled the infant’s basket on the crook of her left arm, took up her staff in the right, and set off, back the way she’d come. The queen eased around her once they were in the private dining chamber, so she could open the door into the reception room.

			“I used to keep chobos in here,” she said. “But I gave that over a long time ago; Theseus reminded me it wasn’t polite in Athens to keep weaponry close to hand when you greeted your people. Showed a lack of trust; he said.” The corners of her mouth quivered. “It’s too dark in here,” she added as she thrust the door open and stepped inside. “I’ve told them I want light enough in these rooms that no one falls into the furnishings.”

			“Sensible,” Gabrielle replied. “Too bad about the chobos, though.” A pair of Amazon short fighting sticks would’ve been handy—maybe the queen wouldn’t have enough strength to make use of them, but the guards wouldn’t necessarily know that. They would know chobos in the hands of an Amazon could be a painful weapon, and often a deadly one. Hippolyta picked her way through the chamber, eased the door into the corridor open, and stepped out. Gabrielle waited until the woman nodded, and caught up to her as she started down the hall toward the king’s chambers. But she stopped short as they crossed a passage going toward the front of the palace; Gabrielle, her scalp prickling, eased the basket as far behind her as she could and awkwardly brought the staff across her body in a one-armed grip.

			The breath and the tension went out of her, leaving only weak-kneed relief and irritation. “Helarion! What are you doing all the way down here?” she demanded as the boy spread his arms wide and ducked his head in the queen’s direction. The queen’s eyes narrowed.

			“Helarion. I’ve heard of you,” she said. “Gabrielle. What are you doing in the company of this market gadfly? And why didn’t you mention him before?”

			“Well—I didn’t mention him before because I knew if you’d heard of him you’d react just like—like you’re reacting,” she finished in a small voice as the queen transferred a “look” the equal of Xena’s in her direction.

			Helarion cleared his throat and waved both hands for attention and silence. “Ah, Gabrielle, and—um—lady, I’m here right now because there are guards coming this way, from the main gate.”

			“They’re my guards and my husband’s, young man,” the queen replied stiffly.

			“Maybe not,” Helarion replied quickly. He gave Gabrielle a sardonic grin. “It’s your friend again; I don’t know how you and he are bonded, but—”

			“Agrinon!” Gabrielle hissed. Her eyes narrowed. “Your Majesty—”

			“Hippolyta,” the queen corrected her. “You’re a sister, remember?”

			“Hippolyta, then. If it’s Agrinon—that guard I told you about?—then he’s definitely not yours. Or the king’s.”

			“Which way are they going from the gate?” the queen asked Helarion. “Which passageway?”

			“Which—oh. I see. They came through a side entry, someone let them in, I didn’t see who. And they’re coming up the back passages, but not the servants’ ones.”

			“Don’t want to be seen,” she murmured.

			“I’d say not,” Helarion agreed. “They’re being very quiet. I think they were making their way to the king’s small reception room on this top floor, but I had to back away before they saw me. And so I could warn you.”

			“Good job,” Gabrielle said. She turned to the queen. “How far to the small reception room?”

			“That way,” the queen said, and set off, moving a little more quickly than before; her face was pale, and there was a small line between her brows. Gabrielle shook her head, turned to Helarion, and thrust the basket at him.

			“Here. Take him.”

			He automatically took the handles, and peered doubtfully at the contents. “Take . . . ? I don’t tend babies!”

			“I don’t either,” Gabrielle said. A tug at his shirt got him moving, trailing behind her as she hurried to catch up to the queen. “But I do fight, and you don’t, right?”

			“I can; I just choose not to,” he spluttered indignantly.

			“Well, I choose to fight, and I’m pretty good at it, too. What you do well is fade out of sight and move fast, when you have to. And you have a good eye for where the danger is. That’s the main reason you’re carrying the baby—it’s hers.”

			“It’s— Beloved bright Father, you can’t ask me to hold the heir!”

			“Oh, yes, I can!” Gabrielle replied. “Come on, we can’t let her get out of sight!” This as the queen abruptly turned up another of the many side passages and vanished. Helarion grumbled unhappily, but settled the basket on his arm and lengthened his stride. Fortunately, the queen hadn’t gone very far—fortunate, because the passages in this end of the palace snaked every bit as much as Peder had warned. Nothing was straight, and narrow or wide corridors went everywhere, branching without much pattern. “Look,” Gabrielle added persuasively as they came up behind Hippolyta. “You’ve got a heart under that hard exterior—”

			“Says who?” he demanded.

			“Says me. I saw you with your cousin. You really care for him, don’t you? And I’ll just bet you spent a lot of time with him when he was a baby.” She glanced at him sidelong; to her surprise, his face softened and he smiled, a genuine, sweet smile that wholly transformed him.

			“He was so little, and so cute—all right. I’ll take care of him. Don’t blame me if you look up and I’m not there.”

			“Absolutely not,” she replied firmly. The queen turned her head, gave him a long, appraising look, then nodded and lengthened her stride once more.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			Gabrielle caught up with the woman once again as she hesitated by a narrow, shadow-filled doorway. Hippolyta plunged into the opening, eased the latch aside with the faintest of clicks, and listened for a long moment. Silence. She tugged at Gabrielle’s shirt, and breathed against her ear, “It’s the back way into the throne room. The old king had his secret advisors use it, to eavesdrop on anyone coming to petition him.”

			“Sneaky,” Gabrielle whispered back; the queen sent a grin in her direction and nodded.

			“We’ve thought of blocking it. Just as well there hasn’t been time, under the present circumstances.” She gave the door a shove and walked into the room.

			At first all Gabrielle could see was a small, empty space, dimly lit and overlaid with shadows. As her eyes adjusted, she realized they were behind two high-backed thrones. Lanterns swung from several brackets on the other side of the chairs, casting heavy shadow in this secluded area.

			To her right was another of the ubiquitous balconies, this one flanked with painted wooden shutters. The walls and low ceiling were dark blue and gold, painted in an abstract pattern that must have cost someone dear, both to plan it and to commission it. But the room didn’t seem very large and, when she followed Hippolyta through the narrow gap between the thrones, she discovered it wasn’t nearly as finely furnished as she’d have thought. The double doors were clearly made for defense rather than beauty: they were heavy wood fitted with braces for a bar. The bar itself had been swung upright on a hinge. “Oh,” Gabrielle said, her voice flat. The queen turned and raised an eyebrow. “I mean, it’s nice, I guess. The paint and all. Just—well—kinda plain,” she finished lamely.

			“It’s the small room,” Hippolyta assured her; the queen’s eyes were alight with dry humor. “The fabled great reception room with the huge circular fire pit where the heroes roast their sticks of meat, all the rest of it—that’s on the main floor in the corner. We use it only when Theseus or I need to impress someone.”

			“Oh—right. Gotcha.”

			“This chamber dates from the siege by Minos.” A gesture took in the bar across the double doors. “Some say we shouldn’t be using it at all, too much emotional pain for not only us but the Minoans. I don’t entirely buy that.”

			“I don’t either,” Gabrielle replied. “And I know all about the argument. The Minoans made their own path, decided what was right for them—they failed. Why should you apologize, or try to pretend it never happened?”

			“Why indeed?” The queen’s mouth quirked once again. “I like this room—well enough. One day, I hope to redo the paint, the ceilings, everything. Anyway, for everyday sessions, this room is much more practical than the formal chamber—” The queen stopped as the latch on the main double doors clicked loudly and they began to swing inward. Gabrielle caught at the queen’s arm and dragged her swiftly back out of sight. Helarion stood, basket in hand, at the secret door, ready to ease it open and flee. Gabrielle signed him to stay put, then slipped up next to Hippolyta, who had edged around the far side of the nearest throne, still well in shadow but where she could see what was going on.

			One door slammed against the wall; the other drifted slowly in and swung partway back. A small, dark, slender man in plain shirt and breeches came in, followed by a slightly taller man in a long robe heavily embroidered with gold at the cuffs and hem. “My husband,” Hippolyta breathed anxiously against Gabrielle’s ear.

			“Ahh—nice robe,” Gabrielle murmured; the queen shot her a startled look, then shook her head.

			“That’s Mesmer in the expensive garb; Theseus wouldn’t waste good coin on such clothing.”

			“Oh. Sorry.” The queen laid a hand on her arm, and pressed a finger to her own lips for silence. The king looked dazed or ill—his face was too pale for a fighting man’s. The man with him, by contrast, had that well-fed, sleek look that suddenly reminded Gabrielle in a way of Draco. Smug. Full of himself. Mistake him for the king—right. The king crossed the room, stumbled at the edge of a small rug, and settled on a low couch near the throne farthest from the women. Mesmer smiled unpleasantly, and took the throne for himself.

			Hippolyta’s eyes narrowed, and the hand on Gabrielle’s arm tightened briefly. Painfully. Gabrielle clenched her teeth, touched the woman’s fingers to get her attention, and indicated the hand with a glance. The queen started, and released her.

			“You are tired.” Mesmer’s voice was low, soothing. “Very tired. Your duties are wearing you down. You are so very tired.”

			“Tired,” the king agreed dully.

			“You wish nothing more than sleep.”

			“Sleep.”

			“And while you sleep, your good friend Mesmer will deal with the petty details that wear you down. You will sleep, and Mesmer will do the work.”

			“Sleep. Good . . . friend . . . Mesmer . . .”

			Gabrielle’s eyelids sagged and she fought a yawn. The queen eyed her sidelong and gave her a pinch; she yelped. Mesmer came to his feet in a bound and ran to the center of the chamber. The king didn’t move.

			“Who’s there?” Mesmer barked. Gabrielle struggled to her feet but the queen was already on hers and striding into the room. “I— Your Majesty!” he added in a surprised voice as he went to one knee and lowered his head. “Such a surprise to see you here. But are you certain it is safe for you to be on your feet, so soon?” He stood again, looked her squarely in the eye, and began to murmur in such a low voice Gabrielle couldn’t make out all his words. “. . . rest . . . birth of a first son, so tiring . . .” Gabrielle was swaying on her feet when Helarion came up behind her and gave her a little shove. The queen cleared her throat ominously, and the accounts keeper fell prudently, warily, silent.

			“I know what you’re doing, Mesmer!” Hippolyta snapped. “Amazon healers know that particular technique, and it won’t work on me! Release my husband, now, or I’ll—” She took a step back and raised her voice. “How dare you draw a dagger in this chamber!”

			Gabrielle snatched up her staff and hurried to place herself in front of the queen. Mesmer opened his mouth to say something, but at that moment the doors crashed open again and guards surged into the small chamber, Agrinon at their head.

			“Mesmer, that woman’s back in the market! And if she is, then Xena—” He stopped short, and half a dozen men slammed into him; the rest spilled around him, filling the doorway and the whole far end of the small reception. “You!” he hissed, and his eyes narrowed.

			“Hey, old friend!” Gabrielle gave him a positively evil grin. “Wanna try and even the score? Way I figure it, I’m up, two to one, and you didn’t even get to land a blow the time you won!”

			But he backed away, sidestepping into the far corner of the room until he bumped up against a huge bronze jug on a small, low table. At his gesture, two of the guards closed the doors and stepped back to block them. “Get her!” he shouted. “Get them both!”

			“Fourteen to one?” Gabrielle eased into a crouch and began feinting with the staff. “Bad odds for you, Agrinon. Don’t move, okay? I’ll come for you.” Behind her, Hippolyta dove for the nearest throne, and Gabrielle risked a quick glance in that direction. “Good idea, sister! You get out of reach and I’ll take care of—” Her voice faded and her eyes went wide as Hippolyta came back to her side. In her hands were two short, slender royal scepters, one knobbed at the end in silver, the other etched with a rearing horse. The queen smiled grimly. “Hey!” Gabrielle managed to say brightly. “Nice set of chobos!”

			“They’ll do,” Hippolyta replied softly, and with a bound, she closed the distance between herself and the nearest three guards, who had been trying to stalk around behind the two women. A blur of motion, several loud cracks, and three men lay groaning on the throne room floor. Gabrielle blinked, then jumped forward, catching one man under the chin and the fellow next to him in the gut. Two steps back, Hippolyta leaned against her shoulder, then half-turned to set herself against Gabrielle’s back.

			She didn’t look as exhausted as she must already have been, after birthing her first baby and spending several days flat on her back. Gabrielle braced her feet to take what weight the queen was putting on her, then almost fell when the woman snarled a particularly unpleasant oath and moved out suddenly to attack another guard.

			In the corner, Agrinon was shouting; seven men had gone down to the women’s joint attack, but three of those were already back up and only one looking the worse for wear. Another of them retreated toward the doors and would have gone through them, but at another yell from Agrinon, one of those holding the entry brought up his dagger in a meaningful gesture. The would-be retreater backed away, eyes searching the chamber for another way out. His lips moved, shaping the word “Balcony,” and, cautiously skirting Gabrielle and with a doubtful look for the king, who hadn’t moved or so much as blinked, he eased around him, too, and dove behind the thrones. A loud crash and the floor shook as someone fell, hard; Helarion eased into the open briefly to give Gabrielle a cheerful grin. A large shard of pottery dangled from his upraised hand. Gabrielle returned the grin, then jerked back to the moment as someone grabbed the end of her staff.

			She shook it, then yanked, hard. The guard—the one from the market earlier in the day—gave her an unpleasant grin and yanked back. Gabrielle spun into him, drove her elbow into his belly, freed her staff, and brought it down across the back of his head. She spun back as he fell, staff moving, eyes searching for the queen.

			Hippolyta had moved away from Gabrielle, setting herself between the guards and Theseus. Her left leg was braced against the king’s throne, the chobos a blur of movement. None of the guards seemed to want to come near her. Great, Gabrielle thought. She doesn’t need the workout just now. I hope Helarion got that baby somewhere safe before he stuck his nose in just now— Two more guards threw themselves at her, and the thought went unfinished.

			Another bellowed command came from Agrinon, who was very red in the face and so incoherent with fury that she wondered how any of his men could understand what he was shouting. She certainly couldn’t. One of the two men guarding the doors moved to the center of them; the other drew his sword, shifted his grip on the dagger, and began trying to work his way around the outside of the room, behind the king and possibly behind the thrones. Gabrielle dropped another man; when she dared risk another glance in that direction, she saw that the queen had backed the man with the blades against the wall.

			She sent her eyes back the other way. Agrinon was edging toward the doors, and from the look on his face, she thought he intended to escape that way. She sent the staff sharply left and right to clear a path, and then started for him. He eyed her warily, then drew his sword and backed away into his corner once more. He glanced along the other wall, perhaps in hopes of reaching the secret door. Maybe he thought he could sneak behind her, but that wasn’t going to happen. Four men stood between her and the door guard at the moment, and most of those who were down were down for good this time. If Agrinon tried stealth, it wouldn’t work; she didn’t have that many enemies to watch out for anymore. And if he tries to escape, well, he’s Helarion’s problem, she decided.

			The queen brought both chobos down in a slashing cross-armed blur, the head of the unfortunate swordsman between them. A loud double crack, and he swayed back into the wall and slid bonelessly down it. Hippolyta turned back to place herself between the main part of the room and Theseus once again. She was very pale now, and sweat beaded her brow. “Better finish this fast!” she shouted.

			“Like it!” Gabrielle shouted back; she feinted with the staff for one of the men facing her, and when he jerked back out of range, she switched her attack and slammed the staff into him like a battering ram, then took hold of the weapon two-handed and brought it around in a hard backhand swing. It caught another guard, throwing him into a third and fourth.

			Agrinon was making straight for the main doors this time, but he stopped half a dozen paces short of them: the guard he’d left wasn’t there anymore, and someone had dropped the bar across the doors. With an oath, he ran over and threw down his dagger so he could tug the bar free, but it wouldn’t move, not even when he let go of his sword to shove at the bar two-handed. His fingers moved along the brackets and he swore furiously. “Where’s Gnerios? And who wedged this door!”

			“I did it—with my little hammer!” A singsong, irritating voice just behind her left ear made Gabrielle jump. Helarion came into the open, easily and gracefully dodging the two nearest guards who were snatching at him. Agrinon roared in a wordless, ruddy-faced fury; Helarion made faces at him, then laughed and danced back out of sight.

			“Get him!”

			But the two men who started to obey Agrinon’s order had to get around Gabrielle first; she bared her teeth at them, and snapped the staff first across one’s forehead, and then back across his kneecaps. The other simply shook his head, dropped his weapons, spread his arms wide to show he wasn’t holding anything else, and sat in the middle of the floor. Gabrielle glanced around a room suddenly quiet and filled with fallen men. Hippolyta managed a faint, triumphant smile before she weakly sagged onto the king’s throne and let the scepters clatter to the floor. Gabrielle nodded in satisfaction, then started toward the wedged doors, staff at the ready and a gleam in her eye. Agrinon backed away from her, toward the corner he’d held earlier, but as he reached it, a finger tapped his shoulder. He caught his breath in a gasp and spun around, Helarion stood behind him, a beatific smile on his face and the large bronze jug poised upside down over his head,

			“Catch,” he said softly, and dropped the pot. It came down squarely over Agrinon’s head and shoulders, covering him to the elbows before the bottom cracked down on the top of his head with a muted clang. The man’s knees buckled and he slowly toppled over.

			
			Silence, Gabrielle drew a deep breath and leaned into her staff, eyed the fallen men warily, then worked her way through and around them to the queen’s side. “Hey? Are you all right?” she asked softly.

			“A little . . . tired,” the other woman admitted breathlessly. “But fine, Theseus, though . . .”

			Gabrielle patted her shoulder. “He looks all right—I mean, I’m sure he’ll be okay. First thing, though, we gotta do something about these men. Fighting them once was enough.” She turned and gazed around the room. Helarion had vanished but he emerged from behind the thrones, basket in hand. He set it at the queen’s feet, smiled down at the baby, then glanced at Hippolyta.

			“Never even woke up.”

			“His father’s like that,” the queen agreed. She regretted her words as she turned to Theseus, who stared at the wall, dazed. She sighed heavily. “All right. What do we do about these men?”

			Gabrielle shook her head, set her hands on her hips, and thought, hard. Nothing suggested itself. “Isn’t there anyone in this whole building you can be absolutely certain of?” she asked finally.

			“No time to go searching for anyone,” Helarion said and shoved one of the guards with his toe. The man had been groaning softly for some moments. “I suggest rope.”

			Gabrielle eyed him tiredly. “Rope. Where’d you find rope in a palace?”

			“Oddly enough, I know,” Hippolyta put in. “Up on the roof, there’s a pavilion where Theseus and I often sleep, in summer at least. There are ropes to keep the poles upright and extra lengths of rope everywhere because the wind sometimes springs up and the poles need reinforcing. If you can find the proper stairs to the right part of the roof—”

			“I can find it,” Helarion said immediately. He was halfway to the main doors when he stopped short, spun partway around, and gave the women an apologetic grin. “Sorry. Forgot how well I blocked that entry. I’ll be back.”

			“Great—I think,” Gabrielle mumbled as he vanished. Moments later the door banged behind him. “Um—if you’ll help me keep an eye on these men until he does get back with the ropes, I swear I’ll think hard in the meantime and see if I can remember ever hearing about what that guy Mesmer was doing.”

			“I know what it is, just as I told him,” Hippolyta replied calmly. She pushed to her feet, shoved the basket back out of the way a little farther, and scooped up the two scepters once more. “Some Amazon healers use it for everything from easing a headache to making a wounded warrior relax so she can be stitched back together, without pain. I . . . I remember someone saying it also makes people do what you want them to.”

			“Makes . . . people—” Gabrielle swung around to eye the king warily. “Really! You think that’s what that Mesmer guy was doing?”

			“I’d wager on it,” the queen replied grimly. “But I’ll be able to ask the man when he wakes up—and I think he’ll find it a good idea to answer what I ask him.”

			“Ah—yeah. Bet he will. So—what d’you do to make it go away? I mean—I’ve seen people drink too much ale and get kinda like that, but all they gotta do is sleep it off and eventually they’re okay.” Gabrielle frowned, shook her head. “Well, unless they start drinking again soon’s they wake up. But this—if it’s just done with words . . .”

			“But words can be very powerful, Gabrielle.”

			Gabrielle flashed her a smile. “Yeah, I know. I’m kind of Xena’s unofficial bard, after all.” She spun partway around and delivered a hard, cracking blow to one of the guards who was on his hands and knees, trying to sneak away quietly. He went flat; the queen winced. Moments later, the secret door opened and Helarion hurried into the room, his arms piled high with coils of rope; ends dangled all around his legs and trailed after him. “How’d you get down from the roof without breaking your neck?” Gabrielle asked.

			“I’m good, of course,” he replied and dropped the rope with a flourish on top of Agrinon.

			Gabrielle gave him a hard look—her best copy of Xena’s “look”—and said warningly, “Helarion—”

			“I know. ‘Don’t start with me,” he chorused, then bent down and gravely handed her a length of rope.

			
			It took time, even with all three of them working as quickly as they could. Once there were only four or five men still unbound, Helarion left them to it and went to pry his wedges out so the main doors could be opened. Gabrielle wrapped rope around Agrinon’s ankles and tied it, hard, before swinging him around and hauling the pot off his head. He glared up at her, his hands claw like and ready to snatch, but he didn’t seem to have the strength to move. Gabrielle smiled sweetly. “Ah-ah-ah,” she said and held the staff where he could see it. Muttering under his breath, he slowly relaxed, rolled his eyes, and allowed her to wrap rope around his wrists and tie a snug knot. “Look at it this way,” she said as she stepped back to admire her handiwork, “all this adversity you’ve had lately will do great things for your character!” He snarled wordlessly. Gabrielle smiled back.

			Helarion had the bar loosened in its braces, but when he went to ease it free, Gabrielle touched his arm and shook her head. “Maybe they had backups; leave it where it is for now.”

			“Maybe we’ll never know which of them is dirty,” he retorted. “I mean, how are you gonna find out?”

			“Mesmer is going to tell us,” Queen Hippolyta broke in. A grim smile turned the corners of her generous mouth. She stood near the wall, fists on her hips, staring down at the richly robed, supposed accounts keeper. “Because if he doesn’t, my sister and I are going to put him through an Amazon gauntlet. Aren’t we, Gabrielle?”

			She didn’t look up; Gabrielle gaped at her blankly until Helarion nudged her with his elbow and indicated the fallen Mesmer with a sidelong jerk of his head. He wasn’t unconscious, though his eyes were still closed; his body was tense and he was holding his breath. Gabrielle nodded and in a deep, would-be menacing voice said, “Yeah! Not just the gauntlet but the long version! That’s the one with the . . . with the . . . I can’t say it out loud, poor Helarion will have bad dreams for a month,” she added in desperation.

			He blinked at her. “I will?”

			“Trust me,” she added earnestly. The fallen Mesmer blinked rapidly, glanced in Gabrielle’s direction, then squirmed and tried to move away from the queen’s feet.

			She stepped on one flowing sleeve, holding him in place. “Do you want to know how that works, Mesmer? Because I’ll tell you, right now, in full, rich detail. Every cut, every bruise, every—”

			“No!” The man’s voice came out as a strangled squeak. “Not—no, don’t, please don’t, I’ll—Anything but that!”

			“Then talk to me,” Hippolyta snarled. “Tell me who hired you to come here, who in the palace is in your pay.”

			“You don’t want much,” he complained faintly.

			“No—just everything. If you’d rather hear me describe the alternative to you, in full, rich, bloody, bruised, broken, slashed, mangled detail—”

			“No! I’m— All right, I’ll tell you.” He was whimpering faintly, but as the queen stirred and flexed her hands, he managed to pull himself together and make a reasonably quick confession. “The guards—twenty-seven who are ours . . . the man who came in, leading those men just now, he has names, all the names. The rest—there aren’t many yet—the rest are afraid for their families. Others in the palace—one man in the king’s employ, the secretary Hadrimos, no one else.” He scowled up at the queen. “They all like you and him too much; you think this was easy?” She bared her teeth and he shivered back away from her, went on with his rapid confession. “In the city—a few men under someone called Brisus plus another twenty or so, mostly kids, working for the Protectors—there’s three of them. Out in the countryside, there’s an old farm . . .”

			“That’s being taken care of,” Gabrielle said. “That’s— that’s really it? All of them?”

			The man cast her a bitter look. “We’ve only had something less than a moon season! With another, or maybe two more, we’d have been so entrenched you’d never have taken us this easily. Half a year or less, we’d have had all Athens!”

			“Maybe,” Gabrielle said. “But I don’t think so. So, Hippolyta, what do we do with this roomful of scum?”

			She considered this and shrugged. “Cells in the basement. I never cared to have them there, and they’ve been empty for years, but just now I’m glad.”

			“They may not be empty,” Gabrielle said. “Remember the other accounts keeper? The real one? And—I might be wrong, but I think there’s a poor city man named Polydorus locked in down there.”

			
			It was getting late, Gabrielle realized; the king’s guards had come at the queen’s summons and taken Agrinon, Mesmer, and the others away. The king’s guard captain remained behind awhile, listening as the queen gave him a list of orders: scour the castle for anyone who didn’t belong, find the proper accounts keeper and have him restored to his apartment, locate Polydorus if he was within the palace, and set up interviews with the entire staff to make certain no one was acting according to Mesmer’s orders, either willingly or under duress. Then send word down to the kitchens to send a late—and large—dinner to the king’s small reception room. “All that fighting gave me an appetite,” she told Gabrielle as the captain bowed and left; his men followed with the prisoners. Agrinon spared Gabrielle one last black look; she smiled cheerily and waved as he was hauled away with the others.

			“Appetite—yeah, know what you mean,” Gabrielle replied. “Helarion, why don’t you go fetch Kratos down here? After all, he did a lot to help us; I think the queen would like to meet him. And I’ll bet anything you like that he’s hungry, too.” Helarion cast his eyes up but went without comment. The queen sighed and eased herself back down on the edge of the king’s throne. Theseus hadn’t moved so much as a hair, despite the noise and traffic through his chamber, and just now he sat unblinking, staring right through his Amazon wife.

			“I should have asked Mesmer how to break the spell,” she said worriedly. “But I probably wouldn’t have trusted his word on this.” She reached with one long-fingered hand to caress her husband’s cheek. Gabrielle glanced over her shoulder as a clatter of footsteps came down the hall, but it was only Helarion bringing a wary and shy-looking Kratos.

			Hippolyta roused herself and smiled at the boy. “Gabrielle tells me you’ve been helpful. Thank you, on behalf of King Theseus and myself, and all Athens.”

			“Um—Lady,” he said hastily as Helarion hissed something against his ear. “I was just trying to get my mother safe.”

			“That’s a good cause. Here,” the queen added as two large men carrying wide, high-piled trays came into the reception room. “I think we have dinner. You look like a boy who could use a good meal.” Kratos eyed the trays with astonishment. But when Gabrielle glanced away from him to see how Helarion was taking things, she saw that his expression was the twin of his young cousin’s.

			
			It was one of the stranger meals she’d ever eaten, Gabrielle decided later: Helarion and Kratos, wildly ill-clad for this comparatively sumptuous chamber and bountiful meal, but unself-consciously eating like two healthy young men who had a chance at not only great quantities of food but a variety they might never sample again; herself and the queen of Athens—a woman as strong in her own way as Xena, who asked Gabrielle to call her sister, and who shared a plate with her newfound friend while openly nursing her infant son; and behind all this, King Theseus, who sat unblinking on his bench, oblivious to anything around him.

			His appetite finally slaked, Kratos went to one knee and glanced up at the queen from under long lashes. “Um—Lady—” Helarion hissed urgently against his ear and the boy gave him a frown before turning back to the women. “Your Majesty,” he corrected himself carefully, “I think I would like to go back to my neighborhood and see if my mother is okay, and see if Xena’s got back with our people. Um—if you don’t mind, Your—”

			“Lady is just fine, Kratos,” Hippolyta informed him gravely. Her free hand came out to ruffle his hair, and he grinned up at her, abashed and very pink across his cheekbones. “Go to your mother, Kratos, and tell her the queen says she has a son to be proud of.”

			“She won’t ever believe I met you, or that you said that,” Kratos said doubtfully.

			“She will. Because once this is all over, you’ll bring her here at my invitation, so she and I can talk about how to make things better where you and she live. So her son doesn’t have to steal coin purses in the market, ever again.”

			“I’d like that,” Kratos whispered; he got to his feet, turned, and walked quickly from the reception room.

			Behind him, Hippolyta sighed quietly. “I fear for our children. For my own son. Because, if—Gabrielle?” she added sharply as the other woman clutched her temples and closed her eyes.

			Vision assaulted her. I can see it! This room, but it’s changed somehow, and a haggard-faced, tiny, gaunt woman is being married to a man—it’s Theseus but he’s older, his hair’s graying and he’s still pining for his first, dead Amazon wife. But the woman—I can tell what she’s thinking; she only wants the boy—Hippolytus, it must be him, but look at him, he’s tall and handsome and—and beautiful. Things shifted blurringly; time passing, she thought. When the vision steadied once more, she saw less, felt more of the mood. The whole palace is sick with that woman’s desire and the poor boy only wants to remain pure and serve the Huntress. Vision after vision slipped through her mind, jealousy and fury, recriminations and then the sand where Atalanta had run—a deserted winter beach, a chariot, a snake the size of a mature oak rising from the ocean, and the boy, half-dead, lying in the wreck of his cart while King Theseus knelt and wept. Oh, dear goddesses, tell me Xena is right after all, that my visions aren’t real but the product of too much imagination! Gabrielle was panting for air as she opened her eyes, and her brow was damp. The queen was staring at her wide-eyed, and so was Helarion, who had her by the shoulders. She managed a smile, tried to force the smile into her eyes. There was a taste of bile in her mouth, burying the subtle and wonderful flavors of the dinner she’d just finished. “Ah—sorry, I get these attacks, you know?” She could feel the blood warming her entire face, but that was a good thing: the queen was too polite to press matters. “So—what are we gonna do to get the king back to normal?”

			“My Theseus.” The queen, properly distracted, set her infant son back in his basket and got to her feet. “My poor beloved,” she whispered and laid a hand along his jaw. Gabrielle’s eyes prickled with tears; she turned aside to wipe them roughly away.

			Helarion got to his feet. “He doesn’t seem too harmed, really. Just—not with us. Maybe, once the magician is gone, the spell will fade away. Or maybe go just like—that.” He snapped his fingers. Theseus shivered, blinked, and stared wildly around the chamber. His eyes focused on his queen’s feet, moved up her body, rested on her face.

			“Beloved?” he whispered in a rusty voice. “Hippolyta, it is you! But—but they said, they told me you were so angry, and then, that you and our daughter—that you fell, and that you went into labor, but that she—” He frowned, and transferred his wide-eyed, confused gaze to his hands.

			“They lied,” Hippolyta replied evenly. Her own face was very white. She dropped to one knee, cupped the king’s face between her hands, and moved it so his gaze fell on the basket between the two thrones. “Theseus, I would never be so angry with you as to desert you, no matter what! And I didn’t fall, nothing bad happened. Theseus, look. That’s our son. Yours and mine.”

			“Son,” the king whispered. “My— Our son. Our son.” He considered this and shook his head; his dark eyes softened and he looked at Hippolyta anxiously. “Our child. My horse maiden, how are you faring? And why did you not ask me to come, when you felt the hour upon you?” Hippolyta, apparently at a loss for words, shook her head and bit her lip, then glanced at Gabrielle, who got to her feet.

			“King Theseus,” she murmured and ducked her head. “Things have gotten a little—well, a little strange in Athens lately. There was this guy, Mesmer . . .”

			“Mesmer.” Theseus’s dark eyes went wide and blank and his voice became a low drone. “He said I needed to rest, to sleep, to relax, to . . .”

			“Husband!” Hippolyta shouted. Helarion snapped his fingers once more. Theseus blinked and came back to the moment. Gabrielle stopped swaying in place and shook her head sharply.

			“Oh—sorry,” he said in a much more normal voice. “Why are we here?” he asked mildly. “In this room? I don’t recall coming here at all—in fact, the last thing I remember is seeing to the horses after I drove my chariot along the sand at low tide . . .” He stared in rising concern as Gabrielle clutched her temples; vision was rising once more, the near-dead boy a mangled wreck of blood and exposed bone ends . . . She shook her head to clear it again, managed a smile.

			“Headaches,” she murmured apologetically. “Sometimes—ah—sometimes apples give me these headaches; someone suggested I really should peel ’em, guess I’ll have to try that.”

			“Oh,” Theseus replied. He eyed her doubtfully, and turned back to Hippolyta. “Strange things in Athens, she said. I don’t remember hearing about anything wrong in the city.”

			“They’ve kept it from you, somehow,” Hippolyta said. “Let Gabrielle tell it.”

			As Gabrielle spoke, the king rose and began pacing the small throne room. Occasionally he glanced at her; Gabrielle wasn’t certain from the look on his face whether he simply didn’t believe her story, or thought her mad. Guess I’d think I was mad, too, if I’d been watching me just now—that vision and all, she decided. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment, one hand thoughtfully rubbing his chin as he paced. Finally he turned, set one booted foot on the seat of his throne, and looked at Hippolyta.

			“It’s what comes of delegating,” he said.

			“No,” the queen replied firmly. “Of delegating to the wrong people, that’s all. But that’s not important just now; fixing the problem out there is.”

			“Well—a company of guards,” Theseus began uncertainly. Gabrielle cleared her throat.

			“Um—sire, if I could suggest something? Xena’s already out there, like I told you. Probably she’s got those kidnapped people back, but we don’t know that yet. So a straight attack might not be a good idea. And—and you don’t want your people even thinking that you’d send an army into the streets, do you? Because some might be grateful, but most of them would wonder—”

			“I take the point,” he said as she hesitated. “So, what do you suggest, just let Xena finish the job for me?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I was gonna say, if you picked a few men and went yourself, you know, enough men to overwhelm the Protectors and Brisus and whoever they’ve got. Enough men for that, but not enough to scare the ordinary people. And—and so they could see you personally, so they’d know you don’t tolerate men like that.”

			“They should know that already,” Hippolyta put in. She was frowning. “Husband, I don’t like the idea of you being out there with only a few men.”

			“Particularly when you aren’t in fit condition to protect my back, is that it?” he asked with a smile. The smile faded. “I’ll be at least as safe out there as I was in the palace, Hippolyta. Safer than I was on ship when we attacked the pirates.”

			“Safe as you were on the boar hunt?” she asked dryly. “Remember to have someone guard your back.”

			“Of course.” He looked at Gabrielle. “Are you coming with us?”

			“Actually, I thought I would go find out if Xena’s returned. I’d be better with her, if we have to fight any of those guys. And we really can’t do anything if she hasn’t rescued those people. So I can send someone back with a message, as soon as I know, and then we could meet at first light at the baker’s. His name’s Ukloss, and it’s the street of the Blue Horseshoe. Can you find that?”

			“I know it. My guardsmen can find it.” The king let his foot down from the throne and came across to clasp Gabrielle’s arms and pull her close briefly. “Thank you for helping my wife and son, and my city.”

			“Well—sure.” Gabrielle nodded; her face felt warm. “But thank me after we do something about Brisus and the Protectors.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			The back streets of Athens were cool and damp at the moment, and there had been fog down along the shore most of the way into the city. Xena stepped out of the stable where Argo was being curried. There was silence all around, except for the very distant sound of men laughing raucously—a tavern over a street or so, she decided.

			Just the three of them occupied the dark, deserted, and narrow track.

			Adrik eased around her and started back toward the baker’s. Xena loosened her dagger in its sheath and followed. She cast a tired glance at the small woman by her side, invisible in the gloom except for the pale scarf across her hair. Elesyba, aware of the movement, looked up and immediately away. “Warrior,” she said quietly, “I know you don’t want me out of that temple and in the open again. But I know my son, and I worry. Poor Kherix—Kratos’s father will do better without me fussing over him, he’ll sleep. And there’s no threat left that they will take us away, is there?” Silence. The woman glanced up at her, and Xena saw amusement in her face but also a surprising strength. “I can’t see your face to read your lips, and you don’t know my hand language, so it seems you’ll simply have to make do with me.”

			And I thought Gabrielle could be stubborn, Xena thought. At least with Gabrielle she could make her arguments in return; in this case it was absolutely impossible.

			Of course, she couldn’t blame the woman for wanting to be with her young son—but the threat was only partly removed. Well, maybe she would serve as a stabilizing factor for young Adrik, who at the moment seemed to think his rather minor part in vanquishing Mikkeli and the rest of them had made a warrior of him. Look at him, she thought, swaggering down the street like he owns it.

			Well, but—that couldn’t be such a bad thing: gods knew the boy’d been shoved around enough by men like Brisus and Mikkeli. He deserved a sense of victory, even if it didn’t last for long. And the self-confidence it gave him might prove useful when they took on Brisus and his cohorts. Yes. Might get him killed, too. Remind him of that, before he leaps two-footed and blindly into danger.

			She easily knew the route between the stable and the baker’s by now, having traveled it three times. But it was useful at the moment having Adrik just ahead of her with his eyes and ears open, so she could consider what to do next.

			It was so gods-blasted complicated! Not knowing why a normally concerned and caring king had turned his back on his people; not knowing which of the guards—besides the all-too-obvious Agrinon—were taking coin and goods from the Protectors and betraying their king and his people not knowing if Gabrielle had succeeded tonight . . .

			Not knowing what Brisus was up to. Brisus, she thought flatly and her eyes narrowed as her hands flexed. He’d been responsible in part for the blow-up in Mezentius’s camp that had resulted in Marcus’s death. Brisus and his personal shrine of profit . . . he was the blacker side of that dark coin Gabrielle had complained about a mere two nights earlier on their way out of Athens: those who sought wealth and status and didn’t care about the cost to anyone else; who counted wealth as the only measure of a man’s or woman’s importance and who’d willingly tread the less important people underfoot. “I can afford the best so I have a right to it,” she murmured, and her eyes narrowed. Brisus was about to find out what the best was going to cost him. She was going to flatten him like one of that scroll merchant’s little winged things.

			All the same, it wouldn’t be wise to underestimate the man. Brisus was obsessed by profit but he wasn’t stupidly narrow of vision in his quest for it—he could plan. He claimed to have cut his teeth on warriors’ board games and she’d seen him play, years earlier. He was very, very good at them, particularly the ones that required lots of pieces and lots of moves. Brisus was the kind who’d be thinking five moves ahead of his opponent. But then, I was pretty good at the board games myself, once I learned about them, she recalled. Once she’d left her village behind and joined up with fighting men.

			Better at them than Brisus, she thought judiciously—after all, they were simply battle tactics in a bloodless format, and unlike most of the men she’d played, she never lost her temper when things started going against her.

			All right, think, she ordered herself. So far as she could tell, Brisus must know she’d been in Athens: both that little adventure with Atalanta and their stay in the market jail would have made juicy gossip, and of course, Agrinon could have told him. He might hope that once she and Gabrielle had escaped last night, they’d keep going, right out of Athens. He wouldn’t count on it. But he wouldn’t know, or even suspect, anything was up until Mikkeli went missing.

			Too bad she hadn’t asked Mikkeli when he was expected back. Brisus might have put the man on a tight schedule; Brisus might be asleep or passed out by this hour, but he might be waiting for a delivery that was at least an hour late. He’d surely know by first light that something had gone wrong, though; the baker said the cart always left and returned during the night. Brisus would assume the worst and be deep in plans for some counter move long before the eastern sky turned pale.

			There were possibilities within possibilities, from that point: she couldn’t decide what course he’d take, once he was sure Mikkeli wasn’t coming back. He’d immediately dismiss the notion the man had taken the pickings and run. He’d be right. Those who’d think about doing such a thing would be too afraid of him. Mikkeli’s the type who’d be happy with his pay, however much he griped out there about conditions under Brisus. And most likely there was rarely very much to steal. Brisus wasn’t expecting his little camp to provide him with gold and jewels; that cache had been an unexpected find, according to the Philosopher.

			So. Brisus would assume Mikkeli had been attacked or ambushed—by the men of this neighborhood, maybe; maybe by the king, or the king’s honest guards. Or me.

			There were too many factors, too many loose ends, and too much depended on Brisus, the warped, mean-minded little beast. Surely his first move would be to send someone down here to find out when Mikkeli had left and if he’d been seen since—frightened locals wouldn’t lie to him if their loved ones were threatened. So I get back into the bakery as quickly as I can, and I stay there. And hope Gabrielle shows up soon. She considered this as Adrik eased around a corner and momentarily out of her sight. Maybe she’s already there.

			Gabrielle. There was a wild piece on the board, if you liked: Gabrielle on her own in Athens, accompanied only by an absolutely amoral market thief who thought himself the son of a god. She wondered how things had gone at the palace; the girl had been safe up until sunset, at least—thanks to Kratos, she knew that much. Of course, the boy could have been lying—she was fairly certain he’d been holding back something. More likely, Gabrielle got into some kind of trouble—minor stuff—and told him not to worry me with it.

			Gabrielle was like that. But she was also smart; she’d be extra careful, knowing how much depended on her tonight. And both those boys were resourceful, out of necessity: between them, Kratos and Helarion would find a way through the king’s guards and servants. And if Gabrielle had actually gotten into the palace and reached the queen, if she had managed to talk to the woman, then they could count on the queen being persuaded something was desperately wrong in Athens. Whether the fabled Amazon really had power of her own, as they said—whether she could do something about the current situation on her own, if need be—well, no point in worrying that, until it became a problem.

			The snap of cloth brought her back to the moment and warily halfway around, but it was only someone’s breeches and long shirt hanging out to dry, and flapping in a momentary gust of wind. The next high stone wall came between her and the breeze, and by the time they’d cleared it, the wind had faded again.

			There could be reasons Theseus hadn’t fixed matters already, she supposed. If so, and if Gabrielle was able to speak to the king tonight, then by morning Brisus might have nothing more to worry about but an aching head, and keeping his share of bread from that hulking brute who ran the market prison. The warrior considered this; a corner of her mouth quirked in an unpleasant grin. And she and I can leave Athens without a running battle in these narrow streets. Like that notion.

			The grin faded. There were still too many problems. The Athenian palace was a regular warren, or so they said: hallways going everywhere, chambers, secret hallways, other hidden chambers. Every bit as bad as the older and poorer neighborhoods, like this one, and nearly as bad as the labyrinth on Crete.

			Of course, that was supposedly why the young Theseus had kept his head when he’d been tossed into the Minotaur’s maze. The warrior’s mouth quirked again and she cast her eyes up as the moon rode briefly from behind the clouds. That story Gabrielle had invented to entertain those villagers back in Ithaca, about the Minoan king’s young daughter falling in love with Prince Theseus and handing him a ball of twine so he could escape the Minotaur’s maze, was really sweet, but who’d ever believe such a pat story? Any more than they’d believe the honorable Theseus would steal away from Crete with young Princess Ariadne, only to desert her the first time the Athenian ship sought shore for water and meat.

			She heard the faint sound of unsteady footsteps and a sandal slipping across loose stones, and sidestepped several paces, eyes intent on the far side of the narrow street. No one in sight, but the footsteps were fading and now she could hear someone drunkenly singing, and someone else yelling at him to shut up and go home. Nothing to do with her. But a moment later she caught hold of Elyseba’s shoulder and drew her to a halt; Adrik was running straight for her.

			He was breathing hard, trying to be quiet about it. “Warrior! There—there are men in the bakery with my father! I—I don’t know who, I couldn’t see, but they must be from the Protectors; they’re shouting and cursing at him, it’s—it’s horrid! They’re threatening to . . . to . . .” His fingers caught at one of the leather bands around her biceps.

			“All right,” she replied softly. She pried his trembling hand loose and transferred it to Elyseba’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of them, make certain your father is safe. You stay with her, and make sure she stays here, well away from the bakery. Make sure you do, too.”

			“But—”

			“You’re supposed to do what I say, remember? You don’t want to become a hostage, do you?” Silence. His shoulders sagged and he finally shook his head. “You don’t doubt they’d do just that, do you?” Another silence, another sigh. “Fine. I swear he’ll be okay.” The moon fortunately chose that moment to sail from behind a cloud. Xena caught Elyseba’s arms between gentle hands and when the woman looked up at her, she edged around so the light fell on her face and said, “There is trouble at the bakery. I am going to fix it; you will stay here with Adrik. Yes?”

			She half expected revolt, but the woman merely nodded and then said, “Yes, I’ll stay.”

			Xena freed a dagger, sheath and all, and shoved it into Adrik’s hands. “Wait here,” she said. “I’ll be back.” As she eased quietly down the street, she could hear sharp whispered conversation behind her, but it was abruptly cut off. The moon vanished; the street was all uneven cobbles under her feet, close walls, disorienting shadows. A brief wail of wind slid through a narrow opening; the sound halved, halved again, and was still.

			Complete silence followed for a breath or so as she quickly and stealthily moved along the road. All at once she could see the squat shape of the bakery and smell the biting odor of rising batters. A low, grating voice was interrupted by the baker’s high, frightened yelp; this in turn was cut short by both the grating voice and another, shouting at once. She edged around a corner, peered cautiously out, and then eased slowly back into shadow.

			Three men stood outside the main door of the bakery, half a dozen horses with them; they were trying to look casual, but their eyes weren’t missing much. All right, she decided coolly. They haven’t seen me. I could take them, they’re nothing—and then the human crud with the baker hear the noise and they use him as a shield. And maybe I can take the human crud out, before they hurt him—and maybe not. Things happened. She needed another way into the bakery. She cursed softly. Why hadn’t she asked Adrik about that, or checked with the baker earlier? There was one door—the one being guarded at the moment—and other than that, there was only . . .

			Only the hatch. An unpleasant smile curved her lips, and she began easing around the building, and around the next corner, until she was almost opposite the single door. The hatch had served plenty of people both early in the day and late in the evening, when there were too many coming to buy bread for the next meal to all fit into the shop. She could see Adrik in her mind, surrounded by baskets of long loaves, handing them out and taking coin as fast as his fingers could move. He’d been shaded, even though the hatch faced west: shaded by a small, neatly patched canvas awning, as she recalled.

			The awning was still there, now pulled down across the opening. She touched the frayed end hanging down below the sill, then moved away as someone inside snarled out a string of ugly oaths. A wary glance around, then two steps back: she leaned against the wall, her eyes fixed on the covered hatch, and frowned. A shutter on the inside—had there been one? She didn’t recall a shutter. Inside the building the man who’d been cursing was now shouting—not at the same person, she thought, because someone else hurriedly crossed the room with a lantern. Light made the canvas pale and the patchwork stood out sharply as darker marks against the light-colored cloth. She ducked down as light stabbed through a narrow slit between the awning and the hatch; then she began to move sideways, cat-footed, her back to the wall. The light followed her for several steps, flared brightly across the canvas, and moved away, into the far corner. She smiled grimly: no shutter.

			The smile faded abruptly as the baker yelped in pain, then shouted, “But I don’t know what you want! My son’s gone to deliver the late baskets of bread, and I haven’t seen your man!” A snarl of low-pitched words followed; she couldn’t make out what the other man was saying, but the baker’s frightened response filled in the blanks neatly for her: “Pixus, I swear to you,” he shouted, “I have no idea where that stupid Agrinon is, I haven’t seen him in at least a day. He’s probably back sleeping with that poor young weaver! And it’s no good Brisus getting fussed about his horrid little man and my cart; I saw them off hours ago, and I haven’t seen them since! That’s truth, I swear it!”

			“Keep it down!” someone shouted at him. “If you’re trying to attract help by yelling, the king’s guards don’t come this way anymore, and there ain’t anyone around here to help you! What—think your son’s gonna show up with the king and a whole army at his back?” Half a dozen men laughed raucously. Xena flexed her hands, took a running start at the awning, and dove through it.

			
			She came out of a tight tuck and sprang to her feet. Several silent, stunned men stared back at her, jaws sagging. It would have been almost comical except for the heavyset bearded thug in a filthy silk robe that might once have been red-and-blue striped; he held the baker in front of him, one hairy hand wrapped around Ukloss’s collar. The other hand steadily held a broad-bladed dagger across the man’s exposed throat. Ukloss’s eyes were wide, black disks surrounded by white. The eyes shifted suddenly; she sensed rather than saw movement just behind her right shoulder. She lashed out with a sharp backfist; it met stubbly greasy beard, then slammed into bone; the man behind her stumbled back into the wall and collapsed soddenly to the floor. She took two steps in the other direction, just in case the fallen man wasn’t as out as he should be after a hit like that, or in case he’d had company. She smiled at Ukloss. It wasn’t a reassuring smile, but the baker seemed to take a little heart from it.

			“I know about you, you’re Xena!” Pixus shouted and pointed at her with the knife. His voice was even more grating and unpleasant in close quarters—the kind of voice his sort deliberately cultivated, to overwhelm men like Ukloss. “One more step and you get a bath in the baker’s blood, you want that?”

			The smile spread; she shrugged. “It’s supposed to be good for the skin, isn’t it?”

			He blinked, thrown momentarily by the unexpected remark, and before he could regain control of the situation, she had snatched the chakra from its sheath and sent it flying. The baker gasped and squeezed his eyes shut, but the deadly flying circle missed him by a full hand’s width, to slice across the heavyset Pixus’s dagger hand; the blade clattered to the floor. The chakra ricocheted off the wall to zing sideways at one of Pixus’s men, who yelped and threw himself flat as it whizzed over him; he leaped back to his feet and began pawing through his ragged garb for a weapon. Too late: the weapon hit a pole and slammed into the back of his skull. His knees went loose, his eyes rolled out of sight, and he went flat again; this time he stayed down.

			Pixus had ducked reflexively each time the chakra hit something, and now he crouched in mid-room, sucking his cut hand and staring wildly all around. Sparks flew as the chakra careened off the small bronze counter; Xena snatched it in mid-flight, slammed it home, and swung around briefly to check on the first man she’d hit. He was groaning, slumped against the wall, eyes still closed.

			Pixus was staring in blank astonishment at the line of blood welling along his hand, then at the dagger on the floor some distance from his feet. He bent to snatch it up, dragging the terrified baker down with him.

			“Ukloss!” Xena shouted. The baker roused at that and began to twist frantically in the other’s grasp, but Pixus was at least as large as Ukloss and much stronger. Xena swore, threw herself into a tight forward roll, spun halfway around, and caught hold of Pixus’s grubby robe and his sandals. “Ukloss, go!” she shouted again, and yanked, hard. Pixus flailed for balance and went flat on his face, the air driven from him in a loud grunt. The baker went flying into the wall, and almost out the hatch.

			Five men were still on their feet: they glanced at one another grimly and drew their swords as one. Xena grinned tightly, and shouted out her piercing, warbling war cry. One of the men turned white, dropped his sword, and went flat. She bounded forward, grabbed the two nearest by the scruffs of their none-too-clean necks, and slammed them together. There was a painfully resonant clunk, and the two collapsed in a heap. Beyond them, Pixus was staggering to his feet once more as the door to the shop slammed open to reveal three heavily armored men caught in the opening. One of them was yelling furiously and trying to shove the other two aside so he could enter the bakery; another seemed half-witted because he kept trying to fight his way past the middle man and get inside. The third was cursing steadily; from the sounds of things, some part of his armor had caught on one of the other men’s and they were hooked together. The middle man was shouting too loudly to hear anyone but himself.

			Xena laughed and shoved Pixus with one foot. Still off-balance, he went over in a tangle of robes.

			The men in the doorway were still yelling, and two of them swore in fury as the middle man—a short, square-faced fellow with the body of a wrestler—stiff-armed his way through. With a shriek of tearing metal, the other two went flying in opposite directions. The middle man leaped into the room, a stubby-handled trident in one hand, a tangle of net in the other. Pixus flailed himself partway upright and yelled, “Gornius! Get her, but don’t kill her; I want her alive!”

			“You’re even stupider than you look, Pixus,” Xena commented as she went into a crouch. Gornius advanced on her cautiously, jabbing his way with the trident. Unfortunately for him, the net was in as much a snarl as Pixus’s robes, thanks to the confusion in the doorway; when he tried to flail it at her and catch her feet, it bounced limply off the baker’s table, then settled around one of Pixus’s sandals. Pixus snarled out a curse and yanked; Gornius roared wordlessly, red-faced, and yanked back. The warrior laughed again, bounding forward and ripping the net, sandal and all, from the short man’s grasp. With an accomplished flick of her wrist, she flipped it down over his head and knocked his feet from under him. The trident went clattering across the floor; she scooped it up and slammed it deeply into the floor, pinning the net and the wildly struggling Gornius in place.

			Ukloss yelled a wordless warning; Xena took a step back, arms out and hands flexed. The two who’d been shoved aside were through the door; one of them, a tall, skinny man she vaguely recognized was trying to flank her, dagger poised. The other was coming straight at her, sword poised for a downstroke. She bared her teeth and leapt into the air; letting her momentum do the work, Xena waited until the sword was just a flashing arc before striking out with a devastating kick. Though he went down hard, yelling and bleeding profusely, the man was back on his feet almost immediately. One hand clutching his nose, sword forgotten, he snagged a nasty-looking dagger from his belt and ran at her with it. Unaccountably, he suddenly staggered and went flat again. Xena glanced down in surprise, and saw a basket that had become tangled up in his legs. She heard a horrified gasp, and looked up: Adrik, his face white and his mouth sagging, stood just inside the doorway, tugging at Elyseba, who’d come into the room far enough to hurl the long bread basket. The satisfaction curving her mouth said much as her eyes searched the room nonstop for another target, a second basket ready to throw.

			“Out!” Xena yelled sharply. “Both of you, out!” Adrik yanked the basket from the woman’s fingers, threw it in the corner, and pulled her back into the night.

			The distraction had cost her. The second warrior had used the opportunity to get within striking range, and now he snarled and went to one knee as the skinny man abandoned his stealth and came running up behind her, dagger high over his head. She turned, caught his belt, then yanked hard. He went flying, landing with a thump and a groan atop his friend, the inept swordsman. The dagger flipped end for end and buried itself in the wall, near the door.

			The clutch of five men were all together and all down; Gornius was fighting to haul the trident out of the floor, but the net had him in such a tangle, he couldn’t get a grip on anything. Pixus edged up onto hands and knees and began to crawl cautiously across the floor. Xena growled, low in her throat, scooped up the skinny man by the knees and swung him in a half circle. The baker winced as the back of the thin man’s head cracked into Pixus’s temple. The warrior dropped one atop the other, stepped back so she could survey the entire room, and set her fists on her hips.

			“Some of you can hear me,” she said sharply. “Anyone moves, any single one of you, and you all hurt for it. Got me?” Silence. “Someone say yes,” she warned. “Say it now, or I’ll hurt you anyway.” She bared her teeth. “Bad.”

			“Yes,” Gornius snarled from inside the net.

			“You’ll be very sorry you interfered here,” Pixus began.

			“Shut up!” Silence immediately rushed into the room. Xena broke it finally, pitching her voice to carry beyond the bakery. “Adrik! Both of you—in here!”

			Adrik was pale and he looked nervously around before entering the room. Elyseba’s face was fixed, her chin high and defiant. “I thought you two were gonna stay away from this,” Xena said.

			“I tried,” the baker’s son replied sullenly. “I turned to say something to her, and she wasn’t there. By the time I saw her, she was almost all the way here.”

			“Where is Kratos?” the woman broke in, and her voice was trembling. “Our house was too dangerous for him tonight; I know he would come here to sleep. I couldn’t just leave him—” She bit her lip, swallowed, and spoke more normally. “I thought you needed help.”

			“That was brave of you, but dangerous,” Xena replied softly. “And Kratos isn’t here, he’s at the palace, with Gabrielle and Helarion.” She caught Adrik’s eye, and gestured with her head toward the baker, who leaned against the hatch, eyes closed. The younger man stared at his father blankly for a long moment, then hurried over to wrap arms around him. Ukloss sighed faintly and leaned into his son.

			“Oh.” Elyseba seemed to finally realize how close to danger she had come; she sagged. The warrior caught her just before she hit the floor. “I’m sorry,” Elyseba said. “I thought—”

			“I can see what you thought. It’s all right, you weren’t hurt. Here,” she added and helped the woman over to where Adrik and his father stood. “Adrik, hang on to them both.”

			“Warrior,” the baker finally murmured. “Thank you. Are the others safe?” He hesitated as she held up a hand for silence, and sent her eyes toward the band of thugs against the far wall. She nodded once then, and he let out a held breath in a relieved gust. “I—thank you. But-what do we do with them?”

			“Good question,” Xena replied. Her eyes stayed on the clutch of men; none of them seemed interested in trying to escape at the moment. “The guard—but we don’t know who’d come. And the market jail—that’s out, too.” She moved across the chamber, toward the door: the horses were stirring—someone was coming.

			Coming fast, she realized, but taking care to be quiet about it. A moment later, Kratos slipped into the bakery; he was breathing hard and sweat beaded his high, young forehead. His eyes lit on Pixus and the sullen men scattered around him, and his jaw dropped. He looked from one to another of them, then spun partway around, startled, as the warrior came up next to him. “Is—is it all right here?” he asked at last.

			“Fine,” Xena assured him. “Come over here, with me,” she added, and as they turned, she murmured against his ear, “Don’t say anything out loud you don’t want them to know, okay?” He nodded briefly, then stopped cold and stared again—but this time only to the least moment. Then he was gone, across the room, his face buried in his mother’s shoulder and his arms around her. Elyseba hugged him fiercely, then put him away from her a little so she could sign something. His hands moved rapidly and his face lit up. Knows his father is safe. Xena decided. The boy laid a hand briefly against his mother’s cheek, then came back and gestured for the warrior. She turned her back to the litter of beaten men and murmured, “What’s the word at the palace?”

			“We got in, Gabrielle talked to the queen, everything is fine. The king’s coming here with a few men, just before the sun comes up, so they can fix everything,” he said rapidly. “I ate with the queen!” he added in pleased astonishment. “Really good stuff, but the bread wasn’t as good as Ukloss’s. And my cousin and Gabrielle stayed to talk, but I wanted to make sure my mother was all right . . .” His voice faded as he tried to recall the rest of his message. “Oh. And some of the guards got caught; Agrinon was leading them.”

			“Oh? That’s good.” It gave her direction, too. She turned, caught Adrik’s eye, and gestured for him to join her. “Adrik, go and get one of the carts, bring it back here. I’ll have these men wrapped up by the time you return; you and your father can deliver them to the palace dungeons—”

			“You won’t dare do that!” Pixus interrupted indignantly.

			“Want to bet?” she countered. He subsided, grumbling. “You think Brisus is going to keep you out of prison? Not a chance.”

			“Brisus will—”

			“Maybe he’ll get to share a cell with you,” Xena said flatly. “If you two aren’t sharing a pyre.” He glowered, and shut his mouth with a snap. “Don’t like it?” she added. “Too bad, deal with it. Adrik.”

			“Xena?”

			“Go. Hurry back here.” But he was gone before she finished speaking.

			
			Apparently, Pixus wasn’t going to be silenced. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, hands still braced on his knees. “You’re gonna lose this one, Xena,” he began softly. “It’s—what, you, that lippy little blonde who gave my cousin so much trouble—and people like this baker? Against us? Lookit your baker, he’s still shakin’ in his sandals!

			“You got no idea how many men we got, or even who they are, do you? And the next guys aren’t gonna be caught off-guard, know that? You think putting me in a cell’s gonna make any difference around here?” He spread his arms, then prudently withdrew them and resettled them on his knees as her eyes narrowed. “There’s plenty guards you don’t know about, get us out anytime we want.”

			“Really,” she murmured. Behind her, she could hear the baker conversing with Kratos’s mother in a worried undertone.

			“Yeah, really,” he replied sarcastically. “Also, my brother and my cousin Opher know where I went tonight and how long I was gonna be gone. I don’t show, you know what they’re gonna do?”

			She smiled, flexed her hands. “Walk right into me? I’m really scared, little man.” She folded her arms across her chest and raised her eyebrows at him. “You were asking the wrong person about Mikkeli, you know.” Silence. He stared up at her, suddenly at a lack for words, and she grinned mirthlessly. “What—you aren’t interested anymore where he is? Well, it doesn’t really matter, because you won’t be seeing him or that cart again.”

			“You’re lying,” Pixus replied hopefully.

			“Oh? Well. Guess there’s no point in talking about it then, huh?” She glanced over her shoulder, caught the baker’s eye, and crooked a finger. “Ukloss. You got any rope around here? And Kratos? I need you.”

			The baker got heavily to his feet and went to rummage in the small storage room he’d offered her as shelter—less than a day ago? She blinked. Busy day. The boy came over and leaned close as she went to one knee and spoke against his ear. “Got your breath back?” she asked. He nodded. “Think you could run back to the palace?” He nodded again. “Good. I’d like Adrik and Ukloss to take these men in so they can feel good about doing something, but there are a lot of them and only one of Ukloss; something could go wrong. Do you think you can get back in to see the king?” The boy considered this gravely, then nodded once more. “Good. If the king could send a couple armed guards he really trusts, to accompany the cart, tell him Xena would appreciate it. And if you see Gabrielle, tell her to stay out of trouble.”

			The boy’s mouth quirked in amusement. He repeated, “Tell the king to send guards to help Adrik bring in Pixus, and tell Gabrielle not to get in trouble.”

			Xena smiled warmly and ruffled his dark hair. “Good boy. Stay safe yourself, save your mother the worry.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Kratos replied gravely, but his eyes were amused. He signed something quickly to his mother, who looked briefly startled, then nodded emphatically, and then he was gone, out the door and into the night. As his footsteps faded, though, Xena heard two startled exclamations—the boy’s and a reedy male voice—and several of the horses whickered and moved aside.

			The warrior edged cautiously, sidelong, toward the open entryway, but stopped short as the scroll merchant peered around the corner of the door, then stepped into the room, blinking rapidly. “Ukloss, it’s entirely too light in here for the hour,” he began, then stopped short. Apparently, his eyes adjusted quickly, Xena thought. His pale gaze was fixed on Pixus, who snarled and glared back at him, and he immediately retreated, then jumped convulsively and yelped as the warrior’s hand closed around his elbow.

			“What’re you doing here, merchant?” she asked in a low voice. “No little winged creatures here.”

			His face was a little too pale, his eyes all pupil, but he managed a weak grin and eyed her sidelong. “Of course there aren’t—but there’s bread. ‘A loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and thou—’” he began in a declamatory voice; a hard smack on the back left him coughing and gasping for air.

			“Sorry, but you’re not my type—and I don’t think I’m yours, either.” He blinked at her owlishly, drew a breath to retort, and began coughing once again. She waited impatiently until he was finished, set her fists against her waist, and demanded, “Isn’t there one moment in your whole life you’ve been serious?”

			“Why bother?” he asked, as if he really wanted to know. “Everyone else is so serious, and if you ask me, that’s a large part of the problem in this world: no one wants to laugh. Now, me . . .” Xena bared her teeth in a mirthless grin and he fell prudently silent.

			“Yes?” she demanded. “What about you?”

			“Um—ah. Well! I came partly for my morning bread, but mostly to pass a message to the baker—or to you, if you were anywhere about. Now! Is that serious enough for you?” He considered this and became very grave indeed. “Message,” he repeated. “Two of Brisus’s men were arguing just outside my shop, not an hour ago, and the consensus is—”

			“The what? Talk good Greek!” she hissed.

			“It’s all Greek to me,” he replied, the corners of his mouth rising briefly. Hastily, he added, “Brisus is worried because there’s a rumor that you and Gabrielle are in Athens, and he hasn’t heard from his man in the palace or his man who was supposed to have returned from the country with fresh mutton or something. And now the man he sent here to question the baker hasn’t come back, either. The two men were arguing because one is for Brisus no matter what happens, but the other is afraid the king has regained control, and they’ll all die.”

			“Fine. I understand that. What is Brisus up to?”

			“He’s sent out word for all his men to meet under the statue of Nike, this very morning at daybreak. He’s planning on a fast raid on the streets around the baker’s fountain, to take more hostages—including Gabrielle.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			“Nike? What statue of Nike?” Xena demanded. Her eyes narrowed.

			Peder snorted. “Gift to the arts; if you’re fortunate, you won’t get a good look at it. The eyes don’t match and the nose is an odd shape. Sculpted by an ardent amateur with too much wealth, too much free time—and no talent whatsoever. It’s just down the street from here, on the edge of a dry fountain—best place they could find to shove it out of the way without offending the rich artist or anyone with taste if you ask me.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the fountain. Silence. He eyed her sidelong, expectantly. Xena’s eyes narrowed even more.

			“That’s the stupidest thing anyone’s ever told me,” she finally said. She flexed her hands. “You’re lying to me!”

			He opened his own eyes very wide, and the tip of his tongue darted across his lower lip. “Um—ah—why would I do that?”

			“I don’t know. For amusement?” She brought her hands up and gently clapped them together. Peder bit his lip and shook his head, but his eyes were amused. The maddening man would joke at his own funeral, even if he’d been rendered flat enough to be buried in his own scroll! But Xena had to admit, at the moment, his obnoxious sense of humor was less irritating than usual, and his smart-mouthed remarks seemed more the result of habit than actual effort. And though it might be merely a trick of the light, he looked paler than normal, his light hair sticking out in spikes as though he’d shoved his hands through it repeatedly. As if in response to her thought, he sighed faintly, drove both hands through his hair and tugged at it.

			“Xena,” he said earnestly. “Warrior. Please. I’m the one who told you about these people and their desperate situation in the first place, aren’t I? In the market jail, where we were both housed for the night, in case you forgot about that minor detail! Did I lie then?”

			She considered this, her eyes fixed on him; the silence stretched. His arms dropped limply to his sides and he swallowed. “All right,” she said finally. “You didn’t lie. Then. As far as I know.”

			“Thank you,” he replied stiffly, and turned away from her to find the baker. Xena frowned as her eyes slid across Pixus and his men, not quite seeing them until one of them shifted nervously; her gaze sharpened and he went utterly still. She gave each of them a chill, appraising stare, then once more let her gaze unfocus as she tried to make sense of this latest twist in an already convoluted state of affairs.

			Something wasn’t quite right here. Something to do with Gabrielle? But Gabrielle was with King Theseus, likely still in the palace and safe. Reasonably safe, anyway. I hope she is—and that she’s being careful. Careful and Gabrielle: oh, wasn’t that a thought! Gabrielle halfway across Athens from her. I knew it was a bad notion, splitting up. Even though we really had no choice.

			There still was no choice: she’d merely waste time heading for the palace, and Ukloss would be unprotected—as would Elyseba. Knowing Gabrielle, she’d be on her way back here, and there were hundreds of streets, avenues, alleys, dead-ends, market byways, and other routes that crisscrossed Athens and led in straight or roundabout fashion to the palace—the chances of crossing her path were slim and none.

			And I’m needed here. These were after all the people Brisus and the Protectors had chosen to exploit. She’d removed one threat to them when she and Adrik rescued their kidnapped people; there was no guarantee Brisus hadn’t come up with another scheme just in case of such a situation. He thought that way. Once Pixus went missing, other men would certainly come to find out what was wrong, and not with Pixus’s oblivious style.

			She knew nothing of these so-called Protectors, other than what she’d learned facing Pixus; they sounded like the average thug—something like Kalamos, without Kalamos’s good-to-middling weapons skills. If the other Protectors were anything like Pixus—all mouth and no action—they wouldn’t be much of a threat. Not to anyone except non-fighting people like Elyseba and her family.

			Brisus saw enemies everywhere, and always; he planned for them—complex patterns of plans within plans within schemes, within strategies, within tactics.

			Brisus wouldn’t be catering to the Protectors, either. Whatever they thought they were doing when they brought him in, he’d be the man in charge at this point.

			She eased over to the small storage room as the baker came out, odd bits of twine in his hands. He was still too pale, red handprints sharp on both sides of his face. “All I could find, warrior.”

			“It’s enough. I’ll watch,” she added as she drew a long-bladed, well-honed dagger and balanced it neatly by the point on the tip of one finger. “You tie them.” She sent her eyes toward the scroll merchant. “You stay put.”

			“I should get back to my shop . . .” he began. She bared her teeth briefly and his voice faded.

			“Why? You came for bread, remember? Stay put.”

			“My pleasure,” he agreed faintly, and edged into the corner. On the opposite side of the bakery, Pixus stirred and she thought he intended to say something—bellow it, more likely. She flipped the dagger up, caught it, and began cleaning her nails, her eyes moving casually across the pile of felled thugs; the grubby, silk-robed brute subsided with a visible shudder. The baker’s lips twitched, but he walked across the room and began binding Pixus’s men.

			He was barely finished when the horses just outside the doorway became agitated; one whickered. Xena side-stepped across the room, dagger just out of sight behind her back, and the baker froze; she motioned to him for silence, eyed Pixus and his men—several of them looked truly beaten, but Pixus and two of those closest him were eyeing the entry hopefully. The warrior eased outside, dagger at the ready, then stepped immediately back in. “It’s Adrik.”

			“Oh. Good.” Ukloss inspected one of Pixus’s knots, ignored whatever the man snarled at him in an undertone so low the warrior couldn’t catch the words, then backed away. Five steps from the huddle of men, he turned and strode over to the long counter, where several pottery bowls stood covered in clean cloths. Elyseba hadn’t moved in some time, not since she had managed a tired smile for Peder earlier; just now her eyes were closed and the warrior thought she might be dozing.

			More noise and movement came from just behind Adrik, who froze in the entrance. He turned and leaned out into the night before Xena could stop him, but he was back at once. “It’s—they look like king’s men,” he said doubtfully.

			“I sent Kratos for king’s guardsmen,” Xena assured him. “Maybe for once something around here is what it looks like.”

			
			A very short time later, the bakery was cleared and quiet: the cart and its load of low-lifes were gone, creaking steadily toward the palace dungeons, Adrik on the seat and five grim-faced, well-armed, mounted guards surrounding it. The fight had gone completely out of the captives, except for Pixus—and after a few moments of snarling and hurling threats at guardsmen who simply stared through him, he swore and gave it up.

			The baker was hurrying back and forth, adding flour, raisins, nuts, and herbs to his various batters, shaping loaves, stoking the ovens. The awning over the hatch flapped loose in an occasional breeze; he’d released it as soon as Pixus and his men were gone. Without that much needed ventilation, the shop would have been unbearably warm.

			Elyseba had been persuaded by the baker to retire to his storage room, and when Xena walked by a few moments later, the woman was already asleep, covered with a blanket and curled up on a deep pile of straw that probably served the baker as a bed when he had to be here all night, tending to his batters. Long day for her, the warrior thought, then crossed the main room to pick up the basket Elyseba had tossed during the fight; she cast her eyes up, threw the basket back atop the stack near the door, and hesitated there to listen a long moment.

			The thugs’ horses were gone with the cart, as was the enormous pile of confiscated weaponry—one of the guards had taken all of the blades and other bits with a remark to the baker about reparations. Good. Sell the horses and the gear, give the money to these people. It seemed more than fair.

			The street itself was very quiet just now, the sky still dark. Two doors down from the bakery, fog lurked in the fountain that occupied the center of the street. Xena leaned out and stared toward the fountain; there wasn’t anything to see, across the broad square or down it. She narrowed her eyes, stepped into the open, and gazed in the direction Peder had pointed out. The broad avenue was shadow against shadow, but even in broad daylight she couldn’t have seen far. At the bakery the previous morning she’d seen the beginning of the labyrinthlike mess herself, and she’d seen a few such places in other parts of big, ancient cities. The street changed all at once from broad and well paved to a welter of skinny alleys overshadowed by tall, looming buildings. Rather than moving directly from one point to another, there were sudden, bewildering shifts of direction as one old street blended into another, where fallen buildings had been removed and the spaces paved over to make new thoroughfares, as new buildings rose where old, cracked streets had been.

			Perfect place for an ambush, though: just the kind of thing Brisus would take advantage of. Because beyond the new fountain, buildings crowded in so close there was barely room for two skinny handcarts to pass. A few paces further she’d seen the series of sharp bends the street took in the direction of the shore. A street like that—all doorways, nooks, hidden places—well, Brisus might plan a neat ambush, but she could, too.

			Statue of Nike. Something odd, still; she glanced at the opposite wall, where the scroll merchant sat on the floor, knees drawn up and chin settled on them. His eyes were fixed on the distance. Wondering if he’d have a scroll shop left to go back to, possibly.

			I wonder if— She waited; the thought wouldn’t complete itself. She swore under her breath, shook her head. It would come, eventually. She could only hope it wouldn’t be too late.

			As if somehow aware of the direction of her thoughts, Peder stirred and got to his feet. “I really should be—”

			“Sit,” Xena ordered flatly. She gave him the hard look that could silence even Gabrielle and he subsided, but a short breath later, the warrior bounded across the bakery and snatched at his shirt, hauling him to his feet. “Why would two of Brisus’s men carry on a loud argument in the middle of the night—where you could conveniently hear it, merchant?”

			“I—ah—I—” He stared at her glassily. Xena shook him, shoved him against the wall, held him there, her face mere inches from his, and waited. His shoulders slumped. “I told him you wouldn’t believe it—”

			“Told who? Talk to me, scroll merchant!”

			Peder gave her an unhappy look, swallowed hard, and nodded. “Your old friend Brisus found out from Mondavius that you and Gabrielle had been talking to me, the night we shared the king’s hospitality. And that stupid guard, Agrinon, told Brisus that Gabrielle had gone to my shop, after she left him. So—Brisus came to my shop tonight. With Opher. And a—a large jar of lamp oil. He said if I didn’t tell you exactly what I told you that Opher would pour lamp oil throughout my shop and light it.” Xena waited; he shook his head. “That’s all I know, I swear! I’m not in league with Brisus; why would I be? I’m a scroll merchant!” His mouth twitched unhappily. “I was a scroll merchant. I’ve been gone long enough, Opher’s probably already burned my shop and gone back to his wine jug. He was—Brisus was in a mean mood but he was sober—”

			“He’s like that,” Xena agreed softly. “Keep talking.”

			“But Opher was—well, I wouldn’t be surprised if he passed out, dropped my lamp, and went up with the scrolls.”

			Silence. “You could have told me when you walked in the door.”

			“I didn’t dare! They said there would be someone outside, listening, that if I said the wrong thing, anything at all, he’d go back and tell Opher . . .” He swallowed. “And my shop would be a pile of ashes. And I’d be dead.”

			“Nah, nothing like that.” Gabrielle’s cheerful voice. Xena half-turned, her hands still wrapped in the scroll merchant’s shirt, and raised an eyebrow as Gabrielle hurried into the bakery. “Ah—Xena, it’s okay,” she added earnestly. “Peder really didn’t do anything to help those rats, except to promise he’d come here, and if you were here, that he’d tell you what they said. Um—I wonder: was that really Brisus?”

			“I didn’t see him,” the warrior replied mildly. “He says it was Brisus and Opher.” She let the merchant go. He eased along the wall and tugged his shirt straight. “What were you doing at the scroll merchant’s?” she asked finally. “And where’s Helarion?”

			“At the— Oh, right, at the scroll merchant’s. The same thing as earlier in the day,” Gabrielle said earnestly. “Making sure Peder was all right. And it’s a good thing, too: Helarion and I came up behind the opening at the back of Peder’s shop and I could see light, so I figured he was awake and everything was probably all right, but—”

			“Gabrielle.” Xena cleared her throat.

			“Ah—right! And then I heard his voice and he didn’t sound all right at all, and these other two, they were threatening him, talking about burning down his shop. Well, I couldn’t walk away from that, could I?” she demanded indignantly. “All those scrolls . . . Well, Peder left. And I figured he’d be okay once he got here, you’d take care of him, right? And this—Brisus—mean-mouthed little guy, pale hair, good fighting gear—he walks off and there’s just this soft-looking guy in a really filthy silk robe, I mean, don’t these guys ever wash?” Xena’s mouth quirked impatiently; Gabrielle flashed her a quick smile and went on, rather quickly. “Okay, he’s sitting on a stool, swaying back and forth and singing off-key, something about a drunken harpy, and about then, there’s Helarion making bratty faces at him from the front doorway—to get his attention, you know—and I snuck in and flattened him with a scroll.” She considered her choice of words, bit back laughter, and grinned at Peder, who eyed the warrior with alarm and eased farther along the wall. “Not that scroll, it was a blank one, missing a hand grip. And we tied him up with his belt and Helarion went back to the palace for a few honest guards, to take nasty, drunk Opher away.” She thought this over, nodded sharply. “Oh. And your shop’s okay, Peder, because we blew out the little lamp and Helarion took the oil jar so he could leave it somewhere far from a shop full of scrolls.”

			Gabrielle turned back to Xena. “Oh. And I think he wasn’t lying about the other part, either. Because when I came up just now? I thought I saw someone sneaking away from the back wall—just about where that canvas is, over there.” Xena sighed heavily and turned away. “Ah—I’m sorry,” Gabrielle said softly. “I guess I shoulda said something about him right away, huh? Except I wasn’t really sure, and you had Peder off the floor, and—”

			“I’m not mad at you, Gabrielle,” Xena replied quietly. “You’ve done fine, so far. It’s the situation—only two of us in a city like this . . .”

			“I’d call it bad odds for them,” Gabrielle said.

			“So would I. But I can’t be inside and outside at the same time.”

			“That’s why you’ve got me! Did you hear we found Agrinon? And the guy that was keeping the king out of things—weird little guy, called Mesmer, had Theseus in this trance, and Hippolyta—she asked me to call her that, really sweet, she just had a baby, you wouldn’t believe how cute—” She stopped short and her eyes went wide. Xena eyed her in mild alarm, then relaxed all at once. Visions again. Right, she was obviously thinking. Gabrielle blinked rapidly, shook her head, and went on, bright and determined. “So, we tossed Agrinon and thirteen guys in the king’s prison cells, and the king’s got a guy asking Agrinon who’s the other fourteen dirty guards.”

			“That’s all? Fourteen?”

			“Supposedly.” Gabrielle shrugged. She held up a hand, index finger turned down, tapped the next finger. “And six or seven in the country—”

			“Taken care of.”

			She smiled. “I knew that. And everyone back safe, like Kratos said?”

			“Tired, cold, and hungry, but all right,” Xena assured her.

			“Good. And you got Pixus and—”

			“And eight men.”

			“And Opher. Okay! So, according to Mesmer, there’s only about another ten out here. Of course, one of them is Brisus, but there’s Pixus’s brother and whatever scum he’s got left. Simple!” She finished and tucked all the fingers into a compact little fist. The warrior smiled and flicked the hair from her forehead.

			“Maybe only ten or so,” she warned. “And if one of them is Brisus, that means we could be looking at a complex situation.”

			“You told me about him—well, a little bit,” Gabrielle amended. “I won’t underestimate him, okay? But—what are we gonna do?” She looked up, took a step back, and spun partway around as Xena bounded for the door. Half a breath later, five armed men entered the baker’s hut, their only mark a labyrinthine badge in bright red and blue. At the sight of their leader, the baker blushed and dropped to one knee.

			The king was clad in the same good leather-and-bronze armor as his men, and he crossed immediately to the baker. “Rise,” he said. “I don’t stand on that sort of ceremony, certainly not with people of mine who have been wronged.” He patted the man’s shoulder.

			“That’s a good word for it,” Xena murmured. “Wronged.” Theseus raised one eyebrow, then held out his hands.

			“I’ve heard a good deal about you,” he said. “I’m honored to meet you.”

			“I’ve heard about you, too,” Xena replied, and gripped his forearms. “We’d better get set; I know Brisus and we won’t have a lot of time. I have an idea.” Theseus gestured, and two of his men went back outside. Gabrielle listened for a moment to the low conversation between her friend and the king, then wandered over to sit next to Peder.

			“Hey,” she said softly. “Everything’s gonna be fine. We’ll get you back to your shop, soon as it’s safe.”

			“Safe,” he replied gloomily and let his eyes close. Gabrielle eyed him worriedly, then leaned back next to him and settled her shoulders.

			
			Across the room, the king nodded sharply. “It’s a good idea, warrior. Get down by that fountain before Brisus does, get into position, and when they show up—”

			“If they show up,” Xena said. “But I think they will. It’s the kind of move I’d expect from Brisus.”

			“If he anticipates you’ll second-guess him, though . . .”

			“He might. But he’ll still think he has the upper hand. How near are we to first light?”

			“Another hour—no more than that.”

			“Fine. Let’s get going.” She crossed the room and tapped the baker’s arm; he jumped, barely stifled a yelp, and turned to face her. “Leave the bread. Get the boy’s mother and get somewhere safe.”

			“Safe,” he echoed blankly.

			“Safe. The stable where my horse is. That shrine to Hermes. As long as it’s someplace safe, I don’t care. You don’t want Brisus snatching you, and I don’t want it either.”

			“The bread will burn—”

			“Your life’s worth more,” she said forcefully. “The people around here can buy bread elsewhere for one morning, if they have to. The king’s selling Pixus’s horses for you; you won’t lose the coin. Go, now.”

			He turned back to his ovens, dithering, then pulled himself together and began to damp the coals. Xena turned away, and went over to haul Gabrielle to her feet. She looked down at the scroll merchant, who eyed her warily as he stood up. “You come with us,” Xena said finally.

			“I’d rather not—”

			“I can’t be sure you’re safe anywhere else.”

			His mouth moved the way it might if he were ill. “You mean, you still don’t trust me.”

			“That, too. Move.”

			“It’s all right,” Gabrielle said as they went out the door together. “I’ll stay with you, you’ll be fine. And I trust you.”

			“Wonderful,” he muttered, then fell silent as Xena hissed a warning.

			
			It took a little time, getting nearly a dozen of them down the pitch-black street and into the tortuous alley that led to the dry fountain, all the while in complete silence. Lights were out of the question and obstacles were everywhere, but finally they emerged into a slightly wider area surrounded by rickety buildings. Xena drew Gabrielle back and breathed against her ear, “King’s man says there’s a shrine over there, deserted and filled in with rubble, and a deep doorway where you can keep him safe. And yourself, okay?”

			“Sounds good,” Gabrielle breathed back. “We’ll do our best.” She tugged at Peder’s arm and the two eased forward, staying in deep shadow and well away from the fountain at the center of the narrow square.

			Silence. Xena eased cautiously around a spill of stone, booted feet feeling her way one slow step at a time. A bird warbled nearby—she froze, then relaxed. Only one of the small owls that occupied ruined places like this, hunting mice. Real owl; never met anyone who could copy that cry. Moments later, she found a deep-linteled porch, the solid stone floor littered with trash and rubble, the posts reasonably sturdy even now, the front door barred shut. Through the gaps in the overhead tiles, she could see the least lightening of the sky. Not a moment too soon. King Theseus slowed long enough to hold out a hand; she gripped his wrist, felt the tightening of long, hard fingers, and then he was gone, five men at his heels, and none of them making any more noise than the mice that little owl was hunting.

			Silence again. Slowly, it was getting light out there: she could make out the rough line of roofs and broken walls against the sky. She glowered at her hands. I don’t like this city any better than I did the first time I saw it. Fighting a battle inside a place like this—I really don’t like that. She eased to one side of the long porch, then back again. No sound, no movement. All at once, she realized, she could make out the profile of the enormous statue perched on the edge of the fountain. Perhaps mounted on Argo, she’d be able to look it in the eye. From what she could see of it just now, she didn’t think she’d care to do that.

			Soon, Brisus and his men should be sliding into position. Theseus had said he’d wait for her signal; she hoped he meant it. Pale golden light shone on the highest peak of the roof across from her. Xena sent her eyes around the deserted square once more, then froze. Brisus stood at the base of the statue of Nike, a broad grin on his face, long sword in his hand. He moved it, and a familiar, high voice yelled, “Hey, do you mind? You know how hard it is to get blood out of this weave?” The warrior cursed under her breath and leaped forward, chakra half drawn.

			Brisus laughed and quickly shouted, “Put it back, sweetheart, or my arm gets tired.” She froze; he gestured with his free hand. She risked a quick glance: Sun wreathed the uppermost portion of the huge, hideous statue, but in the shadows at its feet lay Gabrielle, trapped beneath the edge of Brisus’s sword. The statue itself, Xena noticed, was unbalanced; perhaps the city hadn’t cared enough for it to mount it properly. But that could wait; she had her own problems just now. “Put it back,” Brisus repeated flatly.

			Silence. Then: “Gabrielle?”

			“Xena?”

			“You all right?”

			“Well—I’ve been in better places!”

			“You can’t expect to get away with this,” Xena murmured as her eyes locked on Brisus’s. “You even think about hurting her and there won’t be enough of you left for—”

			“Save the threats,” he interrupted her.

			“They aren’t threats if I do what I say.”

			“You lost this one, Xena.” Another flash of teeth. “My men have been settled in here, waiting for you, since before I took that drunk Opher up to the scroll merchant’s. You never could keep up with me in planning, could you?”

			“Why would I bother to keep up with you in any way?” she sneered, then looked around, spread her arms in a broad shrug, and let them fall to her sides. “Where’s the profit in a place like this, Brisus? You’ve come way down in the world, little man.”

			“Not a bit of it; I wasn’t doing this well when I was taking coin and insults from Mezentius. You just cleaned the dead wood out of the pile for me, that’s all. Mikkeli—I won’t miss him.”

			She smiled grimly. Doesn’t know about the palace yet. If his men had been here all evening . . . There was the man Gabrielle thought she’d seen, of course; if he’d been outside the bakery, he’d know. Maybe he hadn’t talked to Brisus yet. Maybe anything. Get Gabrielle safe. Now. “So,” she said finally. “What’s your plan, Brisus? I mean, if you’re gonna kill us both, then I’ve got nothing to lose, have I?”

			His jaw sagged briefly. “She’ll be dead right now, right in front of you, Xena!” he snapped.

			“Hey, fine with me, if I gotta go, this is at least quick!” Gabrielle assured her, then prudently fell silent as Brisus snarled at her.

			“She’s got a point,” Xena said calmly, then flexed her fingers, raised her right hand, and gestured. The king and three of his men stepped out of shadow, swords at the ready. Brisus stared at them for a long, blank moment, then, rather wildly, at Xena.

			“But the palace is—”

			“It’s changed hands in the past few hours; sorry no one thought to tell you.” Silence. “So, how many men have you got, Brisus? My count makes it maybe ten. You and ten men against me and you’ll lose. Bad.”

			“You’re just not gonna make this easy for yourself, are you?” he hissed. She shrugged. Brisus shouted an order, and a swarm of men emerged from the surrounding buildings to confront the king’s guards. “Don’t do nothin’ until I say, any of yas!” he yelled. “You stay there, keep them guys where they are! Opher’s boys better be keeping those pulleys and things lined up!”

			“Look, it’s that pale-haired fool I separated from his dagger belt and his purse!” A familiar voice rang out across the square. Brisus started and nearly swung around; Gabrielle immediately tried to roll away from him, but when the sharp blade pressed against her throat, she froze.

			At a gesture, one of Brisus’s men swung around, crossbow up. Helarion darted across the open, angling toward the back of the statue. He was a golden-haired blur, but not fast enough: the bowstring twanged, the sound echoing from the surrounding walls, and with a shriek of pain, the boy fell. Brisus risked a quick glance, then turned back to give the warrior an evil smile. “Take you one at a time? Fine with me,” he said. “Four of you keep your bows sighted on the king’s men; rest of you take her. You hold still!” he snarled as Gabrielle tried awkwardly to knock his legs from under him.

			Xena glanced from one of Brisus’s men to another, flexed her hands, and took one step back onto the low step of the porch. The five men in greasy or tattered leathers followed warily, weapons drawn.

			Xena noticed a sudden movement behind Brisus; Peder had eased into the open, and dragged Helarion into a shadowy doorway. The warrior was vaguely aware of him then starting a quiet, sidelong stalk along a still dim with evening shaded wall, but before she could figure out what he was up to, with a howl, one of Brisus’s men launched himself at her. She thrust thought of the merchant aside, leaped up, caught hold of one of the cross beams, and lashed out with both feet, catching the first thug square in his red-bearded face; he flew back into the others, and two more went down with him. She leaped across them, caught hold of two others, drove her elbow into one’s face, and then, her arm already cocked, punched the other. She backfisted the red-beard again for good measure, and then kicked him so hard he flew across the narrow courtyard and slid into the fountain. Something in the fountain wall creaked ominously and the already uncertain statue shifted the least bit.

			One of Brisus’s men, a thick giant of a man who’d had to move out of the way as his red-bearded comrade sailed past, stepped toward Xena, chuckling.

			“Well, hello there, Xena,” he said, placing the head of his weapon, a massive war hammer, on the ground and leaning on the thick oaken shaft.

			“Dekaron.” Xena grimaced. “It’s been a long time.”

			He tilted his head to the side good-naturedly, a sheaf of blond hair falling across his shoulder. “I’ve fought alongside you, but I always wondered what it would be like to actually meet you in battle. Guess this is my lucky day.”

			“Funny thing about luck,” Xena said, drawing her sword. “It’s got a way of going bad on you when you least expect it.”

			Dekaron smiled, and for a moment it seemed as if he might be going to say something else. But then he braced himself, and the huge arms came alive with strain. Grunting slightly, he hefted the hammer and began to move toward her.

			For a moment. Xena seemed confused; she looked around, started to go one way and then another, and finally stepped back into the shadow of the porch. Sensing a quick victory, Dekaron raised the hammer into position above his right shoulder and prepared to bring it crashing down on Xena’s skull. His outlandish frame seemed to fill the entrance to the porch. A shuffling sound came from the shadows, and Dekaron stopped and peered into the darkness, suddenly apprehensive.

			Among the early morning birdsong, the war cry sounded almost like the call of some strange hawk or falcon, a terrifying night creature that had arrived to dispell the tranquillity of daybreak. There was a flash of pale thighs, of wild hair, and Xena burst from the darkness of the porch to vault over the giant, her boots barely grazing his war hammer.

			She landed easily behind him, the statue of Nike at her back. Dekaron whirled around, roaring in rage and embarrassment. Xena had begun to smile, an expression meant to taunt the big man, but suddenly she had to duck to avoid the ungainly weapon that was whistling toward her head. The hammer shuddered its way into the side of the statue, and Dekaron had to pause and rock the shaft back and forth in order to free the instrument.

			Xena noticed that the statue now had a slight list to it.

			She darted in with her sword, and slashed Dekaron across the calves. The muscle was thick however, built up over years of toting around its owner’s body, and her cut wasn’t deep enough. He roared in pain.

			He spun around to face her, so Xena promptly dodged to the side and slipped behind him again. Following her movements, letting the quicker warrior dictate the flow of the battle, he raised the hammer again, ready to strike. Seeing her chance, Xena leaped forward and stabbed up, at the point where his arm and shoulder connected. The big man went berserk.

			Staggering around the narrow square, waving his hammer and scattering warriors from both sides, Dekaron was seemingly mindless in his pain. Xena’s sword still protruded from his side, and Xena still clung to the hilt, riding out the storm and twisting the blade deeper at every opportunity. Finally, his wild movements threw her off, and she landed in a heap halfway across the square. Meanwhile, Dekaron’s mad ranting was taking him closer to the tilting statue. With a supreme, almost heroic effort, he wrenched the sword from his side, and in his agony, slammed the hammer once more against Nike’s battered side.

			“Nooooo!” It burst from two throats at once: Xena’s and the scroll merchant’s. She leaped over Brisus’s fallen and dazed men, drew her chakra, and fired it straight for their pale-haired leader just as the statue wavered again and slowly began to topple. Brisus ducked, then turned to run—too late. The weapon ringed his neck, spinning furiously. He caught at his throat, face red as he fought for life, then staggered and fell to his knees. Gabrielle shrieked in alarm and threw himself sideways just as Peder launched himself straight at the place she’d been. The statue slammed into the ground, throwing up a cloud of rubble, dust, and debris, and the building where Xena had waited for daylight simply collapsed. Brick, stone, and wood rained down on Brisus’s fallen men. Brisus himself was attempting to rise, and one shaky hand was dragging the chakra from the stone parapet where it had become embedded when Xena threw herself on him, driving him to his knees again. She ripped the chakra from nerveless fingers and tossed it aside, hauled him over by one shoulder, and drove her fist into his jaw. He went limp.

			Silence. Then one of the king’s men was at her elbow, his crossbow drawn. “All yours,” she said as she got to her feet. “Take good care of him, he was the real leader of this bunch. There’s two more down in the fountain—and watch out for that one.”

			Dekaron lay motionless on the ground, bleeding slightly from his wounds. He was fine, Xena knew; she’d seen him absorb much worse.

			“Already taken care of.” But he spoke to her back. Xena had scooped up the chakra and was fighting her way across mounds of rubble to the ruins of the statue. One enormous, fat, carved wing, still intact after the fall, blocked her way. “Gabrielle! Gabrielle where are you?”

			“I’m here.” Her voice sounded weak, strangled.

			“Are you all right?” The warrior edged around the wing, down the far side. Gabrielle knelt next to the rubble, a very pale Helarion next to her, one of the king’s men tending a very bloody shoulder. Tears ran unchecked down Gabrielle’s face and she pointed toward what was left of the statue. “Gabrielle—swear you’re all right?”

			She nodded, rubbed her cheeks. “Peder’s under that. He tried to save me, and he—”

			Xena knelt, wrapped an arm around her, and drew her close. “I’m sorry, Gabrielle. I know you liked him, and it was a brave thing he did. Remember what you said, it was fast. He never knew what hit him, and probably didn’t even see it coming.” Silence. Gabrielle nodded, finally.

			“I know. But it’s not fair.”

			“Things aren’t fair, sometimes. People get hurt who shouldn’t.”

			“Because of people like Brisus.” Gabrielle’s hands clenched into fists and she tried to rise, but Xena held her back.

			“Don’t waste your time on him. He’s not worth it. He’s going into King Theseus’s prison cell for a nice, long stay, and I’m gonna suggest they put him in with the Protectors, especially Pixus.” She squeezed Gabrielle’s shoulders and got to her feet as the king came over. “Everything under control?” she asked.

			“It is now.” He looked around. “It’s not easy, keeping a city the size of Athens in good condition; something needs to be done about this at once.”

			“I’m sure you’ll do a good job,” Xena assured him. “The scroll merchant—”

			Theseus swallowed; he’d gone rather pale. “I saw. Once this neighborhood is ready for people again, we’ll put in a new statue, in his honor.” He looked down at the remains of the vast winged Nike, and his nose wrinkled. “We won’t use the same artist.”

			“Good.” She glanced at the sky, then toward Helarion. “I’m going to take that boy back to his mother and see the baker knows it’s safe to come back to his ovens.”

			“Maybe we’ll meet again,” Theseus said.

			Xena smiled faintly, and extended her arm; he met it halfway. “Maybe—but not in Athens. No offense, but your city’s been bad luck for both of us.” Her fingers tightened on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “We’ll be leaving as soon as we can. Give Hippolyta and your new son our love.”

			“I will.” He watched as Xena persuaded the red-eyed Gabrielle to her feet, as they both helped Helarion up and got him braced between them; then he began working his way around the broken statue to where his guards were bringing a heavily manacled Brisus. Xena turned briefly, met Brisus’s eyes, and smiled. Brisus wasn’t smiling, and the look in his eyes was murderous; Theseus’s men yanked him away.

			Gabrielle sighed as they moved into deep shadow; Helarion patted her shoulder and she sighed again but eyed him sidelong. “You are gonna swear to me you won’t steal anything, ever again,” she said flatly, “or I’m gonna break your head for you!”

			He snorted. “You can’t . . .”

			“Oh, yes, I can,” Gabrielle said vigorously. “After what I’ve been through because of you and for you! And look what happened, you almost wound up leading the dead down to Hades for your father—you think it’s okay down there? Well—it’s not, especially for snotty-mouthed young thieves; you wind up where people like Brisus are, and they’re the guys making the rules! You’re gonna swear, you got me?”

			“And how else am I supposed to make my living?” he asked after a moment, in a small voice. Xena edged them through a patch of rubble and into the open. “This is what I’m good at! Why didn’t my father save me? Why would he have given me these abilities and then take them away?” The young man shook his head, despondent. “Maybe Hermes isn’t my father after all. What kind of father would let this happen?”

			Xena awkwardly squeezed the young man’s shoulder. “It’s not about who your father is, Helarion. It’s about you, and who you really are. You’re clever, funny . . . and now you know you’re brave as well. That’s a far better birthright than most people receive.” He considered this, then slowly nodded his head. “Good. Go to the king, as soon as your shoulder’s healed. He’ll remember you. Apply to be one of his messengers, you know the city, the streets, the people—you’ll be good at it. Maybe you’ll even wind up with a room for yourself and your mother in the palace.”

			“Messenger. . . .” he said thoughtfully.

			“Hey,” Gabrielle assured him. “It’s in your blood, remember?”

			
		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			The road south from Athens was dusty, dry, and hot; the sea crashed against harsh pillars of black stone. Xena led Argo along the track, Gabrielle a subdued presence at her side. A dappled gray mare with plain leather tack ambled along behind her.

			“You all right?” Xena asked finally, though she knew the answer. Get her to talk it out.

			“I’m all right. I . . . I miss Peder.”

			“You’d miss him anyway, even if you’d just left him behind.”

			“I know.” Gabrielle blinked rapidly and managed a smile for her. “I feel like it was my fault.”

			“You can’t take responsibility for what other people do, remember? You can be sorry if they do the wrong thing, but that’s different.”

			“I know.” She looked at the sea as a particularly huge wave hit and surf boomed loudly and echoingly from the rocks. She shuddered. “Glad we’re on land,” she said finally.

			“Glad we’re out in the open,” Xena said. “Glad we don’t have anything to do just now, either.”

			“I am glad Cydavia got to meet you, before we left. I mean, with your word and the queen’s, Melosa’s sure to take her, isn’t she?”

			“Maybe. I’m not so sure your friend really knows for certain what she wants.”

			“Well—at least she’ll get the opportunity to try it out. Not everyone gets that kind of chance.” The mare lipped her hair; Gabrielle eyed it sidelong, freed the hair, and sighed. “I wish I’d been able to find a nice way to tell the queen this was not my idea of a good reward.”

			“Never know when a horse will come in handy. I just—” Xena froze, eyes fixed on the distance. “Here.” She thrust Argo’s reins into Gabrielle’s hands and ordered, “Wait here.”

			“Huh?” But the warrior was gone, sprinting down the road, dagger in hand. And now Gabrielle could see, too: a man in pale tatters, staggering up the road, and on the sand behind him, the wreck of a small boat. Something familiar about the way he walked, though—“Oh, no!” Gabrielle exclaimed, and tugging at the two sets of reins, she went down the road after Xena, who had stopped just short of the man.

			His face was nearly unrecognizable for blood and bloody bandages, and the deep bronze coloring from too much sun at sea for too many days. “Help!” he cried out faintly as the two came up; he shoved hair out of his eyes. He rocked back on his heels, and his jaw sagged. “Xena? And—oh, no, not you!”

			“Salmoneous,” Xena murmured softly. “What are you doing on the Athens road looking like you just walked off a shipwreck?”

			“I— Because I did! They got everyone else, but I slipped over the side and got away, so I could get help, I swear it, and they didn’t see!”

			“They?” The warrior grabbed his arm and shook him, hard. “Who’s they?”

			“The Sea Raiders,” Salmoneous whispered. “They’ve been jumping little coastal villages in the past week or so but now they’re after the ships, too.”

			Xena looked at Gabrielle; Gabrielle gave the weaving man a hard look, then met the warrior’s eyes. “No ships,” she said firmly.

			“No ships,” Xena agreed. “Salmoneous, the city of Athens is,” she turned and pointed, “that way, maybe three hours’ walk.” The man sagged even more and moaned.

			“Or an hour’s easy ride,” Gabrielle assured him and held out the gray’s reins. Xena blinked; Gabrielle smiled. Salmoneous eyed her sidelong, as if expecting some kind of joke. He finally took the reins, waited as Gabrielle hauled two small bags from the horse’s withers, and shoved himself into the saddle with her help, then stiffly and gingerly arranged his generous bulk.

			“I knew you’d help me get my ship back!” he began enthusiastically. Xena cleared her throat ominously and he clapped a hand over his mouth.

			“Athens,” she said flatly. “King. That way.” She pointed, then turned away. Before he could say anything, she chucked the reins, and Argo began to move off down the road. Gabrielle hurried to catch up, then finally glanced over her shoulder at Salmoneous, who sat on the motionless gray. Both were gazing mournfully after the two women.

			“Xena, we really can’t leave him here.”

			“This is still King Theseus’s land,” Xena replied firmly. “And no ships, remember?”

			“No ships—right. So,” Gabrielle turned to face the southbound road and lengthened her stride. “How far do you think we’ll get before he catches up with us?”

			Xena’s lips twitched in amusement. “If we travel fast enough, maybe he won’t.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Afterword

			As many of the online fans of the show are aware, I held a contest to randomly choose two people for “walk-on” parts in this book—partly in thanks for the fan support of the books. Also, since so few of us ever get to meet the actors we admire, I thought it might be fun for two of the fans to at least meet Xena and Gabrielle on paper, talk to them, and even interact with them a bit. The winners were the woman represented as Elyseba, and the merchant woman, Cydavia. Thanks to both of you for allowing me to portray you by the descriptions and character traits you suggested to me.

			Also thanks to Peder the scroll merchant (Peder Wagtskjold at Dreamhaven Books in Minneapolis, MN), who has had a (print) death threat hanging over his head since the World Fantasy Convention, New Orleans, thanks to That Book: Yes, it was a nasty death, but you did ask for it. At least, you can’t say you weren’t warned . . . Hope the wake is a good one.
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			Chapter 1

			The small fire crackled and popped, sending tiny sparks into the gathering night. Dark trees bowed and swayed in the mild, early summer breeze, the air rich with the scent of pine and sun-warmed earth.

			Gabrielle sat back from her efforts, watching the tiny flames lick against the twigs and branches she had gathered. The fire had to burn down before they could cook anything, at least another twenty minutes—and then it would still take time to roast the rabbit Xena had found for dinner. Gabrielle sighed, then glanced over at her companion. Xena sat cross-legged behind her, her back against a stone, her sword in her lap. The dark-haired warrior was inspecting the blade carefully, her sharp, icy eyes searching for nicks and dull spots.

			“I’m starving,” said Gabrielle, then she sighed again. “I wish we still had some of that jerky from the last village.”

			Xena didn’t look up from her examination. The blade was fine, as it had been the night before—but she never neglected her daily check; the quality of a sword would often decide the outcome of a battle, and a blade could never be too sharp. She’d learned a long time ago that if she took care of her weapons, they would take care of her.

			“If I remember correctly,” said Xena, “there’s no more jerky because someone ate it all this afternoon.”

			She smiled slightly, looking up at her young friend. Gabrielle opened her eyes wide, giving her best innocent look, her light eyes catching reflections from the crackling flames.

			“There was hardly any left! And besides, I was hungry.”

			Xena set her sword aside and reached for her bedroll. “You’re always hungry.”

			“I am not. I’m a growing girl, that’s all, and I have to keep my strength up. Even you say so.”

			Xena nodded. “True. But if you keep eating all of our supplies, you’ll break our horse’s back.”

			“That’s not—” Gabrielle started, but then grinned. Sometimes it was hard to tell whether Xena was kidding or not, she could keep such a straight face—obviously, this was a joke. Especially since Xena rode the horse most of the time. And there really hadn’t been that much left . . .

			Gabrielle turned back to the fire, hugging her knees to her chest. She never got tired of staring into the flames, watching the way they danced and shimmered against the darkness. Nearby, Argo was only a pale shape grazing quietly in the shadows of the trees.

			It was really a nice spot that Xena had found for camping, a perfect resting place for weary travelers. The ground was flat and even, lightly covered with a scattering of clover and a few large stones. A tiny creek bur; bled nearby, just past a thick stand of pine trees. Compared to a lot of their camps, this was like a vacation . . .

			Gabrielle yawned, the magical dance of the fire lulling her, making her sleepy in spite of her hunger. Having started out right after breakfast, they had ridden and walked all day to get to this comfortable spot. Xena liked to be on the move, even when there was nowhere in particular they had to be; she said that it was too easy to just stop and stay put, to let the days turn into weeks and then months of sitting still. No good if you wanted to get things done . . .

			Xena looked up and then smiled fondly as she watched Gabrielle’s head nod down to her knees then jerk up, only to droop again. Dozing in front of a fire, one of the simple but wonderful pleasures of life—one that Xena hadn’t allowed herself in a long, long time. It was rare indeed that she felt she could let her guard down so completely, and trust that there was someone else to watch for trouble.

			Xena sighed inwardly, then shrugged. No matter. In life, there were always trade-offs, true, she wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping soundly in front of a warming blaze, but there was pleasure to be found in watching over a good friend while she rested. It was nice that Gabrielle still had the faith of the innocent in these troubled times, even after all they’d been through together.

			Xena decided to let her sleep a little longer and went about preparing their dinner herself, sharpening a stick to spit the rabbit she’d caught with her chakra; the metal hoop was quite handy for bringing down small game swiftly and efficiently.

			That done, she tended to the horse and then laid out their things for bed, her sword always within easy reach, her hearing trained for any unusual sounds in the forest or from the road. She wasn’t well traveled in the western regions and the extra caution didn’t cost her anything.

			Gabrielle slept on, oblivious to the world around her—though, thought Xena wryly, if the scent of roasting meat didn’t wake her, nothing would.

			
			It was dark where Gabrielle was, dark and as silent as a tomb. She looked around, tried to get her bearings, but the blackness was so deep that she could see nothing. It was cold, too, and there was a strange scent in the air, like burning . . .

			“Xena?” Her voice seemed to echo, a hollow, ringing sound, as if she were inside a huge room. “Xena!”

			The only answer was her own voice, sounding strange and lonely as it echoed back at her.

			She reached out with both arms, groping in the dark for a wall, a chair, something—but her fingers grasped only cold air and nothingness.

			She started to feel the first gnawings of panic in her stomach. Where was she? Where was Xena? For that matter, where was anything—the fire, the camp, Argo?

			And then, in the cool black silence, she heard something. A low, deep rumbling, a growling sound, soft and barely there at first—but it grew, rose up into a horrible roar that filled the air and pounded her senses.

			A creature, a monster! It would have to be enormous, judging by the sound of it, and angry to the point of insanity, the pitch of its fury matched and surpassed only by her terror.

			Gabrielle wanted to run, but she didn’t know where the monster was, couldn’t tell with the way it was echoing all around her. She needed a weapon, but she couldn’t even find a wall, let alone anything to chase away a creature of this ferocity.

			The smell of burning was stronger now, the roar of the animal closer. If only Xena were here! Gabrielle opened her mouth, screamed out her friend’s name—

			—but it emerged as a strangled whisper, the scream stuck in her throat.

			Too late. The invisible thing had her, had laid its cold talons on her shoulder-strange, such a tiny claw, and it was shaking her now, and suddenly, instead of its mighty roar, it spoke her name in a firm tone of voice.

			“Gabrielle.”

			All of a sudden, there was no monster, no coldness, no roar.

			“Gabrielle!”

			“Huh? What!”

			Xena’s concerned face hovered in front of her, the warrior’s gentle hand on her shoulder, shaking her awake.

			“You were having a nightmare. I thought you were going to roll yourself right into the fire, the way you were thrashing around.”

			Gabrielle shook herself, the last remnants of the dream fading away. She had fallen asleep, that was all; the burning smell had been wood smoke. And the creature . . .

			“Oh, Xena! I had a horrible dream! It was so real, too, more like—like a vision!”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah! I was all alone, inside this giant room—and there was a—there was this thing, but I couldn’t see it, I could only hear it, and it was huge, as big as the world, and I couldn’t get away—”

			Xena frowned, but her eyes sparkled with amusement. “That’s quite a vision. I guess that means we should avoid big rooms for a while . . .”

			Gabrielle glared at her, but she wasn’t really angry. Now that she’d said it out loud, it sounded less like a vision and more like a bad dream. Still, Xena didn’t need to know that.

			“I do have the gift of second sight,” she mumbled, and then even quieter, “sometimes.”

			Xena grinned at her. “Of course. And sometimes, when you’re hungry and tired and you fall asleep next to a hot fire, you have nightmares. But who can say? At least we can fix the hungry part—that is, unless your vision scared away your appetite.”

			Gabrielle’s senses finally picked up the delicious scent of the cooked rabbit over the low flames, and she realized that Xena had already made dinner—for a change, it looked like something worth eating, too. Xena’s cooking was usually pretty awful, unless you liked burnt stew and uncooked root mash.

			Gabrielle’s stomach suddenly let out a growl that almost rivaled the creature’s screaming roar from her dream, she hoped that the flush of the fire hid the sudden redness she felt creeping up her neck. “Well . . . having visions really drains you, you know? I’m always hungry after one.”

			Xena nodded, all seriousness, but her eyes still sparkled. “We should eat, then. I wouldn’t want you to lose your gift.”

			Gabrielle smiled and reached for her plate. “Exactly.”

			Just to make sure, she had several helpings.

			
			Xena was already asleep, although Gabrielle knew that she’d awake at the slightest sound, so she lay on her bedroll quietly, careful not to make any noise. As always, she wondered how Xena did it—when she slept, it practically took a parade to wake her up; Xena, on the other hand, was up and fully alert if so much as a twig broke the wrong way.

			She was tired, but she couldn’t get the dream out of her head. It had to mean something. Perhaps not a literal creature—but she had a definite feeling that it had something to do with their future, and that it was something unpleasant. She sighed. An unsettling thought, to say the least.

			It could have just been a nightmare. Gabrielle had made that mistake before, more than once. One time, she’d had a vision that a great eagle was going to swoop down out of the sky and carry off her family’s milk cow, and that had seemed very real. Except that the cow had died of old age two years later, right in the barn.

			But then, you never could tell with the gift of prophecy, it could have happened, but maybe she had changed the outcome somehow and saved the cow . . .

			Still thinking of monsters and milk cows, Gabrielle finally slipped off into a deep and peaceful sleep.

			
			Something in the woods.

			Xena snapped awake, snatched up her sword, and stood, not questioning her instincts. Her sleeping ear had detected a sound that didn’t belong; that was enough.

			She crouched, ready, and waited. The fire had melted down to glowing embers, and the moon was low in the sky; it was late. After a moment, there was the unmistakable sound of footsteps through the woods, a clumsy crashing that let her relax a little bit; there were only two of them, whoever they were, and if they had trouble in mind, they probably would at least have tried to be quieter. Still, she stayed in a crouch; unexpected company in the middle of the night was not something to take lightly.

			Gabrielle stirred and sat up, rubbing her eyes and looking around in confusion. Xena jerked her head at the sleepy girl, motioning her to hide behind one of the large stones near their beds. Gabrielle quickly crawled out of sight, making almost as much noise as their coming visitors; they would have to work on her stealth abilities.

			For now, though—Xena raised her sword as the crashing came closer.

			Out of the darkness, a young man stepped into the dim glow of the dying embers, his face dirty and tired. Right behind him was a much older man, dressed in the same simple clothes and wearing the same exhausted look. They had the air of villagers, peasant folk— and for a weapon, each carried only a staff. The younger of the two had a sling around his waist, probably for hunting—all in all, they looked about as threatening as a pair of woodchucks.

			Xena lowered her sword slightly. “Who are you?”

			The two men turned at the sound of her voice, and their expressions changed dramatically, both at the same time, in a way that Xena did not expect at all, that caused her to lower her weapon even further.

			Huge, unaffected smiles of joyous relief.

			The older man spoke first. “Thank the Gods! We’ve found you!”

			The younger man actually laughed out loud, a shaky sound of weary amazement. “Oh, she knew, she knew! Maybe there’s still time!”

			Xena frowned and stepped closer to the two men, curious now. “Time for what?”

			Their smiles melted away, again as one, and the older man’s voice became hoarse and frightened as he spoke again.

			“Time to stop the end of the world,” he whispered. “You are the only hope there is to stop it before it’s too late.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Gabrielle poked her head up from behind the rock. “What?”

			The older of the two looked surprised for only a second at the sight of Gabrielle, then nodded grimly. “It’s true, and there’s not much time left. She—she did say that there would be two of you, and she’s been right so far. We should head back right away—”

			Xena lowered her sword as Gabrielle stepped into view.

			“Before we go anywhere,” said Xena, “maybe you should explain. Sit down.”

			Both of the men nodded and stepped farther into the camp, finding places near the smoldering fire. Gabrielle reached for their morning stock of wood and set about rebuilding the blaze.

			The older of the two spoke. “I am Zetes, and this is my son, Danaus. We’re from a place not far from here—it’s not a village, really, although there are almost a dozen families that live in the same area. Most of us are hunters, trappers—we grow our own food and take care of each other, just another group of woodfolk that live in the forests throughout the western hills.”

			The fresh wood on the fire slowly caught, the flames casting strange shadows around Zetes and his son.

			“Two years ago,” he continued, “an oracle came to live with us, Alesandra. Her powers are great—”

			Danaus nodded excitedly and cut in. “She doesn’t even use stones or sticks! She can see things in waking dreams, and this one time she foresaw that Ajax would break his leg and it happened the next day, and another time—”

			“Danaus!” His father’s voice was gruff and irritated.

			Danaus flushed red and fell silent. “Sorry,” he muttered.

			Zetes fixed his son with a final scowl and went on. “Alesandra does have the gift, I assure you. And a month ago, she was carrying water from the river and suddenly fell down, overcome with a vision. She woke up and told us that she had learned a terrible thing, that the sun would die—”

			Again, Danaus interrupted. “And that everything good in the world would turn to evil!”

			Zetes glared at him, and again Danaus blushed.

			Gabrielle felt a sudden surge of excitement. The vision she’d had—she knew it had meant something.

			Xena bit at her lip and frowned. “And how, am I supposed to stop this . . . prophecy?”

			Zetes shrugged. “I’m not sure, exactly. But Alesandra said that there was one person, a woman, who could change the course of this fate. A warrior with raven hair and eyes like ice—”

			“And—” started Danaus, but this time his father was too quick.

			“And her traveling companion, also a woman, an innocent,” said Zetes, nodding toward Gabrielle. “We’re supposed to bring them—bring you, to Alesandra.”

			Gabrielle raised her eyebrows. “Hey, I’m not so innocent, you know. I’ve seen a lot of pretty rough business in my time, you’d be surprised.”

			She tried to sound tough and worldly, even though Xena still hadn’t trained her sufficiently in fighting skill; she knew a few things, certainly, but she didn’t have even a tenth of Xena’s prowess. Xena said that the loss of innocence wasn’t worth the knowledge gained (Gabrielle didn’t agree, but Xena was insistent on the point).

			Yet, in spite of the slight embarrassment of being labeled naive, Gabrielle felt a warm, proud glow spark to life, deep inside. The oracle had mentioned her, specifically! She was going to help change the fate of the world . . .

			Xena nodded slowly, thinking. “That sounds like us. But what is it, exactly, that we’re supposed to do about it? Knowing the future doesn’t mean you can change it.”

			Zetes sighed. “I know. But it’s our only chance.”

			He looked down at the backs of his hands, dirty and scarred from a lifetime of hard work. When he looked up again, his dark eyes were filled with sorrow.

			“I have children,” he said softly, “and grandchildren. There’s a whole world of parents and their babies.” He paused, staring deep into Xena’s eyes. “Life is hard, but it can be good, too. If you don’t come with us, all will be lost.”

			Gabrielle jumped to her feet and reached down to grab her bedding. “Of course we’ll go with you, just lead the—”

			“Gabrielle!”

			Xena’s tone of voice stopped her in her tracks. Gabrielle turned, suddenly worried; surely Xena wouldn’t say no, not unless she thought they were lying. And yet Gabrielle’s instincts told her that these were honest men—

			Xena smiled at Gabrielle’s fear. The young woman couldn’t hide her feelings if her life depended on it. “Gabrielle,” she said again, in a gentler tone, “these men need to rest. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

			Gabrielle smiled, feeling vaguely embarrassed for allowing her thoughts to show so easily. Xena certainly teased her about it often enough—but traveling with such a woman as Xena wasn’t easy, and one of the drawbacks was that Xena always seemed to know what was going on.

			Zetes and Danaus both jumped to their feet, thanking Xena in voices shaky with gratitude. They decided to sleep just past the small creek so as to allow Xena and Gabrielle their privacy, but they gladly accepted Xena’s invitation to meet again for breakfast before starting out.

			As Gabrielle settled back down for the night, she wondered how she would ever get back to sleep with so much going through her mind. Anticlimactic, to say the least, just falling back to sleep after such an event. Xena probably already had; the warrior could fall into her light sleep in the middle of a war zone, said it was one of the benefits of her past—being able to sleep when necessary, tired or not. Apparently monumental events or not, too . . .

			She rolled onto her back and stared up into the sky, watching the stars glitter brightly against the early morning darkness. What would her own part be in this thing? What would Alesandra tell them? The sun dying? Was it a literal vision, or just one that symbolized something else?

			When the morning dawned, they would be going to meet a real oracle, a woman who had seen them in her vision of the fate of the world. Most true prophets only saw little things, like if a baby to be born would be a boy or a girl, or if the crops would be good on a given season—and only then with the help of runes or notched sticks that they used as tools, to channel wisdom.

			But an oracle who received waking visions—that was a gift indeed. And a power that Gabrielle wouldn’t mind studying up on. Her own tiny visions were often cloudy, and usually came in dreams. Maybe this Alesandra could give her some tips, just some general information to help her along . . .

			With that happy thought in mind, Gabrielle snuggled into her bedding and closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a big day.

			
			“So how did you find us? Did Alesandra tell you where we’d be?”

			Xena addressed the question to Zetes, who walked alongside Argo while she rode. Gabrielle and Danaus had fallen behind, chatting happily away about something or other, as they had all through their light breakfast and the first leg of their journey. Perhaps Gabrielle had finally met her match in the talking department; Danaus was a nice boy, almost Gabrielle’s age, but there seemed to be nothing he didn’t have an opinion on. So far, he and Gabrielle had swapped stories on everything from horse riding to royal fashions.

			It was just as well. Xena was curious about this prophet; she’d met many a charlatan in her day, greedy men and women who pretended to see the future in exchange for money. Zetes seemed like an honest man, and not one to be easily tricked—but wise men were fooled all of the time, or so it sometimes seemed.

			Zetes nodded in response to her query. “At first, she wasn’t sure, although she thought that you were heading west, toward us. Half of the menfolk in our part of the woods set out looking, me and Danaus included. When we couldn’t find you, we went home and waited, hoping that she’d have another vision before it was too late—and yesterday, she said you were close, just to the east of our forest. Danaus and me, we left right away.”

			He smiled up at Xena, his lined, weather-beaten face not so weary as it had been the night before. “I’m—We’re all so grateful that you’ve decided to come and talk with Alesandra. It’s rare to meet such a great warrior, who has the power to change the outcome of a prophecy.”

			“That remains to be seen,” said Xena lightly, but she couldn’t stop the pang of guilt that coursed through her at Zetes’s kind words. Simple woodfolk like Zetes and his son—there had been a time when she had destroyed people like them without a second thought, taking what she wanted from their meager supplies and burning what she couldn’t use. Killing those that stood in her way. A time that she could spend the rest of her life trying to make up for, and probably never succeed . . .

			But that won’t stop me from doing what I can, she thought firmly. It’s the least I can do. If this prophet were the real thing and Xena could somehow stop the vision from coming true, it would go a long way toward making up for some of her own power-hungry past.

			“I’ve heard of you, you know,” said Zetes softly. “You have quite a reputation, even all the way out here; my wife has family in the east.”

			Xena arched her eyebrows. “And yet you came looking for me anyway?”

			Zetes nodded and met Xena’s gaze squarely. “Alesandra said that you aren’t the same woman you used to be. And that blood no longer sheathed your sword, unless there was no other way.”

			Xena didn’t show her surprise visibly, but the case for Alesandra being a true prophet was building. For a man like Zetes to seek her out in spite of her reputation—either this Alesandra was a very convincing liar or she knew of what she spoke. And it was true; Xena was as different now from her old self as night from day—

			“We’re almost there,” said Zetes, interrupting her thoughts. “Just past that next stand of trees.”

			He motioned toward a thickly forested spot ahead, a small trail leading through the shade of the woods. Xena nodded and clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, urging Argo to go a little faster.

			Alesandra awaited, and Xena was becoming quite interested in meeting her. At the very least, it would be a most unusual lunch.

			
			They came to Zetes and Danaus’s home as the sun reached its highest point in the sky, and both Xena and Gabrielle could see why they hadn’t called it a real village. There were only a few houses, built of sticks and thick river mud, and not even a proper road leading to the dwellings.

			Xena could see a few more tiny homes farther along the trail, gentle smoke rising from a few small fires between them. A middle-aged woman hung her washing from a tree branch nearby, a well-fed mongrel dog napping by her feet.

			All in all, a pleasant enough scene. Xena could hear a river close by, and there was a small vegetable patch planted in a strip that ran next to a few of the homes.

			“Mother!”

			Danaus ran to the woman hanging up her wash and embraced her. A smile of pure joy beamed from her when she saw that Zetes and Danaus had been successful. She hurried over to greet them.

			Gabrielle looked around, smiling at the children who peeked out from behind the doors of the tiny wood shacks. The small boys and girls wore expressions of awe and amazement, as if they’d never seen strangers—and it occurred to Gabrielle that they were probably in awe of them in particular, the two women that the prophet had named. Gabrielle tried to look cool about it, but she could feel her heart beat faster at the realization—of course they were amazed; she was supposed to save the world! Well, and Xena, too . . .

			Zetes’s wife nodded at them eagerly, nervously wiping her hands against her apron. “We’re so glad to have you! Shandra, she’s our best cook, she made a nice stew for lunch, and the men, they’ll be back from workin’ soon, too . . .”

			She trailed off nervously, and glanced at her husband, who nodded at her.

			“I guess you’d be wantin’ to meet Alesandra, then,” she said. “I’ll go fetch her.”

			Xena dismounted, then walked Argo to a shady spot well away from the vegetable patch so he could graze. Zetes’s wife had hurried off down the trail to one of the small houses, and Gabrielle had crouched down amid a group of grubby but delighted children.

			Zetes and Danaus nodded to Xena, saying that they would go hurry the men’s work so that they could eat soon. Xena stood by Argo, patting his neck gently, enjoying the cool shade and wondering at the way of life these people led. Simple but hard, surely—why would a prophet of Alesandra’s power choose such a tiny place? If she was as incredible as Zetes and Danaus seemed to believe, why wouldn’t she be in some great city, the oracle for a king? True prophets could demand any price they wanted for their services—

			“There you are!”

			Xena looked up to see Zetes’s wife coming quickly down the trail, hurrying over to where Gabrielle stood with the group of children. Strange—why was she looking for Gabrielle? Xena walked over to join Gabrielle just as the older woman met up with them.

			Zetes’s wife reached out and took the hand of one of the children somewhat nervously, as if she were afraid to touch the little girl. The child was perhaps twelve, a sweet-faced youth with butterscotch eyes and golden brown hair.

			“Xena, Gabrielle,” said the woman slowly, still barely touching the child’s hand, “this is Alesandra.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Gabrielle’s mouth actually dropped open as she realized that the great Alesandra was probably the same age as her little sister. Xena kept a straight face, merely cocking one eyebrow, but she couldn’t help feeling a bit surprised; she thought she was ready for anything, but a pint-sized prophet?

			Alesandra dropped a clumsy curtsy, bowing her head and then smiling up at the warrior princess. The smile was genuine, but Xena could see a kind of sadness in the child’s eyes, a look she recognized. It was the same expression she’d seen in herself, long before—a child old beyond her young years, a gaze that had seen too much.

			“Thank you for coming,” said Alesandra, in a high, clear voice.

			Gabrielle’s mouth was still open. “Wait a minute—you’re Alesandra? The oracle!”

			Alesandra nodded, the smile fading, her gaze still fixed on Xena.

			“I am. And we need to talk, right away. Please, come with me.”

			With that, Alesandra turned and started up the trail, past Zetes’s wife and the other children, toward one of the small shacks. Xena noticed that the other youths shrank back slightly, as if afraid; even Zetes’s wife quickly stepped out of Alesandra’s way.

			Xena shrugged at Gabrielle and the, n headed after the little girl.

			Gabrielle caught up to her friend, eyes wide. “Is this a joke? I mean, she’s a child, she can’t be Alesandra!”

			Xena shrugged again, still walking toward the tiny home where Alesandra must live. The little girl was just stepping through the small doorway.

			“You think prophets are born old?”

			“No, but—” Gabrielle struggled for the right words. “Well, I just thought she’d be a little more . . .”

			“Old,” finished Xena, smiling. “I’ll admit, I’m a bit surprised myself. But I looked in her eyes, Gabrielle, and there’s something about her that is greater than her years. We’ll see what she has to say before we write this off as a joke.”

			Together, they stepped into the hut where the oracle waited.

			
			Gabrielle was disappointed. Where was the bubbling cauldron? Where were the books of spells, the cobwebs and shadows, the musty, ancient feel that an oracle’s lair was supposed to have?

			Instead, there was a cramped but clean one-room house with a tiny window over the child’s bed. There was a faded patchwork quilt folded at the foot of the wooden cot, and Alesandra had seated herself next to it, her little legs barely touching the dirt floor.

			“Um. There’s really not much room, but feel free to sit where you can.” Alesandra seemed somehow even younger now that she was inside her home, dwarfed by even the tiny surroundings. Other than a small, splintery chair and the bed, there was no other furniture—and no decorations, except for a raggedy cloth doll seated on the windowsill. It was obvious that Alesandra lived alone.

			Gabrielle sat on the edge of the cot, careful not to show her disappointment at the simple room. “Where are your parents?”

			Alesandra sighed. “I don’t know. They’re dead, I think—I grew up in Pottera, a fishing village up north. The people who raised me also had other children with no family—they were very kind to take us in. They told me that they’d found me asleep next to a piece of driftwood on the beach, with a note that just said my first name.”

			Xena had seated herself in the rickety wooden chair. “If these people are in Pottera, then why are you here?”

			Alesandra dropped her gaze sadly to the floor. “I could always . . . see things, things that haven’t happened yet, or that happened a long time ago; I thought that everybody could, I didn’t know. But when I was able to understand enough to talk about it, I told Helena—she was the lady who raised all of us—and she got very upset and told her husband, Thoras. Then they told me I had to leave. They said that I was . . . bad.”

			Alesandra looked up, her eyes pleading. “But I’m not bad, I’m just different, that’s all. Anyway, I was only nine or so, and I traveled for a week, I guess, staying near the sea so I wouldn’t get lost—and I met a very nice man named Otus, who lived here, with the woodfolk. He had been traveling to buy supplies, and he brought me back to live with him.”

			Alesandra’s eyes grew bright with tears as she went on. “He was old, though, and he died last winter. The other people here take care of me, but Otus was like my father. He told me that I wasn’t bad, that I was special, and he said that if he had a daughter, he’d want her to be just like me.”

			Gabrielle felt her own heart ache a little at the story. She reached out and took Alesandra’s hand, squeezing it tightly. Alesandra smiled at her gratefully, blinking back her sadness.

			“Anyway, that’s how I came here. The woodfolk liked Otus, and they let me stay after he was gone. And sometimes I see things that can help them, like where there’s a good place to hunt or when it’s going to rain. I don’t have any control over it, not really, it’s like—” Alesandra shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. I just know things sometimes. And I try to help, but every time I say something about what’s going to happen, the people here get a little more nervous, like I’m too different. I think maybe they’re scared of me.”

			Xena nodded slowly, remembering how the other children had carefully backed away from Alesandra, even Zetes’s wife had seemed uncomfortable around her.

			Alesandra sighed again, a heavy sound. “And ever since the day of the last full moon, it’s been worse. That’s when I saw it.”

			“Your prophecy of darkness,” said Xena quietly.

			Alesandra nodded. “It’s going to happen, Xena. I’d swear on it.”

			Gabrielle shuddered at the strong conviction in the little girl’s voice. There was no doubting that she believed what she said, she sounded too sure to be making it up—and Gabrielle liked her, besides. Liked her, and could see that she was no liar. And if she wasn’t lying . . . ?

			Xena chose her words carefully, not wanting to seem disbelieving. “Are you sure that you had a vision? Maybe it was a bad dream . . . ?”

			Alesandra stood and walked to Xena, holding out her small hands. Xena took them in her own, staring into the child’s honeyed, searching eyes.

			“I saw it as clearly as I see you now,” she said. “And as clear as I saw you then. You are a warrior, fighting for good, but you weren’t always. I saw a young girl crying when her brother was killed, and I saw that girl grow up learning to fight, to seek revenge for the wrongs done to her family. I saw her grow drunk on power, and then learn from her mistakes, turned away from her vicious self by a man stronger than any other man. And I saw her befriend a younger woman,” Alesandra nodded toward Gabrielle, still seated on the bed, “an innocent girl who wanted adventure and excitement. I saw these two women traveling with a pale horse, and I saw that of all the people in the world, only this warrior woman could stop the horror that I saw in my vision—with a little help.

			“That woman is you, isn’t it? Now do you believe me?”

			Xena stared back into Alesandra’s eyes, shaken by the perfect truth of her words. There were very few in the world who knew so much about her, very few indeed. And there was no way that Alesandra could know so much of it unless . . .

			“I believe you,” said Xena quietly. “Now tell us the rest. And how we can stop it.”

			Alesandra smiled as if a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Xena could see that the child had been afraid her tale wouldn’t be believed.

			“Thank you,” she whispered, and leaned forward awkwardly to hug the surprised warrior.

			
			Gabrielle realized that she was staring at the little girl hugging Xena, but she felt helpless to stop. Gods, this was amazing. Alesandra had just told Xena’s whole life practically, reciting it like a poem or something! Gabrielle’s disappointment with the child oracle had flown out the window; this kid was one powerful prophet, no question.

			Alesandra sat back down next to Gabrielle, still smiling, but the smile quickly faded. “There are some things I didn’t see,” she said, “but I guess we can worry about that stuff later.”

			Alesandra closed her eyes, as if to remember more clearly. “It happens at a castle near someplace called Avernus, I know that much. There is a . . . man there, a young man, and I saw that he has no evil in his heart. He has a book, and with this book, he does . . . something, something wrong, a mistake. This mistake brings blackness and cold, but a horrible fire, too. I saw that the sun dies, and I saw all kinds of people who are smiling suddenly start to cry and be angry and shout. They raise weapons against each other, even against their own children.”

			Alesandra opened her eyes, and both Xena and Gabrielle could see the fear there. “The people I saw, their hearts all turned black, and I knew, in the vision, that they were everyone. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I knew it, just like I knew your whole history, all at once—those people represented everyone in the world.

			“Whatever this man does, it turns everyone bad, everywhere. And when that happens—when that happens, the world is over.”

			Gabrielle chewed at her lip, her heart pounding. What a terrible vision! She looked at Xena, read the cool confidence in her gaze, and relaxed, a little. This was serious bad, but if anyone could stop it, it was her friend.

			Xena looked thoughtful. “What else?”

			Alesandra slumped, all the life seeming to drain out of her voice. “Well, that’s the part I don’t know. I saw you at this castle, and I saw you with the book in your hands, before this man makes his mistake with it. When I saw that, that’s when I knew all about you.”

			She looked at Xena hopefully, then at Gabrielle. “I saw all of that, but I didn’t see how. I was sort of hoping that you might have some idea of what to do.”

			Gabrielle looked at Xena, who stared back, and then they both looked at Alesandra. The child’s face was a picture of nervous fear.

			“You do have an idea, right? Because whatever is going to happen, it’s going to happen soon, sometime in the next month—there’s not much time.”

			Gabrielle felt a stab of worry in the pit of her stomach, and she could tell from Xena’s frown that she was feeling the same way. They were fresh out of ideas.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			“Alesandra? Um, there’s food ready, if your, uh, guests are hungry.”

			Xena looked up at the young blond woman standing nervously in the doorway, a tight smile on her face.

			“Thank you, Shandra—Xena, Gabrielle, this is Shandra.”

			Both Xena and Gabrielle smiled and nodded, but Shandra was already turning away. Even Gabrielle noticed this time.

			“I’m sure they really like you,” she said to Alesandra. “They’re probably just not used to having a prophet around, that’s all. Some people just feel a little weird when they’re around somebody who’s different.”

			Alesandra smiled sadly. “I guess that’s it. Thank you for saying so, anyway. Are you hungry?”

			Gabrielle nodded, her stomach growling at the prospect of a meal cooked by somebody else. Xena nodded also, but Alesandra’s story had taken away most of her appetite.

			As Xena followed Gabrielle and Alesandra out of the room, she thought carefully about the child’s terrifying vision. A castle near Avernus, she’d said. Neither of the younger women could know—they hadn’t traveled as much as she had—but Avernus was a lake in the southern regions that most people avoided—for it was supposed to be near the entrance to Hades, the place that souls went after death. She’d heard many a tale about Hades and didn’t credit much of what she’d heard as truth—but there were too many stories to discount them entirely.

			She herself had never been to the Avernus region, but even the smallest of children had heard of Hades, usually as a warning—mothers used the stories to frighten their young into behaving. Hades wasn’t necessarily a bad place, but the one constant in all of the tales was that the souls there were all eager to get out, to return to life. And the name was often howled in the heat of battle; “I’ll see you in Hades” was quite a popular cry among the men she had once led . . .

			Alesandra led them into the bright sunshine and toward a waiting group of men, women and children. The woodfolk were obviously waiting for them before starting the meal, and they watched Xena and Gabrielle with wary and respectful gazes as the two women received wooden bowls of steaming stew. After Alesandra got her serving, the others finally crowded around for theirs.

			Alesandra led Xena and Gabrielle to a shady spot beneath a tree, where they sat down to eat. Xena noticed that the other woodfolk steered clear of the spot, even Zetes and his family. It was apparent that Alesandra intimidated them—they chose openly to sit in the harsh midday sun rather than join the child prophet.

			Their loss, Xena thought, even smiling a bit as she began to eat. Afraid of a little girl they didn’t understand. It was sad for Alesandra, but Xena had found throughout her travels that most simple folk rejected those who didn’t fit in; they were too narrow-minded to accept that there were good differences as well as bad. And although Alesandra surely suffered now, it would be no great loss for her in the long run; prejudiced people weren’t worth having as friends. The truth of it was a hard lesson to learn, but necessary.

			Gabrielle eagerly dug into her stew and exclaimed at the flavors: rabbit, fresh nuts, and tomatoes—all seasoned with a skillful hand. She waved at Shandra, grinning.

			“This is wonderful!”

			Shandra cast the three of them another of her tight, nervous smiles and then went back to her own bowl.

			Alesandra glanced up hesitantly at Xena as Gabrielle shrugged and continued eating. “Maybe when this is all over, you can drop me off in a city somewhere . . . ?”

			Xena could hear the hope in the child’s voice, and she smiled gently at the girl. Truly, Alesandra didn’t belong here. Children needed more than just food and shelter, and an oracle could always find welcome in more populated areas, perhaps even some kind of training.

			“I don’t see why not. I thought that perhaps Gabrielle could stay here with you while I go to Avernus and see what the situation is. It shouldn’t take more than a few weeks, and when I get back, we can talk about arrangements.”

			Gabrielle felt hot, angry blood rush to her cheeks as Xena spoke: Stay here? When they were a team? Over her dead body!

			“Hey, I thought we would be in this together! You need me, Xena, you know that I could be a big help! Who’s going to cook if I don’t go? Or fetch wood, or take care of chores? Besides, I come in pretty handy sometimes, you know that . . .”

			Gabrielle trailed off, noticing Xena’s firm gaze. Time for a different approach. She fixed Xena with her most serious, world-weary look and tried again.

			“I agree, Alesandra should stay here, the traveling would be too hard on her, and we don’t even know what we’re up against yet. We can come back for her afterwards. But I’ve got to go with you—I’ve got a feeling about this one, Xena.”

			Xena sighed. She knew her young friend would protest, and Gabrielle had shown that she was capable enough in a fight, in her own way—but this was just too dangerous. If this prophecy involved the powers of darkness, she’d have her hands full watching her own back, protecting Gabrielle on top of that would be too much.

			“You’ll both stay here. I’ve heard a few things about Avernus, and if the stories are true . . . It’s settled, Gabrielle. I’m sorry.”

			As the two women locked stares, Alesandra set her bowl down and cleared her throat loudly. “Sorry to mess up your plans—but all of us have to go. The vision was clear, I saw all three of us at the castle. You’re the key, Xena, and I’m not sure what Gabrielle and I have to do with it, exactly—but we have to be there. If you go alone, you won’t be able to stop the prophecy.”

			Both Xena and Gabrielle turned to her, a slow grin stretching across Gabrielle’s face, a frown across Xena’s.

			“See, didn’t I tell you!” Gabrielle nodded excitedly. “I had a feeling about it!”

			Xena gritted her teeth and spoke angrily. “And have you told us everything about your vision, Alesandra? Are you sure that’s everything? You’re not going to suddenly pipe up with some new, forgotten piece of information at the last minute?”

			Alesandra chewed at her lower lip and dropped her gaze to the ground. “Well . . .”

			Xena softened her tone. “Please, Alesandra. We have to know everything.”

			Alesandra wouldn’t look up. “I saw the three of us go to the castle—but one of us doesn’t come back. And I don’t know which one.”

			
			They finished their lunches mostly in silence, Alesandra’s final statement putting a damper on even Gabrielle’s appetite. No matter how well prepared, food lost some of its appeal when there was a chance you wouldn’t be around to enjoy it much longer.

			Gabrielle glanced at Xena often, but the warrior was lost in thought, maybe thinking about what Alesandra had said—only two of them would come back.

			Would it be Xena? Gabrielle watched her friend for a moment, wondering. No, she was too good a fighter, too skillful. There wasn’t a man or woman alive who could take her in battle. Alesandra, then? She looked at the child, staring sadly into her half-empty bowl. It wouldn’t be fair, she was so young . . .

			Me, thought Gabrielle. Maybe it’s me who won’t come back.

			The thought filled her with worry and a vague uneasiness. Maybe that dream she’d had about the creature, maybe that was a warning to her, telling her that she was the one who wouldn’t return from this quest. It could have been the horrible creature of death, or something . . .

			Gabrielle smiled slightly in spite of herself. The horrible creature of death! Xena would laugh herself silly if she heard that.

			Finally, Xena looked up at both of them and smiled, and when Gabrielle saw that smile, most of her concern fell away. It was the same smile that Xena often wore into battle, a half grin that spoke of great confidence and certain victories to come, and more importantly, it was a look that meant Xena wasn’t worried, not a bit.

			“In my experience, outcomes can always be changed for the better,” she said lightly, “especially when I’m around to change them.”

			Alesandra and Gabrielle both smiled back at Xena, and Gabrielle felt the rest of her fear evaporate, whatever they were up against, Xena could beat it—and as long as there was breath in her warrior body, she wouldn’t let any harm come to either Gabrielle or Alesandra.

			Xena gazed around at the warm, lovely day, watching the woodfolk gulp down their food, noting that someone had set a bowl of water down for Argo. It really was a nice place to visit, although she was glad that she didn’t live here—already, her spirit cried out to move on, to begin the quest that would lead them to Avernus.

			“Gabrielle, why don’t you and I see what we can bargain for in the way of supplies while Alesandra packs her things? I’d like to start before the sun sets. We’ve got a lot of traveling to do, and apparently, not a lot of time.”

			Alesandra jumped to her feet and ran to get started while Gabrielle cleared their dishes, her eyes fairly glowing with expectation. Xena was glad to see their excitement, but she couldn’t help wondering what lay ahead of them. Although she was confident in her abilities, she knew that changing the outcome of a prophecy was not some kind of dare. She’d put on her best face so that Gabrielle and Alesandra wouldn’t worry overmuch, the last thing she needed was to have two frightened companions to watch over. It was going to be hard enough having them along at all, but according to Alesandra, there was no other way.

			She lay a hand against the hilt of her sword and stroked it absently, what the child had said, about a man with no evil in his heart, the man who was to bring about this horrible fate—what kind of man was this? And how could she stop him? She wouldn’t kill a good man, or anyone who truly meant no harm, those days were behind her . . . but if there were no other way, and all the world depended on it? What then?

			Xena sighed, and stood up. Wondering about it was pointless until she knew more, they would have to find this castle and meet this mystery figure, try to find out what motivated him. Perhaps then, she would know what to do.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			The castle was old, the stones battered and worn by many years of harsh weather and lifetimes of secrets untold. In fact, it looked like a ruin, so desolate and hidden among the trees that the rare passing traveler wouldn’t even notice it—and if they did happen to glance at the seeming rubble, they’d dismiss it as one of the many crumbling castles that littered the countryside. Especially here, near Avernus—most sane humans wouldn’t dream of living here, and the few who had tried had left quickly. There were only a handful of people who even knew this castle existed, and fewer still who knew how strong and protected it truly was . . .

			Telius sighed heavily. He would have to go back soon; there were things to do. It was just so lovely outside, so nice to be out in the sun, away from the cold stones that made up his life. In spite of the twisted, stunted trees and the ugly dried grasses, the air was fresh and warm, the skies mild and crystal blue. When he was a child, his father had often taken him for long walks outside the castle, sometimes all the way to Avernus, where they would sit and talk about things. There were no fish in the lake, no life at all, but it was still quite pretty, and it was there that Martus Bain had entertained his son with stories about kings and princesses and cities made of gold . . .

			Telius sighed again, his heart heavy. It had been almost half a year since his father had passed on into the afterlife, but remembering those times still filled him with a deep sadness, remembering his father, Martus Bain, the great scholar and wizard; the man who had raised him with patience and love, and whom he had loved dearly in return.

			Telius had few memories of his mother; she had died when he was only three from a strange sickness, what his father had called a seizure of the heart. It had been quick and painless for her, at least, but Telius knew that his father missed her greatly. He himself didn’t remember her well enough to miss her, but he was often sorry for his father’s quiet sadness.

			He stood and stretched, then scattered the remains of his lunch on the ground for the ravens to eat. There were no other animals here, not so close to Avernus. The castle itself was protected by a powerful spell, cast by its builder long ago, so that the people and animals there could live undisturbed—but the grounds for several miles around couldn’t sustain intelligent life. Apparently, the nearer to Hades, the worse it was—horrible and strange nightmares troubled those who slept there. The ravens, of course, were the exception, and Telius didn’t mind feeding them on occasion.

			“Lunch for you,” he muttered, as he scattered the last of the bread crusts and fruit rinds among the gnarled tree trunks. He talked sometimes just to hear himself speak, fancying that he had a pleasant, deep voice. Truthfully, he was afraid he might forget how to speak if he didn’t practice sometimes. He lived alone in the castle now except for Dunn, the family servant, and Dunn was a deaf-mute.

			He started to walk the short distance back, feeling a weight gently settle on his shoulders the closer he got to home. He had lived in the castle all of his young life, nineteen years, and his father had lived there most of his—it was the only home Telius knew, and while he had always loved the place, it had just gotten too lonely since his father passed on. If there hadn’t been so much to do, he might have considered moving away, going to a place with people and animals and life, maybe even a young, sweet woman who would want him as a husband . . .

			Even as he considered these things, he knew it couldn’t happen, not yet—maybe not ever. He had a mission, a great calling, and he couldn’t abandon his home and his work.

			Well, technically it was his father’s work. His life’s dream, really. Martus Bain had spent most of his long life studying, and had even learned a bit of sorcery along the way—and all to fight evil, to battle for the cause of good among men. The elder Bain had collected rooms full of books and spells, had devoted his time to learning all he could about the nature of evil so that he could war against it, perhaps even destroy it. It was why he had come to Avernus, to live at the very entrance to Hades. Where else? Hades was said to be the home of the Dark Gods as well as the souls of men—the eternal bringers of hatred and revenge.

			But Martus Bain had been mortal, and all mortal men grow old and die. Telius’s father had been a noble, good-hearted man and he had passed away in peace, confiding to his son that he would be happy to reunite with his long lost wife—but Telius missed him terribly. And so he would accomplish what his father had not, honoring his memory; he, Telius Bain, would destroy evil.

			His father had wanted him to continue, he was sure of that. Fairly sure, anyway. On his deathbed, Martus had told him to try and be happy, to seek out whatever it was that inspired him—but he had also said to be very careful of all the books and scrolls in the castle, to make sure they were kept safe from the hands of the ignorant. Telius believed in his father’s work, had even studied alongside him in later years, and he was sure that the warning was a kind of bestowal of fate, the handed-down gift of a lifework. What better way to keep all of that knowledge safe than to stay here and take over the studies himself? He didn’t know half as much as Martus had, of course, but he wouldn’t let his father’s life dream go unfulfilled. He couldn’t.

			“I won’t,” he whispered harshly, as he reached the castle gate. It was a great burden, perhaps, to continue the lifework of a man as noble and learned as Martus Bain—but it was a burden he was proud to bear.

			The gate was of heavy wood, lined with thickly wrought iron. Telius squatted down near the base and pressed one of the small stones set into the wall near the opening. The gate creaked open, and he tapped at three more of the tiny rocks, careful to touch them in the right order. The whole castle was rigged with keystones and other mechanisms, all designed to keep intruders out; without the proper combinations, it would be very hard indeed to get inside unscathed.

			Telius slipped through the heavy gate and closed it behind him, his skin already prickling with the drop in temperature. No matter how warm it was outside, the castle remained cool and chill, even in the open courtyard. He walked across the small dirt yard, stopping briefly to check on the penned animals; it was Dunn’s job, but Telius had always liked dealing with the livestock. Pigs, a few cattle, a coop of chickens—along with the vegetable garden around the other side of the woodshed, they ate quite well.

			Telius considered looking for Dunn, but decided against it. The servant kept to himself, spending most of his spare time weaving on a small loom in one of the guest rooms or silently playing with Nox, his shaggy black dog. Besides, Telius wanted to study. He’d found a spell in one of his father’s oldest books that looked promising.

			He stepped into the main hall of the castle, stopping briefly to gaze up at the solemn portrait of his father as a younger man; the picture dominated the entranceway. Telius had inherited Martus’s looks, which he was thankful for—a strong, square jaw, straight nose, dark hair and eyes—handsome, he supposed. Not that it mattered much, here . . . But it felt good to have taken after his father in looks as well as ambition. Telius liked feeling connected to Martus, and he was reminded of the strong physical bond each time he passed the portrait.

			Telius turned down the long, winding corridor, walking through the soft and cold shadows that gathered low against each crumbling stone wall. Although the castle seemed small from the outside, it had been built to deceive; many of its passages tilted downward, ending in rooms that lay underground. This added to the outside appearance of a ruin; piles of broken stones lay atop a network of halls and rooms, but those passing wouldn’t know it. The chilled air smelled faintly of earth, mixed with lingering scents of incense and wax, and the chambers Telius passed were empty and darkly silent.

			Finally, after more twists and turns and two sets of stairs, he arrived at the room where his father had spent much of his time, a room that Telius now practically lived in. He stepped through the stone doorway and went to a dark wooden desk set to one side. The room was empty except for the desk, a chair and several stacks of dusty books, some piled almost chest high. Across from where he sat down, a bare stone wall spanned the length of the room; the wall was deeply etched with strange symbols and words written in long dead languages. Telius could read most of it, and knew the darker rocks to be runes of protection and other kinds of barrier stones; it was a wall that could be opened, although it never had been, not since before his father’s time.

			As a child, he had been afraid to visit this room alone; he had imagined that if he were very quiet, he could hear voices through the thick stones of that wall, shouts and cries, screams of misery and anguish. It was no secret that some souls could not rest in Hades, particularly those of evil men and women—they longed to be back among the living, as did the souls of saints. Redeeming themselves, he supposed. He’d pictured fires made out of shadows on the other side, and a heavy, foul stench like burning hair. Perhaps an aura of vain hope, woven through it all, an atmospheric overlay of dreams dead or dying, reaching out to take him in . . .

			He knew better now; nothing came through the wall or went through it, not without the proper rituals. But he did know, as his father had, something that maybe no one else alive knew—that the Castle Bain, in spite of its decrepit appearance and modest means, was the only guard against what lay on the other side of the wall. There were other entrances to Hades, of course, but the wall of this very room was the only one that mortal man had any control over.

			Which meant that Telius Bain was now its master—and someday, perhaps soon, he would find a way to make his father proud.

			Telius flipped open a book and started to read.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			The shadows were already growing longer, the heat of the afternoon at its worst as Xena cinched up Argo’s saddle. Alesandra had given her a pitifully small sack of clothes to pack, only a few dresses and undergarments—and the tattered rag doll that had sat on her windowsill. Apparently Otus had made it for her, her only remembrance of the man.

			The woodfolk had all gathered around to watch them leave, and as Xena swung the child up onto the saddle, Zetes stepped forward slowly.

			“You’re a good girl, Alesandra,” he said quietly, and most of the others nodded along with him. “I know that Otus would be proud of you, and I hope that wherever you go, you find happiness.”

			He smiled awkwardly and then nodded at Xena. “Gods be with you,” he said, and then stepped back.

			Xena climbed up behind Alesandra and reached around for the reins, clucking her tongue at the horse. Gabrielle was still chatting away at Danaus, probably trying to get her fill of talk before their journey.

			“Gabrielle,” she called, and the young woman tore herself away from the animated Danaus to join them, her cheeks flushed.

			“Sorry,” Gabrielle muttered. Xena thought she talked too much sometimes, but it wasn’t often that she met up with people her own age. Not to mention cute people her own age . . .

			Danaus smiled shyly at her, raising his hand to bid them farewell. Gabrielle waved in return, and Xena turned Argo back up the trail that had brought them here.

			There were several cries of “Good luck” and “Safe journey” from the gathered assembly, although no one seemed particularly sad to see them go. Alesandra cast one look at the people over her shoulder and then turned to face the trail ahead, obviously glad to be going.

			“Are you going to miss them?” Xena asked quietly.

			Alesandra shrugged. “Zetes was nice to me, I guess. But no, not really—I didn’t belong there, somehow.”

			Xena nodded. “I know what that’s like. When this is all over, we’ll find somewhere for you to belong.”

			Alesandra grinned up at her, and Xena smiled back warmly. For all her power, Alesandra was still just a child, and assuming they all survived this prophecy, Xena would make sure that she found a home.

			
			They backtracked to another offshoot of the trail and then found a rutted road that veered to the south; the path wasn’t in very good condition, but Argo was a smooth mount and at least they weren’t having to hack a path through the woods. The air was sweet with early summer smells, and the afternoon heat was slowly fading, dropping along with the molten sun as the afternoon prepared for evening.

			Xena kept Argo in a slow walk, as the road was lined with berry bushes and Gabrielle wanted to gather enough for supper. Judging from the blue stains around her mouth, she was eating as many as she was collecting.

			“Here,” she said brightly, giving Alesandra a handful of the dark but slightly sour berries. Though it was still too early in the season for them to be properly ripe, Alesandra accepted them with a smile.

			Gabrielle was curious about the child, but wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, that she wanted to ask—or how to ask it, for that matter. Alesandra obviously hadn’t had many people eager to talk to her about the gift of second sight, and she might feel uncomfortable discussing it.

			On the other hand, perhaps she needed to talk to someone about it—especially someone who had also experienced visions of the future. Well, almost visions; Gabrielle hadn’t ever had one that came true exactly as she’d seen it, but many events had involved similar elements . . .

			And besides wanting to help the child, she liked Alesandra, and was glad for more company—Xena could be so silent at times; traveling with others was a good time to practice her own social skill . . .

			After walking alongside Argo for a few minutes, Gabrielle finally blurted out, “You know, I’ve had some pretty strong visions myself.”

			Alesandra’s eyes widened. “Really? You have the gift of prophecy?”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d say ‘gift’ exactly, but I’ve had a few dreams that were very real, you know? And right after those dreams, something always happened.”

			Alesandra nodded excitedly. “Yes, it’s like that for me, too! You just know, right?”

			Gabrielle frowned. “Um—yeah. I mean, no . . . know?”

			Alesandra nodded again. “It’s kind of hard to explain—mostly, when I see the things I see, it’s not like a play that happens in front of me. I mean, I don’t see people running around and doing things. It’s more like . . . like a memory or something. It’s like how you know the sun rises, or that water comes from a lake or river. I just suddenly have this information in my head, and sometimes I see faces or things, but mostly it’s just this knowledge. I just know.”

			Gabrielle bit at her lip, still frowning. “Really? For me, it’s more just like a regular old dream at night, except I have these strong feelings about things when I wake up. Like I’ll feel that something good is going to happen, like that.”

			“When was the last time you had such a dream?” Alesandra asked.

			“Oh, just last night! I dreamed about— Oh, I must have dreamed about the castle!” Gabrielle looked to Xena, her eyes wide. Xena’s face was hard to read as usual, but she seemed interested in the conversation.

			“Yeah, that must have been it! I dreamed that I was alone in a dark, stone room and there was a giant creature in there with me! It was terrifying, and I woke up thinking that we should be very careful, that something bad was waiting for us. Isn’t that right?”

			Xena nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe it was a bit of prophecy.” Then she smiled teasingly at Gabrielle. “There’s a first time for everything, I suppose.”

			Gabrielle scowled up at her but decided not to say anything; in truth, a lot of her dreams hadn’t turned out to be particularly visionary. Still, Xena didn’t have to be so smug about it.

			Alesandra frowned. “Well, I didn’t see any . . . unusual creatures in my vision. Are you sure that’s what it was?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I thought so, but I couldn’t see it. It definitely sounded like one.”

			Alesandra thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “In the vision, I did sense a non-human presence, something that will play a part in the prophecy—but it was just a dog. The true creature, perhaps you saw it through your dream . . .”

			Xena glanced down at the child in front of her, suddenly very curious. “What do you remember about this . . . dog?”

			Alesandra craned her neck around to look at Xena. “Not much. It was big, but not bigger than a cow, I don’t think; it was like . . . a dog, but not a dog. The funny thing is, I thought there was something wrong with it, like it was deformed—like it had more than one face, somehow. But that’s silly, isn’t it? Anyway, that’s all I remember.”

			Xena tightened her grip on Argo’s reins but was careful not to show her emotions. Was there any way . . . ?

			“Alesandra,” she asked calmly, “how many faces would you say it had, if you had to choose a number?”

			The child shrugged. “Three, I think. That’s why I thought I was wrong about— Xena, is everything all right?”

			Xena had pulled the reins, bringing Argo to a stop. She dismounted, then reached up to help Alesandra off of the stilled horse.

			“Here is as good a place as any to stop for the night,” she said, and offered both of her younger companions a smile. She looked around and saw that there was a decent grassy spot just off the road—and the growth of the low shrubs nearby meant that there was a pond close at hand. It actually was a good resting place, although that wasn’t why she had stopped . . .

			“Xena?” Gabrielle seemed worried by the sudden decision to halt.

			Xena sighed. “Let’s get a fire going, and I’ll see what I can find for supper. And then I’ll tell you what I know about Avernus.”

			Xena smiled at them both again, but she couldn’t help the slight gnawing of apprehension in her gut at what Alesandra had said—for the child had just described Cerebrus, the three-headed dog that was supposed to guard the gates of Hades. And according to the legends, the ferocious creature was almost impossible to kill.

			
			“When you first mentioned Avernus, I knew what we would probably be up against,” said Xena, “but I didn’t want to jump to conclusions.”

			They sat around the snapping fire, Gabrielle and Alesandra across from her, their dirtied dinner bowls stacked against a weathered tree stump. It was dark, only the barest glimmer of moon overhead, and the crackling flames did little to drive the night away from their camp. The shadows were deep, flickering limbs of blackness that seemed to play over every shape, changing and molding the rocks and trees into animate things.

			Gabrielle shivered in spite of the fire’s warmth, hugging her knees to her chest as Xena continued, the warrior’s strong features softened by the dancing light.

			“I have heard many things about Avernus, many wild stories that probably hold as much truth as a murderer’s heart. I don’t believe much of what I hear, since most people love to spin tall tales, adding details as they go along. But most rumors start with a grain of truth, however small—and the one thing that all of the stories agree on is that Avernus is a lake that stands on or near the entrance to Hades.”

			Gabrielle’s mouth dropped open, and she felt her heart begin to hammer loudly in her chest. “Hades? Xena, you think Alesandra saw—”

			“Cerebrus,” Xena finished, and nodded. “Yes. The three-headed dog that is said to guard the gates of Hades. I’ve heard that there are many gates, and I’ve also heard that there are only a few—but the one at Avernus has been whispered about more often than any other. As I said, I didn’t want to make any assumptions, just because Alesandra said Avernus—but the creature you described this afternoon, Alesandra . . . Cerebrus keeps the lost souls trapped in Hades from getting out, and intruders from getting in. Or so the stories say.”

			Gabrielle’s mind was spinning. She had heard stories, too, about the dark world that was supposed to exist beneath the ground, but somehow hadn’t made the connection to Cerebrus earlier. As a child, she and her friends would make up tales about Hades to scare one another, whispering about winged monsters with red eyes and sharp teeth that snuck out to kidnap little kids—

			“But I thought those were just stories,” she said out loud.

			Xena shook her head slowly. “I’m sure many are. I’ve heard a thousand names for Hades and for the gods that are said to rule there—Pluto, Dis, Orcus, the Furies. Even Tantalus, the evil king who starved many of his people. Who can say which are true? I’m not prepared to give any of them credit . . . Hades is supposed to be where all souls go after death, good and bad.”

			Xena paused, suddenly deep in memory. “I knew a man once, long ago, who claimed to have visited Avernus. He had been a mercenary, someone who is paid to fight—Nisus was his name, and he was one of the bravest men I’ve ever known. He was the type of man who laughed in the face of death, and bowed down to no one in battle. And yet after his journey to Avernus, he hung up his sword and became a holy man, saying that he hoped never to travel there again—and if it meant leading the life of a poor saint, he’d gladly give up his livelihood. He said that he’d suffered the most horrible nightmares while sleeping by the lake’s shore, visions of eternal suffering by loss of hope, souls crying out to redeem themselves—”

			Alesandra, who had been still and silent, spoke softly. “Did this man actually go into Hades?” Her voice trembled with fear and her brown eyes were wide, almost panicked.

			Xena suddenly realized that she had said too much. She shook her head, trying to find some reassurance for the frightened girl. She thought it was important for them to know what she did, but she hadn’t meant to scare Alesandra with her musings. For all of her power, Alesandra was still a child. “No. Nor did he find the entrance. I guess we’ll just have to stay awake while we’re there, won’t we?”

			Xena grinned now, darting a meaningful glance at Gabrielle. Gabrielle took the hint, realizing that such frightening stories were too much for Alesandra. Especially after dark, with the shadows dancing, transforming the trees into strange creatures . . .

			Gods, I’m scaring myself! Gabrielle shook off her nerves and also smiled at Alesandra.

			“Pretty scary stuff, huh? Good thing we don’t have to get to sleep right away; we can talk about it more tomorrow, if we want. In the meanwhile, look what I’ve got.”

			Gabrielle reached into her bag and pulled out a small sack of berries that she’d saved from earlier. Alesandra smiled slightly and reached for them.

			“Have you ever heard the story of the beautiful princess Mallory and the time she found a golden locket that turned out to be enchanted?”

			Alesandra shook her head, her eyes wide again, this time with curiosity. If she knew she was being shamelessly distracted, she hid it well. Gabrielle started to tell the tale, glad to have such an eager audience. Besides, it had been her own favorite story when she was younger. And it had a happy ending, that had nothing to do with Hades or three-headed monsters or nightmares . . .

			Xena stared thoughtfully into the fire, pleased that Gabrielle had changed the child’s focus—but Xena was still roaming the rooms of her past, remembering. The man who had ventured to Avernus, Nisus—she had fought alongside him, even respected him; not a man she would have chosen to face in battle, if given a choice. She had often found herself searching battlefields for his face, even in the midst of fighting—and she had been deeply shaken by the change in him when he’d returned from his journey, more shaken than she cared to admit. There had been a fear in his eyes that had never been there before, a shadow in his gaze that had almost frightened her with its sincerity. He had become a totally different man, and he hadn’t even seen the gate to Hades, let alone gone inside.

			Xena watched the flames crackle, and was glad that she hadn’t told any of the other stories she had heard; Alesandra had been scared enough without knowing any more, especially the more believable accounts of Hades.

			Because the one part of the story that never changed, no matter who told it, was that those who stepped inside the gate were never seen again. There had been myths spun of mortal souls gaining the living world again, but Xena thought that those stories were parables rather than truthful account.

			No one left Hades; it was the one truth that Xena could believe, without doubt.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Xena woke up at the first chilled touch of dawn, the air still heavy with the fading darkness. Her sleep, as usual, had been light but dreamless; although she had never thought to analyze it overmuch, it was as if her bloodied past were her only real nightmare, a horror far more potent than any dark dream . . .

			She rolled out of her bedding and glancing over at the two sleeping girls, reached for the wood that Gabrielle had set aside for the morning fire. Gabrielle, as always, was a picture of innocent peace, her face open and untroubled in rest, her tousled blond hair falling gently across her brow. Alesandra also looked innocent, although her child’s face seemed somehow taut, her skin too pale, as if she worried even while she slept.

			How strange it would be, to have such a powerful gift—and for one so young, the burden must be heavy. Xena could relate to feeling different, but fighting better than most men wasn’t cause for the kind of ostracism that Alesandra had suffered, and would suffer. There were many who cursed the name of Xena, and with good cause—but it was a hatred for deeds done. Alesandra was feared and cast out simply for being herself, for using her visions to promote change.

			It wasn’t always easy for Xena to keep a positive view of her fellow man, as there was much ignorance in the world and often innocents suffered for it—but if she had completely lacked hope, there would have been no point in her trying to change anything. She knew that the essence of her life now was the effort to keep the scales of good and evil more fairly balanced, for everyone. She could hope for no better, as most people clutched their ignorance to themselves, their narrow-mindedness a kind of shield. But helping others to see their potential—to help someone like Alesandra learn that she was strong, and that the ignorance of others could be overcome—this was a way for Xena to promote change for the better without even lifting her sword . . .

			She smiled to herself, stacked the kindling into a pyramid shape, and reached for her flint. In the early mornings, her mind liked to try and get at the meanings of life. She knew she wasn’t a philosopher; she wasn’t witless either, but she believed that it was all a game in a way. There were those better suited to deep philosophical thought than she . . . more patient than she would ever be in the confines of the human mind. There was a part of her that strove to conquer injustice in a more physical way, and she could not deny it. The great scholars perhaps did not possess her drive to keep moving, to use action sometimes instead of words.

			Enough with the depth, and on to the first battle of the day . . .

			Trying to get Gabrielle to wake up without having to dump cold water on her—a combat experience almost every morning. She started the fire, feeling strangely peaceful with the task, then turned to where Gabrielle slept.

			“Gabrielle,” she whispered, then repeated, louder, “Gabrielle.”

			Gabrielle rolled her head to one side and mumbled in her sleep. She said something that sounded a lot like “oofmasna-gluh.” Bright and alert, as always.

			Xena crept closer, grinning. “Hey,” she said softly, “I’ve made you a nice breakfast. It’s all ready.”

			“Mmm?” Gabrielle was half-awake now, a dreamy, hopeful smile on her lips.

			“Yes,” said Xena. “We’re having toasted grubs with cold, heavily congealed root jelly. Think of those little creatures, wriggling through the cold jelly—”

			Gabrielle sat up, rubbing at her eyes. “Wha— Are you serious? That’s . . . that’s disgusting.”

			“Well, then, since you’re awake, why don’t you tend to breakfast?” Xena smiled prettily.

			Gabrielle scowled at her, stretching her arms over her head and yawning at the same time. “Gee, what a good idea,” she said, heavy on the sarcasm. Toasted grubs? With Xena’s cooking, one could never be too sure; Gabrielle would be delighted to make something—anything, as long as she got to cook it.

			At the sound of their voices, Alesandra opened her eyes and sat up groggily. “Hi.”

			Xena smiled at her. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

			Alesandra nodded, smiling back wearily. She turned to Gabrielle, who rummaged through their food pack. “Can I do anything to help?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “Not unless you can lay eggs. It looks like dried pork and brown nuts, unless Xena wants to go hunting.”

			She turned to her warrior friend, frowning. “We didn’t get much from the woodfolk. Do you know if there are any villages farther south?”

			Xena shrugged. “I can’t imagine why there wouldn’t be, although we have enough dried goods to last over a week, even without my hunting. I’m sure we’ll find somewhere to re-stock before we run very low.”

			Alesandra had already started to roll up her bedding. “Yes, there is a place—I can’t remember the name, but Otus used to trade things there for metals and cloth, things the woodfolk couldn’t make. He never took me with him, but I’m pretty sure it’s only a week away, maybe less.”

			“Great,” said Xena, nodding. Although the hunting was plentiful now, they would need to have more dried goods for later; stories had it that the land near Avernus was a barren place, the woods there desolate and lifeless.

			There was no need to tell her companions that; last night’s conversation had made Xena realize that although Alesandra might be a prophet of high order, she was still young enough to accept legends and half-truths with an open heart—at least at night. They would reach Avernus in only a couple of weeks and find out what it was really like, worrying about it beforehand would not change anything.

			Besides, Xena knew that, in spite of herself, she would worry enough for all of them.

			
			The next few days were uneventful, falling into a simple pattern: sleep, travel, break for lunch and then go on until the sun dropped low in the sky. The weather was good, the rains of late spring already past, the air filled with the breath of blossoming new life. Their supplies were running low, but Xena noted that the road they traveled on was improving—a sure sign that they were nearing a populated area.

			Gabrielle and Alesandra struck up quite a friendship as they traveled, the younger girl obviously looking up to Gabrielle as a real woman of the world. Gabrielle was happy in the role and enjoyed reciting tales of her and Xena’s quests and journeys, along with her own wealth of heroic adventure stories.

			Alesandra was thrilled by the attention, and Xena was glad to see that Gabrielle had broken through the girl’s initial shyness about herself. Although, thought Xena grimly, if she had to hear the story of Prometheus one more time, she was going to have to stuff her ears with moss it was Alesandra’s favorite, and she begged to hear the tale of the fire-giver as often as Gabrielle would tell it. Coaxing Gabrielle to speak was no hard task, either . . .

			By late afternoon on the sixth day after leaving the woodfolk, they had reached the outskirts of the village. At first, there were only a few scraggly gardens to signify the community’s nearness, the weedy patches rich with the smell of manure and guarded stiffly by poorly dressed scarecrows.

			As they got closer, they started to pass small, ramshackle huts where dirty children stopped their outdoor games to gaze up at their passing with wide, silent eyes. Gabrielle smiled and waved at some of them, but the children were obviously unaccustomed to seeing strangers; most ran inside or just stood there, as if struck dumb by the sight of other human beings.

			Xena was used to such a response, particularly from adults. The sight of her armor and weapons usually drew wary looks from the small-town people she encountered—not to mention that there were no other women warriors traveling the land, at least not that she’d heard lately. Xena’s reputation as a bloodthirsty fighter often preceded her. Opinions took longer to change than it had taken her to change her ways, she knew; her name was tainted by a long and warlike past. She could only hope that someday the name Xena could be spoken without fear or disgust . . .

			The first true community building that they passed was a temple of some sort, although Xena couldn’t tell who it was devoted to. Xena had never chosen an allegiance to any god or goddess herself, but then she’d always found it hard to put too much faith in something for which there was no tangible proof. She had never been able to decide if that was a fault or an attribute . . .

			When they passed a second, and then a third, shrine, still without reaching the heart of the town, Xena started to feel a bit uneasy. The most populated of cities were overrun with temples, true—but from the looks of things, this was not a thriving community. As far as she knew, there weren’t any cities in this region big enough to support so many temples.

			“Alesandra, are you sure you don’t remember the name of this . . . village?”

			The child, still riding in front of her, shook her head and then craned her neck around to look at Xena. “Actually, maybe I do—it’s . . . um . . . Osterus? Or Oserus, or something like that.”

			Familiar sounding . . . “Osetus?”

			Alesandra smiled, nodding. “Yes, that’s it!” Xena felt even more uneasy, although she wasn’t sure why. She could see the buildings of the town now, coming into view—a stable, more houses, and yet another temple. Not much of a village, really, as small and dusty as many she’d passed through. A widening in the road and a scattering of shabby wood or stone structures . . . What was it? She’d heard of Osetus, something about it, but she couldn’t quite place the story. Gabrielle had stopped to pick a few daisies growing alongside the road, and hadn’t heard their conversation; Xena called back to her.

			“Gabrielle, have you ever heard of Osetus?”

			She hurried to catch up, smiling, and reached up to tuck one of the small flowers into Alesandra’s hair. “Osetus? It seems like—yeah, that’s in one of my stories! It’s that town in the south somewhere, where everyone is very religious—all the people there are into some kind of nature worship, and they’re strictly anti-magic—prophecy, fortune-telling, all of it. I’m pretty sure that’s the place where they used to burn witches; you know, ‘Anyone who casts spells is unnatural’ that kind of thing. Why?”

			Xena brought Argo to a sharp stop, but too late; they were on the main road of the town, and at least a dozen people had stopped in the street, watching them with distrustful eyes.

			They had reached Osetus, and if the people here found out who Alesandra was, they’d try to kill all three of them.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			He’d found it.

			It was amazing, unbelievable—seemingly impossible—that in only six months of searching, Telius had discovered what his father had spent his whole life looking for. Not just a spell, but the spell, the incantation that could conceivably end the threat of evil forever.

			Telius was in his room, pacing, too excited even to sit down. His mind was buzzing with the possibilities—a new hope for all the people in the world, a new foundation to build upon; redemption for lost souls, all striving to amend their evils. If it worked, and he saw no reason why it shouldn’t, the oppressed souls of the dead would be released from Hades, free to work toward a better way . . .

			He stopped walking and grinned to himself, realizing that he was thinking too far ahead. Once again, his gaze was drawn to the desk at the foot of his bed where the book lay open, its pages yellowed with age.

			Open to the page that would change the fate of humanity.

			He sat down on the wooden stool in front of the book, searching for the phrase that had first alerted him to the importance of the spell.

			Ah, there it was! He spoke the words aloud, marveling over the sound of them. “If these things be done at moon’s full light, the Path be opened—and at that Path be a Creature most Foul, that keeps the tortured from Peace. That Beast will be undone with the last of the Words, leaving Freedom for all Souls beyond . . .”

			Telius couldn’t seem to stop grinning. He read the words again, silently, probably for the fiftieth time in the last hour. It was so simple—the “Path” was surely the entrance to Hades, which was said to be a long, shadowy hall. And the “Creature” was almost certainly Cerebrus, the guardian of the entrance, a three-headed dog that kept the souls inside; he’d always heard from Father that Cerebrus probably couldn’t be killed, but here it was, a spell so simple that a child could complete it.

			To kill the oppressor of souls! The Bain name would be written and sung about for generations to come—Telius Bain, the savior of mankind! If only his father were here to claim his rightful share of glory, to see the miracle that he had worked so hard to achieve . . .

			His grin faded a bit. Truly, Martus Bain was the name that should be remembered; without him, none of this would be possible. Telius wouldn’t have known anything about spells or magic if his father hadn’t taught him—and just because it was he who had finally found the right incantation, that didn’t make his father’s search any less important.

			Telius frowned, wondering how his father could have missed this book. He had found it at the bottom of a huge stack in one of the spare bedrooms; it hadn’t been hidden or anything. The name on the dusty tome had caught his eye: A History of Nether, a title that meant it obviously had something to do with the Underworld . . .

			On the other hand, there were so many books and scrolls in the castle that no one man could possibly read them all, even in ten lifetimes; perhaps his father had simply never gotten around to the books in that room. Martus Bain had been a collector of all kinds of books, and had accumulated hundreds of them by himself—but there had been thousands already here when he moved in, an unheard of number for a single collection. Few kings kept more than a few hundred.

			The history of the castle was somewhat mysterious, no one knew exactly when it had been built, or how long it had been unoccupied before the Bains moved in. Martus had often tried to ferret out its origins, but had never had much luck—all they ever knew as fact was that a great sorcerer by the name of Trajen had lived here more than two centuries before, and that many of the books had been his. Martus had thought that it was Trajen who cast the spell over the castle, to keep the inhabitants safe and free from nightmares. Trajen may have been the builder, too, or at least the architect of the strange traps and mechanisms that kept unwelcome intruders from sneaking in. The many complex and built-in devices certainly seemed magical, although there was no way to be sure—but whoever had created them, or the castle itself, Martus had always marveled at the incredible efficiency and had taught his son to appreciate the complex design . . .

			Telius sighed, wishing once again that his father were here. It didn’t seem right, Father dying just months before this book was found! There had been so many hopes through the years, so many promises that had turned out to be falsely made—spells and rituals that had seemed like answers but had failed. Martus had tried scores of magical rites to try and stem the flow of evil in the world, and all to no avail. And now, here it was—as obvious as words on a page, and Martus Bain wasn’t there to read them. It didn’t seem fair.

			Ah, but life is not fair! Telius heard the words in his head that his father had so often spoken, usually with a gentle smile. To expect fairness from life is like expecting water from stone!

			Telius smiled himself, and felt his spirits lift as he looked down at the spell again. Life wasn’t fair, but sometimes it was just—Martus was gone, but his legacy had carried on, and had come to fruition through his only son.

			The ritual really was amazingly easy. The caster of the spell was supposed to light nine candles in a circle around himself, then draw another, smaller circle inside of it, directly in front of the hidden gateway. There he would stand and recite some magical words in a variety of different languages, and the gate would become visible.

			Telius didn’t quite understand that part. If the gate was behind the wall, how could it suddenly be seen? He figured that it was some kind of dissolving spell. Magic was a strange practice, indeed.

			Cerebrus would be at this visible entrance, and all Telius had to do was say three words to “undo” the creature. He scanned the list until he found them—“Sacritil, Zeniphous, Amithese.” He didn’t recognize the language, but then, he had a long way to go before he’d be as learned as his father was; Martus probably would have known where they were from . . . 

			Telius stood and walked to the small window set into the wall, squinting out into the courtyard against the afternoon light. The moon would not be up for hours yet, but he believed that it was still less than half-full. If only it were later in its course! He didn’t know how he would rest or eat or even think properly, knowing that he held the key to the future—and that he couldn’t use it for another fortnight.

			Again, his father’s voice in his mind, a lesson that had always been a hard one for Telius to learn: Patience, my son, patience. All things come to pass, in their own time.

			Telius sighed, and sat down on the edge of his bed, staring at the length of the shadows cast in the yard outside—as if looking hard enough might make them grow faster. If wishes were dreams, beggars would ride . . .

			Eventually, he lay back and closed his eyes, exhausted from the adrenaline that had coursed through his veins since he’d found the book early that morning. And in spite of his certainty that sleep wouldn’t come, he faded into a deep and peaceful rest, where dreams of glory and praise embraced him with warm and loving arms; and where his father stood beside him, smiling proudly at the son who had brought peace to the world.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			Before any of the townspeople of Osetus drew near, Xena leaned closer to Alesandra and whispered in her ear.

			“Don’t say anything, just follow my lead.”

			She sat back up in the saddle and darted a bright smile at Gabrielle as one of the men broke away from the others and approached them.

			“It would appear that we’re in Osetus, Gabrielle! How fortunate to happen upon such a pleasant village while traveling to find Alesandra’s kinfolk, don’t you think?” Please, take the hint . . .

			Gabrielle looked confused for only a split second before she smiled back. “Yes, it is fortunate! I’ve heard stories about the kindness of the people here; in fact, I once met a woman who lived in Osetus for a while, I can’t remember her name but I think—”

			“Gabrielle, we should introduce ourselves,” Xena cut in smoothly. Gabrielle had a tendency to talk a situation to death, all they needed now was for her to make up something that could be proved a lie—then they’d really be up a creek.

			The middle-aged man who stopped in front of them had the stern, unsmiling face of someone with little or no sense of humor, dressed in the simple white robes of a cleric or some other holy official. Before Xena could say anything, the man spoke to Gabrielle.

			“You knew someone who lived here?” His voice was rough and gravelly.

			Gabrielle had the good grace to shoot a quick, embarrassed glance at Xena, obviously, she realized her mistake. She then smiled at the man and rolled her eyes self-consciously.

			“Oh, me and my memory! I was thinking of—Oesitrus, that’s a town over on the coast. But this is Osetus, right?”

			The cleric nodded slowly, somewhat suspiciously, then turned his gaze to Xena and Alesandra and spoke harshly. “I see your sword, woman. What business do you have here?”

			Xena kept the smile on her face but bristled inwardly, almost wishing that she were still the old Xena—her previous self would have taught this piggish man a thing or two about manners . . .

			“My name is Xena, and I’m traveling with my companion, Gabrielle, and our ward, Alesandra. This child is an orphan, and we are journeying south to search for her relatives. We had heard that she might have an uncle this way . . .”

			The man frowned. “Where is this uncle supposed to be?”

			Xena gritted her teeth, hard. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name . . . ?”

			He frowned at her for another long second, then nodded slightly, his brow easing. “Excuse my manners. I am Saji, one of the three town leaders of Osetus and First Father of the Worshipers to Ling, the God of Truthful Pith—as was my father before me.” Saji seemed to swell with pride at the sound of his own title, Xena could actually hear him capitalize the letters.

			Pith? What’s pith? Xena tilted her head to one side quizzically, realizing that making a joke right now could be dangerous—too bad.

			“I’m afraid I don’t know of Ling,” she said, keeping her tone respectful. Saji had the slightly strained and self-righteous look of a religious fanatic, and poking fun at such a man would be a mistake—particularly if this town was full of men like him. Xena was glad that he hadn’t recognized her name, at least—a closed-off religious community like this probably didn’t know much of the outside world.

			He seemed to relax a bit more, on familiar territory now, and his manner became patronizing and more than a little insulting. “Pith is the essence, the core of all that is life. Ling is the god of this core, the beginning and end to all that we see. He is the god of everything that man can touch with his hands, a denial of the evil that comes from flights of spirit—for the spirit that leaves the body is forever tainted. The body, like the land, must never go untended.”

			As Saji spoke, several of the townspeople behind him nodded, some of them even touching their own faces—some kind of religious gesture, Xena supposed, smiling nicely as if she understood the rhetoric of Ling. She tried to steer him elsewhere, without seeming disrespectful. “Well, as I said—we’re looking for kin to this girl, and we know only that this uncle lives in the south, if he lives at all. Perhaps he’s here? His name is—” Xena grasped quickly for a name, “Vanid, he’s an oat farmer.”

			Saji shook his head. “No, there’s no one in Osetus by that name. And only those who worship Ling are welcome to settle here.”

			He looked at Xena’s sword again, and at her chakra. “We don’t welcome trouble—but if you’re just passing through, I won’t take away your weapons . . .”

			Xena smiled and nodded, thinking that if he even tried, she’d give him a headache he wouldn’t soon forget.

			“I must ask, though,” he continued, “are you or your companions believers in the evils of sorcery or trained in the visions of foul prophecy that by nature denies the goodness of Ling?”

			Gabrielle had been watching this exchange closely, and kept a smile on her face as she shook her head along with Alesandra, following Xena’s lead. Xena was glad that Gabrielle had learned to keep a straight face in dire situations. Lying wasn’t a favorite hobby of Gabrielle’s, but there was more at stake here than just her honesty, Alesandra would not be able to defend herself.

			Xena handled him easily, acting mildly surprised. “No, we’re not trained in anything like that. We would just like to buy a few supplies and then move on—if that’s all right with you.”

			Saji nodded. “Fine. You can find some dried goods and some fabric for sale at the shop of Trilo, over there.” He pointed to a small, dirty building next to a stable. “And if you’re seeking merchandise, the widow Leus makes leather cups and bowls and sells them out of the second temple—you would have passed it on the road in. The ironsmith works out of the stables.”

			He bowed stiffly at the three of them, his lined face still solemn, almost angry. “Again, forgive my manners. We don’t get many visitors here.”

			“Gee, I wonder why,” whispered Gabrielle, as soon as he was well out of hearing distance. “He’s so charming.”

			The other townsfolk seemed to lose interest as Saji left; they wandered away to wherever it was they had been headed before.

			Xena dismounted and Gabrielle helped Alesandra off of Argo. The girl was nervous, her light brown eyes flashing with anxiety.

			“What if they find out?” Alesandra whispered. “What did he mean? I’m not foul or evil!”

			Xena glanced around quickly. “Quietly, okay? No, of course you’re not. The people here are practicing a religion that says prophecy is bad, that’s all—they don’t know any better.” She smiled gently. “You have nothing to worry about; we’ll just buy a few things and be out of here before you know it.”

			Alesandra nodded, but her gaze was still uneasy. “I guess I know now why Otus never brought me along,” she whispered. “All he ever told me was that I wouldn’t like it.”

			Gabrielle took Alesandra’s hand. “Well, he was right, wasn’t he?”

			Alesandra nodded, and the three of them surveyed the town silently. There was an oppressive feel to the place, as if nobody laughed much, or sang. Even the staring children that passed by, pulled along by their stem mothers, didn’t seem to be as active and happy as children were supposed to be.

			“Let’s get this over with,” said Xena, and they walked toward the shop that Saji had pointed out for dried goods, leading Argo along. She looked around for some place to tie him, but there were no hitching posts to be seen.

			She sighed. “Gabrielle, why don’t you and Alesandra stay here with Argo? I’ll be quick.”

			Gabrielle nodded, taking the reins. She looked around at the lengthening shadows, the afternoon sun still bright yet somehow desolate against the dusty road. “Hurry, okay?”

			Xena nodded and stepped toward the open-air shop, ducking beneath the low wooden overhang. It wasn’t ten paces from where Gabrielle and Alesandra waited, which made her feel better about leaving them; Osetus was a bit too strange for comfort.

			Xena had traveled through religious villages before, and for the most part, they had been peaceful places. The men and women who chose that life were generally just looking for a safe and loving environment in which to raise their families, and weren’t especially quick to judge others. Osetus, on the other hand, seemed like the kind of town where harsh judgment was not only accepted but encouraged.

			A short, darkly bearded man, presumably Trilo, stepped out of a back room to greet her. He looked her up and down with the same suspicious gaze that Saji had, and spoke gruffly.

			“What do you want?”

			Xena looked over the stocked shelves that lined the back wall, nodding to herself. Not a bad selection for so small a town; the God of Pith must be very proud. “Two rounds of bread . . . a haunch of that dried meat . . .” She saw several bags of dried apples and smiled inwardly. Gabrielle would tear into those like there was no tomorrow. “And three of those sacks of apples.”

			She reached into her money pouch for a few pieces of silver while Trilo tied her purchases together, and then she glanced out of the shop; a young woman and her small daughter were approaching Gabrielle and Alesandra, smiling hesitantly. The little girl was reaching up to pet Argo, her eyes wide and shining.

			In spite of the pleasant scene, Xena suddenly felt anxious; they had to leave—she felt it in her gut, and she never questioned her instincts. She dropped a few coins on the counter and scooped up the parcel, hurrying outside to join them.

			The young mother had reached out to pat Alesandra on the head, and Alesandra was taking the woman’s hand in her own, smiling—

			—and then a strange expression flitted across Alesandra’s face. Xena saw a light come into those honey-colored eyes, and somehow Alesandra suddenly seemed older, wiser—

			“You’re with child,” Alesandra said softly, her voice deeper and more mature than her normal, light tone. She spoke as if in some kind of trance, as if taken over by a spirit older than her own, yet still her own, it seemed. An older Alesandra, perhaps, returning to speak through her younger self.

			“A son, and he will have his father’s dark eyes. He won’t be an ironsmith like your husband, but will take to the land, growing crops. He’ll be healthy and strong, but will break his arm when he’s a child, climbing a tree. Don’t fear, it will heal well. He will be creative, too, as your own mother was—”

			Xena rushed forward and pulled Alesandra away from the woman, grinning easily. “Alesandra, are you making up stories again? Please excuse her, she has quite an imagination—”

			It was too late. The young woman had picked up her daughter and was backing away from them, a look of terror on her plain face. Alesandra shook herself, looking around confusedly, and then stepped toward the woman and child.

			“Wait, please! I’m not bad, that’s not bad—”

			The woman held up her daughter like a shield and started to babble, softly at first but rising quickly to a shout.

			“Witch, a witch—how could she know? I haven’t told him yet; nobody knows that I am with child! No one! A witch, the child is a witch! The child is a witch!”

			Gabrielle grabbed the packages from Xena and shielded Alesandra as the warrior pulled her sword—and the townspeople of Osetus poured out into the street, angry and shouting.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			They were surrounded. As the woman with the little girl continued to scream, the townsfolk all gathered around Xena, Gabrielle, and the frightened Alesandra, and shouted in confused, panicky voices.

			Xena spun, looking for an exit, but there was no way to get them out of danger without hacking a path through the unarmed crowd. She saw no glints of steel, no flash of arrow; these were simpler folk, not fighters—angry but not necessarily dangerous, at least not yet. She wouldn’t want to injure any of these fumbling zealots, which would surely happen if it came down to fighting—

			But they will not harm any of us, either.

			Xena resettled the heft of her sword, her grip loose and ready.

			“What is this? Quiet, all of you! Quiet!”

			The shouts died down as Saji cried out for silence, stalking into the circle of people. He turned toward the young woman and her daughter.

			“Tura, what happened?”

			Tura stammered out a reply, watching Alesandra with fearful eyes. “The child touched me—and foretold!”

			A hush fell over the mob as they found a focus for their anger, their eyes turning toward Alesandra. She stared miserably at the ground, her slender jaw quivering.

			“What did she say?” Saji spoke softly, but his voice was full of cold menace.

			Tura clutched at her daughter, still obviously afraid. A burly man wearing the leather apron of an ironsmith stepped out of the crowd and put his arm around her, encouraging her to speak.

			“She—she said that I was with child!” Tura whispered raggedly, her tone suggesting that Alesandra had told her to expect leprosy soon.

			Saji seemed to mull this over for a moment, biting at his lip as he did so. He finally looked up at the giant man who held Tura. “Barus?”

			The ironsmith, Barus apparently, looked at his wife in turn.

			Tura nodded at him. “I believe it true, husband. I did not plan to tell you until I knew for sure.” Fresh tears welled up in the woman’s eyes, and her voice shook and strained as she grew almost hysterical in manner.

			“The witch said that he would have your eyes, and would take to the land . . . Barus, what are we to do? I had so wanted a son with you, and now this—Barus, it is evil!”

			At her final words, the crowd seemed to move closer, muttering prayers and curses alike in harsh and blackly malicious tones. Argo whinnied nervously, and Xena raised her sword high; if it came to hacking their way out, so it would be—

			Saji held up a hand, stilling the mob. He turned to Xena, his expression grim. “Is this true?”

			Xena didn’t waver, keeping her sword raised. “No. She is not a witch, and she’s not evil.”

			Saji didn’t seem concerned by the shining weapon. “But she foretold the birth of a son by Tura?”

			“Yes. And I would think that Barus and Tura would be happy, knowing that they’re to be blessed with a healthy child. There are many who would feel gratitude, or—”

			“Blasphemy,” someone in the crowd whispered. Several others nodded, their eyes cold.

			Saji glowered angrily. “You lied to me. You said that none of you were trained in this evil!”

			Xena shook her head. “I told the truth. The girl is untrained; her prophecy is a gift from birth.”

			“We don’t welcome such ‘gifts’ here! The god Ling does not suffer such . . . such insult!” Saji’s voice was that of a preacher now, his gravelly tone rising in self-righteous fury as he addressed the mob. “The child has forever cursed the lives of Barus and Tura with her foul prophecy! Don’t you see, my people, that we are all infected now? That we live and die together, work together—are cursed together, by the misfortunes to even one of us?”

			The group of villagers muttered and murmured louder in dark agreement. Xena moved closer to Gabrielle and Alesandra, ready to defend first, always defense first.

			Gabrielle hugged Alesandra tighter, looking around at the villagers. “Well, hey, we can see that we’re not welcome,” she said, a bit too brightly. “We’ll just get out of your town, you know, hit the dusty trail and leave you guys alone.”

			Saji ignored her and spoke directly to Alesandra, who was still somehow holding back her tears. “By the Declarations of Ling, you have tainted the happiness and prosperity of the ironsmith Barus and his family with your evil. Because of you, Ling may choose to disown them, as punishment. That so, Barus, iron smith and husband to Tura of Osetus, now has the right to decide your punishment.”

			Xena lowered her sword slightly, but stayed alert to sudden movement. “No. I am responsible for bringing her here, and I will take whatever punishment is to be given.”

			Alesandra looked up at her fearfully. “No! It’s my fault. I didn’t mean to say anything, but when she touched me, it was such good news, I thought she’d be happy—I thought that maybe she could see that it’s not bad, I’m not bad!”

			Xena kept her cool gaze on Saji’s. “I take responsibility. Agreed?”

			Saji looked to Barus, who glanced at his sobbing wife and then nodded, his huge face angry and flushed, dark eyes flashing. Saji turned back to Xena.

			“Agreed.”

			Barus stepped toward them, slowly clenching and unclenching his giant, calloused fists, the muscles in his arms flexing with power. He was easily a half head taller than Xena, and probably outweighed her by four stone.

			“Throw down your weapons,” he growled, pulling off his apron as he walked closer, tossing it to the ground. “I’m going to kill you with my bare hands. If you survive, which you won’t, then maybe you can leave with your soulless skins—but if you die, we’ll burn all three of you, and your companions will not have the luxury of death first.”

			He was close enough now for Xena to see the foamy spittle in the corners of his mouth, to see the glazed hatred in his eyes. To smell his fury, a horrible, sour sweat.

			“We’ll burn you like the witches you are!”

			
			Without a word, Xena handed her sword to Gabrielle, holding her free hand palm out, toward Barus. The townspeople fell back, eyes bright with religious mania, caught up in the hungry spirit of a small but fanatical mob. The giant ironsmith stopped and waited, his powerful hands fisted.

			Xena gave her chakra to Gabrielle, who looked worried. “He’s huge,” she whispered, taking the hoop. “If you need me—”

			Xena shook her head, gaze still fixed on the ironsmith. “Their town, their rules, one on one. Just watch out for Alesandra, I’m going to be busy.”

			Xena lowered her hand and then circled slowly away from him, and away from Gabrielle and Alesandra. She could see by the way he moved that he wasn’t trained to fight. His steps were wide and clumsy, his center was off-balance—but he was also strong, much stronger than she; if he caught her, he could crush her easily, breaking her neck as if it were a twig.

			With a roar, Barus rushed forward, arms outstretched. Xena jumped to one side, spinning around with a side-kick that caught him in the ribs.

			Barus grunted, even angrier now, and snatched at her arm. He grabbed her wrist and jerked, pulling her off-balance.

			Xena went with the motion, realizing that he meant to break her arm. As he put pressure on her wrist, she half-crouched, allowing her arm to bend. The motion brought her close to him, enough for her to be spattered by his rank sweat.

			She dropped lower, and used the flat of her free hand to strike at his neck, a blow that would have felled most men—but Barus seemed to be made from the iron he forged. He dropped her arm but stayed standing, face red with fury. She danced backward lightly.

			He bent over and rushed her again, bellowing, head down. Too fast—he would be on her in a second—

			Xena leapt forward, knees up, her high, trilling cry echoing through the street. As Barus passed under her, she somersaulted across his back and turned, landing behind him. Her leg shot out, foot arched back, and struck behind his knee, hard.

			Barus stumbled and fell, landing on the dusty ground with a strangled cry. He jumped to his feet, his lower lip bloody now from the impact. He wiped at it with the back of one meaty hand, then spit—a tooth spattered to the dirt. He grinned at Xena, a sick smile of blood lust, and then ran at her again.

			Enough of this, thought Xena, waiting until he was right in front of her before she moved. Just a small step to the left. He was too intent on his run to see her stick out her foot.

			He tripped and fell, this time harder than before. He was slower getting to his feet now, and Xena could see that he wouldn’t last much longer. He relied too much on his strength, his pure power, and she was outmaneuvering him easily.

			She could hear the surprised cries of the townsfolk as Barus circled her again, his steps faltering and unsure now. Obviously they had expected him to beat her. She smiled a little to herself, wondering if they would apologize for their hostility before seeing the three of them out of town . . .

			Barus had lost his grin, but not his anger. He spit again, the foamy substance bright red. Keeping his eyes on Xena, he looked for an opening.

			“You can’t win,” she said gently. “There’s no shame in it—just stop; you can stop this. We’ll leave, and you can—”

			He roared and hurled himself toward her, his fists raised—

			—as Xena jumped and spun, a flying kick aimed at his head. Barus ran right into it, the heel of her foot catching the top of his skull with incredible force.

			He stopped short, opened his mouth as if to speak—and his eyes rolled back, showing white. He dropped like a sack of manure, his unconscious form hitting the ground in a cloud of dust.

			“Barus!” Tura broke away from the crowd and ran forward, to kneel beside her fallen husband. “You killed him!”

			Xena looked at her calmly. “He’s not dead, although when he wakes up, he might wish he was. The punishment is over.”

			She turned to Saji, who looked as if he’d just swallowed a live fish—his face was red and sweaty, his eyes bulging. He started to speak, but all that came out was a strangled gah sound. The townspeople stood silently, apparently not knowing what to do. Gabrielle grinned at Xena from where she still stood with Alesandra, the child watching Xena with an expression of amazement.

			“Saji, we will leave now, as spoken by Barus. He said that if I survived, we could go.”

			He didn’t say anything, and she decided to take his silence as agreement. She turned toward Argo, glad that no one had died, no real harm had been done except for a broken tooth and a sore head—

			Behind her, Saji broke the stillness with a scream of rage.

			“Kill them! Get the witch, the women, grab them and kill them! Ling will not be appeased until they are dead!”

			Xena was running before he’d finished, running for Gabrielle and Alesandra, but they were already being pulled away from one another by the shouting crowd. The men and women of Osetus were grabbing for sticks and stones, ready to do Saji’s bidding.

			With a raging scream of her own, Xena leapt unarmed into the crazed mob.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			Gabrielle struggled against the powerful arms that held her, then bit down on a hand that brushed across her face. A man shouted, and she was released. Xena’s weapons had fallen to the ground, but there were too many people, too many legs and feet kicking up the dust—

			—and then Xena was there, spinning and jumping, dropping the villagers one at a time. A woman holding a big stick was disarmed by a well-placed slap; the man who had grabbed Alesandra was felled by a blow to the knee.

			“Gabrielle! Help Alesandra!”

			Gabrielle ran to the scared child, lashing out at a snarling young farmer who tried to stop her. It was a lucky punch, hitting him hard on the chin; he stumbled back, and Gabrielle grabbed Alesandra and pulled her away from the crowd.

			Argo pranced anxiously in the midst of the shouting townsfolk, and Xena trilled again, a high call that would tell the horse to hold still. Argo obeyed instantly.

			There were still fifteen or twenty of them standing, many carrying makeshift weapons—sticks, rocks, the handles of hoes and other farming tools. One elderly man held a wicked-looking scythe, the curving blade flashing maliciously in the late sun.

			Xena leapt into the air, slapping her hands down across Argo’s back, vaulting up and over him. She kept her legs splayed, striking two of the villagers in the chest, one with each foot. Ribs snapped. They fell, and stayed down. She landed, spun—

			—and saw that four of the armed townspeople were headed to where Gabrielle and Alesandra stood, a hundred paces away. She only had a few seconds before they reached them.

			Xena caught a glimpse of her chakra, the metal glinting against the dust by her feet. In one swift movement, she caught the shining hoop up and launched it, the kick sending it high into the air.

			The man with the scythe rushed forward at the same moment, and Xena ducked the blade, turning and driving her elbow into his stomach. The man let out an oof as the wind was knocked out of him and he dropped the weapon—

			—as Xena caught the chakra, the metal landing easily in her hand. She vaulted back over Argo, this time landing squarely in the saddle. With the slightest of pressure from her boots, the horse lunged forward, headed for where Gabrielle was, the young woman sheltering Alesandra with her body. The armed foursome were raising their weapons to strike.

			Xena trilled out again, used her trained instincts to mark the villagers in a split second—and the chakra flew, glittering, to knock four weapons out of four hands, bouncing between them almost faster than the eye could see. The attackers yelped and backed away in confusion; Gabrielle snatched up one of the fallen clubs, readying herself in case more came.

			Xena deftly spun Argo around to face the mob—and saw that it wasn’t much of a mob anymore. Those who hadn’t been knocked down or injured didn’t seem to know what to do now, confronted with an opponent they couldn’t stop, let alone understand. Many had dropped their weapons; others were crouching down near their fallen neighbors, their expressions openly confused. A few had gathered around Saji, perhaps looking for direction.

			Xena got down off of Argo, watching the villagers warily. Gabrielle and Alesandra joined her, Gabrielle handing her the chakra before silently taking the horse’s reins.

			Xena walked slowly toward the leader of Osetus, noting that none of the townspeople had been seriously injured, or at least not as far as she could tell; they had gotten off easy. She was no longer the cruel and careless woman who would have laughed to see them in pain; she had chosen a higher path—a way that didn’t call for the murder of innocents, a way that seemed to contrast sharply with their own.

			Xena met Saji’s angry gaze full on. “Is this what your god demands?” she asked softly, then raised her voice so that the rest could hear: “Do you worship a god that would demand the life of a child?”

			She looked around at the villagers and found that none would meet her gaze. Except for Saji, whom she faced again.

			“We— The God Ling denies prophecy,” he stammered, his eyes less angry and more uncertain. “He is the Creator of all, and will not stand for . . . He won’t stand for . . .”

			Saji trailed off, looking around at his people, his children. They watched and waited.

			Xena arched her brow. “Ling created everything? He is the maker of all?”

			Saji nodded, his face seeming older than it had before, more haggard.

			She turned and addressed all of them, her deep voice carrying easily across the crowd. “Why would Ling create a child who is evil? Alesandra did not choose her vision; does that mean that Ling did not create her?”

			She looked at Saji. “Or does it mean that perhaps it was Ling who gave her the gift of sight in the first place? That it is her natural self, to foresee?”

			Saji didn’t answer, but Xena could see in his eyes that she had made a point, however small. He wasn’t stupid or crazy, she could see that—simply ignorant, so certain in his religious zeal that he hadn’t questioned anything for a long, long time.

			“Barus and Tura are going to have a son,” continued Xena. “A son with his father’s eyes. You should rejoice for them, rejoice in this blessing from your god. That Alesandra saw this thing—perhaps you should think about how she knew at all; if your god is the Creator, perhaps she heard it from Him.”

			Saji still made no reply, and Xena could see that he wasn’t going to change his ways overnight, or the ways of his people. But she could also see the thoughtful way with which he looked over at Alesandra, that question still in his eyes. Not a lot, but it was something.

			Xena turned to Gabrielle and Alesandra. “Let’s go,” she said, and when she lifted Alesandra onto Argo’s back, none of the townsfolk moved to stop her. She scooped up her sword, sheathing it quickly, and then led the horse past the staring villagers.

			As they passed Barus, who was sitting up groggily with Tura’s help, she saw the woman place a hand across her lower belly and smile hesitantly at her husband.

			Xena imagined that once the young woman had held her healthy infant boy, she might not be so quick to judge in the years to come.

			
			Within minutes, they were back in the woods, the package of dried goods tied securely to Argo’s saddle, the town of Osetus behind them as the sun began its slow descent into the western sky.

			Gabrielle let out a pent-up breath. “I never thought I’d be so glad to leave a place! Those people were nuts!”

			Xena shrugged, still walking alongside Gabrielle. “Not nuts. Faithful to the point of blindness—they believe what they believe because they believe it, no questions.” She smiled a little, thinking of the look she’d seen in Saji’s eyes.

			“But people can change,” she added, softly, almost to herself.

			Alesandra was upset, her face a picture of misery. From her seat on Argo, she stared sadly at the ground, holding back tears. “I’m sorry, Xena, Gabrielle. If it hadn’t been for what I did—”

			“—they might never have learned to see,” finished Xena. “It’s all right. I have a feeling that the people of Osetus might be changing their tune before long.”

			She smiled up at a surprised Alesandra. “You may have just altered an entire religion. Because of what you did, those people are going to be forced to reevaluate the way that they think. And maybe the next prophet who wanders through will be welcomed instead of shunned.”

			Alesandra’s eyes shone brightly. “Really?”

			“Really.” Xena grinned at Gabrielle. “Although I think maybe we’ll go around Osetus on the way back, hmm? Give them some time to work out the details?”

			Gabrielle nodded wholeheartedly, shuddering at the thought of revisiting the town. They walked along silently for a few minutes, each lost in her own thoughts, then turned a corner on the wooded path. The moon came into view, already up, still barely visible in the early evening light.

			“Almost half-full,” said Gabrielle, trying to make conversation. “You know, the Goddess Aphrodite once said . . .”

			Gabrielle trailed off when she saw the look on Alesandra’s face. The girl had fixed her gaze on the ghostly moon, and her skin had gone milk-white.

			“Alesandra?” Xena pulled on Argo’s reins, bringing him to a stop. “What is it?”

			Alesandra spoke softly, but her voice had the same tone as before, when she had seen the future child of Tura and Barus. “How soon?” she whispered, her voice both young and old at once. “How soon before Avernus?”

			Xena realized that Alesandra was “seeing,” and she answered quickly, her tone gentle. “Perhaps two weeks.”

			“Then we must hurry,” said the child, not blinking, staring at the half-moon, entranced. “When She is full, he will act. When She is full, our time is done, the Words spoken. He does not see, will not heed his father’s words, he will undo the Beast—”

			Alesandra faltered, then shook herself suddenly, looking to Xena, just a child once more. It was as if she had lost the train of the vision, slipping back into herself. Her eyes were wide and frightened by whatever she had seen.

			“The moon! When it’s full, whatever he’s going to do, that’s when he’ll do it!”

			Xena frowned. “You said that he would undo the beast, Alesandra—who will? Did you see him? Was the beast Cerebrus?”

			Alesandra, tired from the full day of ups and downs and tired of being visited by prophecy, suddenly burst into tears.

			“I don’t know! All I know is that we have to get there before the moon is full or it’s going to happen!”

			Gabrielle rushed to comfort the girl, calming her with soothing words as Xena gazed up at the moon. Two weeks before it rose full and round, and it would take them that long to get to Avernus—not counting the time it would take even to find this man. And he might not want to be found . . .

			Xena sighed, wishing that someone else had been named in this prophecy of doom. Two weeks?

			It was going to be close.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			The night of the full moon was only a week away, and Telius could hardly wait. The candles were already in place, the proper words memorized, and if there had been a spell that would make time speed up, Telius would have jumped at the chance—unfortunately, there was no such ritual. Or at least none that he knew of.

			Telius had sent Dunn into town for supplies—not that they needed any, but Katil, the nearest town to Avernus, was easily a week away. Telius didn’t want the spell to be interrupted, even by chance, so he’d told Dunn that he was in desperate need of ink, that his supply had run short. By the time Dunn got back, the rite would be a week past and the world would be at peace . . .

			He felt a little guilty about lying to Dunn, who had always been a faithful servant and seemed like a nice enough man—but if the spell didn’t work, Telius didn’t want anyone to know of his failure.

			“It will work,” he whispered, then looked up at his father’s image. “I know it, I can feel it!”

			He was standing in the entryway to the castle, having just returned from another solitary picnic outside. The portrait of Martus Bain seemed to look down approvingly from its place in the main hall, his father blessing him with his kind demeanor, his dark eyes smiling at Telius.

			Telius sat down wearily on the stone floor, still gazing up at the image of his father. He hadn’t slept well the night before, only a few hours; as the fateful day drew closer, he found it harder and harder to relax. It was calm and peaceful here, the entry stones warm from the afternoon sun shining in. His belly was full from the sandwiches he’d had for lunch.

			If only pictures could talk, he thought sleepily, then I could tell him all about it; and he would laugh and talk with me, the way we used to . . .

			He closed his eyes, just a quick rest, and he could hear the crows outside, their harsh cries seeming far away.

			“Telius,” said his father. “My son.”

			Telius looked up and around, his eyes wide. Could it be— “Father?”

			There was no one in the hall, no one who could have spoken. Telius turned his head, and a flicker of movement caught his eye, from the wall above him. The portrait of his father! It was alive! He watched, amazed, as the still picture of Martus Bain become fluid, a moving, talking man inside the great wooden frame.

			“Yes, it’s me,” said his father, and smiled down gently at him. He had been young when the portrait was painted, not much older than Telius was now, and it was strange to see this vital, dark-haired man speak in his father’s voice.

			“Am I dreaming?” Telius asked.

			“Yes. But you must listen, and remember. You are a fine young man, my son, and I know that what you mean to do is for the good of all—but wait for the girl. Wait for all of them, and the girl will explain. The warrior is coming to help.”

			What? Telius peered closer at the image of his father, frowning. “I-I don’t understand, Father! What are you talking about?”

			Martus Bain smiled. “I love you, my son. Remember . . .”

			“Father? Wait, don’t go—” Telius reached upward as the image slowly lost dimension, fading back into paint on canvas, a portrait.

			He opened his eyes again, suddenly awake—truly awake. He got to his feet, then stepped up to the painting, touching the dried pigments with a shaking hand. It had been a dream, all a dream . . . but it had seemed so real!

			Telius shook his head, taking a step back from the portrait. Wait for a girl? The warrior will help? It didn’t make any sense!

			He peered closely at the picture. “Father?”

			No answer.

			Telius smiled nervously at himself, thinking of his earlier wish and feeling a bit foolish. Paintings did talk, perhaps, but only in dreams . . .

			He had overworked himself, that was all, and he hadn’t slept enough in the past weeks. And he had dozed in front of his father’s portrait, and dreamed that it spoke a bunch of dream-words, the strange and often absurd conversations that sleep always seemed to bring. Wait for a girl and a warrior! Nonsense, really—but no surprise, considering how tired he’d been lately.

			Already, the dream seemed hazy around the edges, the clearness of it becoming clouded by his rational mind—except for the part when his father had told him to remember how much he loved him. That he would keep, because he knew it to be true—and although he knew it was just a dream, it had been good to hear those words again.

			“I won’t forget,” he said, and smiled up at the still portrait. “I love you, too. And I’m going to make you proud, you’ll see.”

			Telius bowed to the portrait and then walked away, nodding to himself. A strange but pleasant dream, and that was all—but once the ritual was past, he’d have to keep his eyes open for a warrior and a girl, just in case.

			
			After a full week of travel, they were all exhausted. Xena knew that she was pushing them, perhaps a bit hard, but the days were passing quickly and there wasn’t much time.

			Neither Gabrielle nor Alesandra had complained about the rapid pace, but she could see in the tightness of their faces; the toll it was taking—heading out before dawn, not stopping until well after dark. The journey had been uneventful except for when it rained one night; they had passed no more towns and hadn’t seen anyone since Osetus, for which Xena was thankful. They simply didn’t have the time to linger over a conversation or rest in the comfort of a warm village inn.

			Gabrielle, Gods bless her, had worked hard to keep all of their spirits up—telling stories, joking with Alesandra, and carefully avoiding any talk of the dangers that might wait for them at Avernus. Xena was glad to have her along, and was reminded once again of how valuable Gabrielle was to her—the young woman couldn’t fight worth a hoot and often got herself into trouble, but she had a consistent sweetness and lightness of spirit that made traveling with her a pleasure.

			Alesandra had proved to be a fine traveler herself, keeping a brave and smiling face turned to the road ahead. She had surprised both Xena and Gabrielle with a delightful singing voice, a high, lilting birdlike sound that rang clear and strong when she sang harmony with Gabrielle. Gabrielle had already taught her every song she knew, and even Xena had joined in once or twice, her rich, deep vocals adding to the pleasant sound.

			On the eighth day of their hurried travel; they had stopped for lunch, a quick meal of dried meat and the last of the nuts they had traded for from the woodfolk. Xena only hunted for dinner, because then they had time to cook over a fire, and they usually ate the leftovers for their morning meal. Which made lunch the least favorite break of the day—tough jerky and water, for the most part, supplemented by whatever Gabrielle scrounged up while walking or what bits of dried food they discovered in their packs.

			Xena didn’t mind eating in the saddle, but she knew that Gabrielle and Alesandra needed the short break; they could spare a few minutes, at least. They had made good time in the last week, and Xena expected to reach Avernus in another five days—arriving the day before the full moon, gods willing . . .

			Gabrielle and Alesandra sat on a large stone by the rutted trail, chewing at dried jerky and surveying the woods around them. In the last few days, the forests they’d passed through had thinned, grown sparse and dry. Xena had even said that the hunting was poor, and although she always managed to find dinner, Gabrielle wondered how much longer that would last. It was as if they were traveling toward a place that wouldn’t sustain life, and with each day, the surroundings gave them proof—the trees she looked at now weren’t just dried out, they seemed sick and stunted. The air was dry, parched, and almost odorless, carrying no scent of earth or wood. There weren’t any flowers or berries, and the plants all looked weird, like they were from some other world . . .

			Alesandra leaned against her and then smiled. “You’re right, everything does seem strange.”

			Gabrielle stopped chewing and swallowed, hard. She stared at Alesandra. “You can read minds, too!”

			Alesandra grinned. “Not in this case. You’re looking at everything around us like it’s from a different planet or something—although I did get a feeling from you this morning, right after breakfast, when you brushed out my hair. Sometimes I can tell things by touching.”

			Gabrielle’s eyes widened. “Really? You felt something about me?”

			Alesandra nodded. “I remind you of your little sister, Lila. You worry about her sometimes—but I could tell she was okay, that she’s been doing all right and she’s not hurt or anything.”

			Gabrielle smiled, and felt a weight lift off her chest that she hadn’t even known was there. “Thank you so much! But how—where was—did you see her?”

			Alesandra shook her head. “It’s not like that. I think . . . I think that when people care about someone, they carry a little piece of that person in their heart. And sometimes they can feel that person, kind of get an idea of how they are—do you know what I mean?”

			Gabrielle nodded slowly. “Yes, I think so.”

			“So sometimes I can get that feeling through someone. If there had been something wrong with Lila, I would have known. Because you would have known, in your heart.”

			Gabrielle nodded again. “That makes sense. Can you do it whenever you want?”

			“No, I can’t control it . . .” Alesandra frowned for a moment, then looked over at Xena, who was standing a few paces away, drinking water. “Something you said in Osetus, Xena—I’ve been thinking about it.”

			Xena walked over to join them. “What was that?”

			“After that fight—you told Saji that maybe their god, Ling, was the one who had told me about that lady’s child. Do you believe in Ling?”

			Xena shrugged. “Actually, I was just trying to make a point that they would understand.”

			Alesandra looked at her, searching Xena’s gaze with her own. “So which god is the most powerful? Which one do you believe in?”

			Xena crouched down beside her, uncertain of how to answer. “I don’t know, Alesandra. I have heard of many gods and goddesses, and everyone who worships believes that their god is the greatest. All I know is that I have seen some amazing things in my life, and that there are forces far more powerful than man at work in the world—putting a name to such forces wouldn’t change them, so I don’t choose to seek a name. It is what it is; I believe that.”

			Alesandra frowned again. “That’s not really an answer.”

			Xena stood up, smiling. “For some things, there are no answers. Sometimes when people believe too much in something, they stop looking for any more truth—like the people of Osetus, for instance. Accepting that there may not be an answer to something frees your mind; it allows you to see farther than others, to continue seeking the truth that makes the most sense to you.”

			Alesandra smiled back at her. “Okay. I can understand that.”

			“Good. And that’s enough philosophy for the day, I think. We have to get moving if we want to cover some ground before it gets too dark.”

			Gabrielle and Alesandra both groaned good-naturedly and stood up, stretching and gathering their things. Xena passed around the leather water pouch and then secured it to Argo’s saddle, feeling the ache of the long ride in her lower back. When this was over, she was going to find an inn somewhere with good ale and food and settle into a nice, hot bath—

			A noise in the woods.

			“Someone’s coming,” Xena said calmly, not wanting to alarm Alesandra. She drew her sword but held it down low. “Get behind me.”

			Gabrielle grabbed Alesandra’s hand and pulled her behind Xena, who faced the direction of the crashing sound, to the right and in front of them—the noise of one man or woman approaching, not bothering to hide his or her arrival.

			Xena didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t the wizened old man who stepped out from behind a close group of trees a second later, dressed in patched leathers and grinning broadly at them. And when he spoke, she was even more surprised.

			“Goin’ to the Great Dark, are ye?” he rasped, and then grinned wider, baring a mouth full of worn and yellowed teeth. “Avernus it is! Fine, fine! ’Tis a fine place to visit, mebbe, but don’t go to live!”

			He cackled loudly, and with that laugh, Xena realized two things: The old man wasn’t a physical threat—he was too small and ancient to attack them—

			—and he was also stark raving mad.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			The strange old fellow hopped to the road in front of them, and Xena saw that he carried no weapon. She sheathed her sword and smiled at him, raising her hands to show that they meant no harm.

			“Hello,” she said, and then motioned Gabrielle and Alesandra to step forward with her. “My name is Xena, and these are my friends, Gabrielle and Alesandra—”

			The old man’s lined and dirty face melted into an expression of gleeful surprise. “Xena! The warrior woman, I heard of ye! Ye’re a story I heard! Men be travelin’ through, years ago, said Xena was a mighty slayer!”

			The odd little man danced around in a circle, delighted with himself, dust rising from his tattered clothes. “I met the great Xena! Truth, is truth! Ol’ Binjer met great Xena—no one can said it ain’t so!”

			Xena relaxed a little more. He was insane, all right—but not in a dangerous way, it seemed. He wasn’t threatening in the slightest, dancing and cackling to himself with the open smile of a child.

			“So you’re . . . Binjer?”

			He stopped, out of breath, and nodded eagerly, his rheumy eyes twinkling. “’Tis truth! I be Binjer, hunter of rabbit and squirrel, fisher of frogs and baker of bread! That’s me! Lived here most my life, not a week out from the Great Dark!”

			Xena nodded. “Is that what you call Hades?”

			Binjer’s childish grin faded a bit. “Aye. That an’ Avernus. They be the Great Dark, the black places. Been there once. Wouldn’t go again, not me . . . You neither, aye? Don’t be goin’ to the Dark, ain’t no good there.”

			He grinned again, and stepped closer. “Stay here an’ I’ll make bread, yes I will! You an’ yer girls is welcome with Binjer!”

			As he moved closer to them, Xena could see that he was very old, more ancient than anyone she had met personally. The average life of a man wasn’t much more than sixty, and Binjer had that beat by at least twenty years. He was sprightly, though, and seemed to be in good health.

			Perhaps being a few arrows short of a quiver has its benefits, she thought mildly, and then shook her head in apology.

			“I’m sorry, Binjer, but we have urgent business farther along. Maybe on the way back—”

			He frowned, the crinkles of his face almost swallowing his bright eyes. “Ain’t no one come back from the Great Dark! Stay now—bread, I say—and I got fresh frog meat!”

			Xena shook her head again, wincing inwardly at Binjer’s idea of a taste treat. “Thank you—but as I say, we have to go.”

			He grinned again and shrugged. “I can go a few miles along, aye? Just a walk for me, good for the heart! Aye? ’Tis all right?”

			Xena glanced at Gabrielle and then Alesandra. They both nodded, smiling, obviously agreeable to the idea. A break from routine for them . . . and she was curious—how did he know they were going to Hades? And what had he seen on his single visit to Avernus? Xena turned back to a hopeful-looking Binjer and nodded.

			“All right. We would be glad to have your company—for a few miles.”

			Binjer laughed and clapped his hands, then danced around in another small circle, almost singing the words: “Binjer goes with Xena, Xena and her friends!”

			Xena grinned, suddenly glad that they had happened upon the old man. Alesandra and Gabrielle both clapped their hands when he finally stopped his dancing, and the four of them started walking, the mad Binjer smiling happily at his newfound friends.

			
			“So how did you know we were going to Avernus?” Gabrielle asked.

			Binjer grinned his broken smile. “Only place this road leads, ain’t it? There’s other roads, yes, but this be the one that takes ye straight there.” He glanced at Xena and Alesandra, then back to Gabrielle and added, “Besides, ye all got that look.”

			“Look?”

			Binjer nodded, then set his face in a grim, determined expression, staring straight ahead. He squared his shoulders and raised his chin, puffing his scrawny chest out.

			Gabrielle smirked. “I get it. We look like we’re on a mission, right?”

			Binjer grinned again, a more natural look for him. The sham of seriousness hadn’t suited him. “Truth, ’tis truth! A mission, and one ye don’t look forward to, neither! Ol’ Binjer sees ’em all, all those men and women that pass me by. I can tell. And I don’t see many of ’em come back through, neither. Thems that does, that don’t have that look no more, aye . . .”

			Xena was riding Argo again, the others walking alongside. It had been almost an hour since they’d met, and the afternoon sun was heavy in the west, the air hot and still. Binjer had already proven himself useful; besides telling some truly awful jokes and merrily singing along with Alesandra and Gabrielle, he’d pointed out a kind of berry that grew in this region, one that no none of the others had seen before. The fruits were mottled green, blending into the leaves of the bushes, and they were sweet and plentiful. Gabrielle had already picked a bag full, and Binjer had sworn up and down that they made the best wine he’d ever tasted.

			“I may be dim, but I ain’t a liar,” he said happily, prompting Xena to take a closer look at him. When he wasn’t grinning or frowning, the lines of his face seemed to melt away, making him look like an untroubled man. The wrinkles of his skin were from age, not worry or heavy thinking; he’d been born a little slow, she figured, and had apparently lived most of his life alone; no wonder he was a few coins short. He’d had to learn how to keep himself amused.

			“Binjer,” Xena said gently. “You said you’d been to Avernus once, and to Hades—what was it like?”

			Binjer looked up at her and frowned, his lips pursing. “Bad, bad, bad. That lake ain’t got no fish. No hunting in the woods there, neither, just ugly black birds, caw! Caw! Like that.”

			“Crows,” said Gabrielle. Binjer nodded, still frowning as he continued.

			“That be Avernus. And then in the castle, that’s where Hades be. I seen the wall, ’tis truth! Wouldn’t step inside, no—”

			Xena felt her pulse speed up. “Castle?”

			“Aye, where Bain was. Martus Bain, nice, good man. He and his wife and son—the lady died, though, sad to say, long time ago.”

			“Martus Bain, the scholar?” At Binjer’s confused look, Xena rephrased the question. “The man who studies books?”

			Binjer grinned. “That’s the one! He’d be old now, mebbe. Older than me, mebbe, and that’s old!”

			Xena was suddenly delighted that Binjer had joined them; she knew of Martus Bain—he was from a village near where she had grown up, and she still remembered stories from her childhood about the man who was a counsel to kings. Bain had written books on everything from warfare to penmanship, and had been widely renowned for his intelligence and scholarship.

			He had disappeared when she was still a young woman, and stories had it that he had married and become a recluse, hiding away somewhere to devote himself to his studies . . .

			Hiding in a castle near Avernus, perhaps? Xena nodded to herself, and could almost hear the pieces falling into place. Although she had never met the man, he was said to be a fighter for good; could it be that he had chosen a place so close to Hades in order to study the place, perhaps to try and unravel the mysteries of its darker side?

			“When was the last time you were at this castle, Binjer?”

			The old man cocked his head to one side. “Oh, not so long. Well—a few years, I guess. Mebbe ten? Martus was old, yes, but his son was yer age, I think.” He nodded at Alesandra.

			Gabrielle and Alesandra exchanged looks with Xena and each other. Xena could see that they were coming to the same conclusions.

			“A young man with no evil in his heart—” said Gabrielle.

			“—who has a book—a book of spells?” said Xena.

			“Who will not heed his father’s words,” said Alesandra softly, and she finished for them. “This young man makes a mistake with this book, and he undoes a beast that allows evil into the world.”

			“Cerebrus,” said Xena, “the guard at the gate.” All three of them stared at one another.

			Binjer gazed at them, smiling, and then laughed. “Hey, that’s a good one! I got a story about a king that loses his pants and the whole kingdom goes around without their pants, just to be fashion-like! Can you picture such a thing?”

			Xena turned to him. “Binjer, can you show us where this castle is? It’s very important that we find it.”

			A look of unease flashed across his pleasant old face. “No, I not be goin’ to Avernus no more . . . but say, I could draw ye a map, I guess! That would be good, aye?”

			Xena smiled at Binjer, and his expression went back to one of simple happiness.

			“That would be fine, just fine,” she said. “Maybe you can join us for dinner, and you could show us then.”

			Binjer grinned and broke into another dance. “Eat with Xena, and her friends! Show them where the castle stands!”

			Xena smiled for him, but felt an overwhelming urgency to get to Avernus. The moon would be full soon, and in this instance, figuring out the puzzle didn’t mean that it was solved.

			Martus Bain’s son was going to open the gates to Hades, and unless they could stop him in time, his actions would bring about the doom of their world.

			
			They camped early, so that Binjer would have time to find his way home before it got too dark. Using a stick in the dirt, he drew a simple map to the castle, apparently only a few hours from Avernus. In spite of the childish drawing, the directions were clear and Xena thought they could find it easily.

			Binjer exclaimed over Gabrielle’s roasting of the two rabbits that Xena had caught for dinner. “This be better’n frog, ’tis truth! I can say to anyone, Xena found rabbit an’ Gabrielle cooked ’em good! Dinner for Binjer, ain’t that nice?”

			When they had finished eating, they all stood to wish their strange companion a safe trip home. Alesandra even hugged him, and smiled up at him with a light in her eyes.

			“You won’t be lonely for long, Binjer,” she said, and hugged him again. “You’ll be with new friends soon.”

			Xena and Gabrielle glanced at each other and then bid their own farewells. Binjer made them promise to come visit him when they came back from their quest.

			“You can try my wine, the best,” he said, and with another big grin, he turned and walked away, singing to himself. A few minutes later, there was only the sound of crickets, warming up to their own twilight music.

			Gabrielle looked over at Alesandra. “Did you ‘see’ something when you touched him?”

			Alesandra nodded. “Yes. He’s going to be moving soon, although I didn’t see where. But the people there will like him, and he’ll be happy.”

			Xena studied Binjer’s map for another moment, fixing the image firmly in her mind, and then joined the other two by the crackling fire. She gave them a brief account of what she knew about Martus Bain.

			“It all makes sense, doesn’t it?” said Gabrielle. “At least we know what we’re up against now. It doesn’t sound like this Bain character means to do anything wrong; that’s something, isn’t it?”

			Xena nodded, but suddenly remembered a phrase that she had heard many times throughout her life. “The road to Hades is paved with good intentions,” she said, and then shrugged. “Meaning well is a fine thing—but it’s the action taken that matters most in the end.”

			All three of them considered that silently, watching the flames dance in the gathering night—where the moon rose cold and high, almost full now.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 14

			The journey had taken longer than they’d expected. It was the night before the full moon, which meant they had less than twenty-four hours—and they still hadn’t seen the waters of Avernus. Or much of anything, for that matter.

			The days and nights passed faster than Argo could travel, even if he had been able to carry all three of them. The war-horse, though in her prime, could not have borne the extra weight for such a journey—no horse could have. Xena and Alesandra rode, while Gabrielle hurried alongside; Gabrielle never had gotten the hang of riding easily. The large animal, though nice enough, just made her nervous.

			Not as nervous as this place does, Gabrielle thought worriedly. Or that moon. It looked full as it rose heavy into the night sky, and although Xena said she was sure that they would find the castle at first light the next morning, Gabrielle had seen the concern in her usually unreadable pale eyes. Even looking up at the nearly round orb now made Gabrielle’s heart pound. What if Binjer’s directions were wrong? What if they couldn’t find the castle?

			“Tomorrow night,” said Alesandra. “Tomorrow night it’s going to happen.”

			The girl was also gazing at the moon, looking as scared and exhausted as Gabrielle felt. The surroundings didn’t help their moods much, either—never in all her life had Gabrielle seen such a desolate and ugly place. Xena said that it meant they were very close, and they didn’t dare travel any farther after dark or they would risk the nightmares that were said to haunt the area.

			This place is a nightmare; thought Gabrielle. She and Alesandra sat close to the fire, waiting for Xena to return from her hunt. The gnarled, gray trees seemed to come to life by the dying light of day, creeping toward them as twilight faded. She knew it was just her imagination (well, probably), but the whole area was . . . forbidding, straight-out spooky.

			Gabrielle smiled at Alesandra, hoping that she looked more confident than she actually was. “Hey, we’re almost there! Nothing is going to happen tomorrow night; we’ll find the castle, and Xena will explain things to this Bain person, and that’ll be it. End of story.”

			“Maybe,” said Alesandra. “I hope so.” She didn’t sound particularly hopeful.

			Gabrielle moved closer to the girl, as much for Alesandra’s sake as for her own. This was a place that seemed to suck the hope out of everything, although at least the crows had finally shut up . . .

			Every day for a week the landscape had grown stranger, more ominous—the trees, the air, even the quality of light had become like something out of a bad dream, a dream of a desolate emptiness. With each step they took toward Avernus, Gabrielle had discovered some new bizarre feature that made her skin crawl: brittle yellowed grass covered the rocky soil in fungus-like patches; the few animals they’d seen peered out at them from behind the knotty trees, their eyes wild and red, almost feral; just the absence of any other human beings was bad enough—but those squawking crows! From sunrise to sundown for two whole days the skies had been filled with their horrible shrieks, like a mocking chorus aimed at their very humanity. Leave, those cries seemed to say. Leave or be lost forever . . .

			Xena stepped into the flickering circle of light so suddenly that Gabrielle jumped, her heart thumping loudly.

			“Gods, don’t do that!”

			Xena arched a delicate brow. “It’s not my fault that you wouldn’t hear anything approaching short of a herd of cattle.”

			“Yeah, well, you don’t have to be so quiet all the time,” Gabrielle muttered. She noticed that Xena wasn’t carrying anything and felt her spirits drop even lower.

			“No luck?”

			Xena shook her head and reached for their food pack, still on Argo’s saddle. “If there’s anything alive in these woods, I didn’t hear it.”

			Gabrielle sighed. “Then there isn’t anything alive,” she said, and then shuddered slightly at the words. Binjer hadn’t been exaggerating; except for the crows, the woods near Avernus held no life—yet another unsettling thought to add to her already long list of them.

			Xena frowned as she sorted through the last of their supplies. Enough for another full day, if they ate small meals. Beyond that, they’d have to leave the area so that she could hunt.

			If we don’t find Bain’s castle tomorrow; eating well will be the least of our troubles. She winced inwardly at the thought and then portioned out one of the last hunks of jerky. It wasn’t like her to think so negatively, but in truth, it worried her that they hadn’t even reached Avernus yet, let alone the castle. She had underestimated how long it would take them, that was all—but she couldn’t help feeling as if they were moving in slow-motion, that no matter how hard they tried, they wouldn’t arrive in time . . .

			She had considered going out alone while the other two slept, to scout for the lake and the castle—but in spite of the fullness of the moon, the land was treacherously dark, as if the ground were somehow absorbing the light. She didn’t want to risk Argo on a scouting mission in these conditions. And besides, it didn’t feel safe to leave Gabrielle and Alesandra alone, even for a short time.

			She sighed again; it was this place, the air here—hope was an unwelcome thing, she felt it deeply. It was as though they had journeyed into a blasted land, poor in both beauty and spirit—and the lack of essence was like a sponge, draining the life from the people who passed through.

			Xena sat down across from Gabrielle and Alesandra after handing out their meager supper. They both looked worn out and yet anxious, their faces like mirrors of her own concerns.

			“We’ll be there tomorrow,” said Xena. “Try not to worry overmuch. It won’t help matters.”

			Gabrielle sighed. “Binjer didn’t say anything about there being any guards, did he? Will we be stopped?”

			Xena shook her head. “No, he didn’t say. I doubt there are many, if any at all; the castle would be too isolated to support a large number. And I imagine that once we explain the situation, we’ll have no trouble getting in.”

			Alesandra looked up from the fire. “What if we do, though? What if they try to stop us?”

			Xena shrugged. “Stay behind me. I haven’t met a man yet who wouldn’t stand down at the point of a sword.”

			Gabrielle smiled. “Oh, really? What about that time—”

			“Sorry, let me rephrase that; I’ve never met a smart man who wouldn’t stand down at the point of a sword.” Xena grinned. “And now that you mention it, I’ve met quite a few with poor survival skills. If it comes to that, just try and keep out of the way until they . . . gain some wisdom.”

			Gabrielle nodded. “And once we get inside?”

			Xena thought about it. “We find Martus, and talk to him—or his son. Alesandra said that he’s not a bad young man, and I know that Martus Bain could not have changed so much, even in twenty years. He was renowned for his kindness as well as his intelligence.”

			Gabrielle turned to Alesandra. “You said that both you and I needed to be there . . . ?”

			Alesandra nodded. “Yes, that was a very strong impression. I still don’t know what we’re supposed to do, if anything at all—but I know we have to be with Xena when she meets with the younger Bain.”

			Gabrielle chewed at her lip uneasily. She had hoped that Alesandra would have seen something a bit more specific by now, the roles that they would play in the prophecy, for example—obviously not. That worried her as much as anything else thus far. What if the final outcome somehow depended on what she did, or didn’t do?

			“You’ll do fine,” said Xena, smiling at her with a glint in her eye.

			Gabrielle sighed. How did Xena always know? She wasn’t that obvious, was she? Maybe her expressions needed some work . . .

			Alesandra dropped her gaze back to the fire. “Sometimes when the outcome of a situation can be changed, my feelings about it change—or they go away altogether. It’s happened a couple of times before. Like once, I saw that Otus was going to trip and fall really bad when he was out cutting wood. And when I told him that, he stayed home that day, and the feeling went away. He went the next day instead, and suffered no incident, nothing.”

			She kept her gaze on the moving flames, her small shoulders hunched. “My feelings about what’s going to happen tomorrow have become kind of cloudy, as if things may happen differently—although they may not; I can’t say for sure. But I still . . . What I said, a couple of weeks ago, about one of us not coming back—that feeling hasn’t gone away, or changed. It’s gotten stronger.”

			Xena reached out and gently patted her shoulder. “Hey—we’re not going into this with our eyes closed. Once we explain the situation to Martus and his son, there won’t be any problem . . .”

			Alesandra hugged her knees even tighter. “Yes, there will,” she said, her voice small and pitiful. “There’s going to be trouble. The closer we get, the more I’m sure of it.”

			She looked up then, and met Xena’s eyes, her own despairing and frightfully, painfully young. “I’m the one who won’t be coming back. I feel it as clearly as I see you now.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 15

			Telius had probably slept for a total of twenty minutes all night, but he sat up in bed feeling wide awake, his stomach in nervous knots.

			“Tonight,” he said softly, and instantly it was an endless chant in the back of his mind. Tonight, tonight, tonight—

			The sun had already risen, the pale morning light filtering through his window as the crows warmed up to their daily song. He’d been raised with their cries, heard them every day since before he could recall, and had become accustomed to tuning the sound out. Today, however, he listened for a moment, really hearing them for the first time in perhaps years. How desolate they sounded, almost mournful . . .

			Maybe after tonight, the skies would fill with different songs, the crows no longer the sole inhabitants of the lands near Avernus. Perhaps, in time, flowers would grow. Animals might come to live here, seeking refuge in the virgin forests of a new era—one of compassion and peaceful freedom for all living things.

			Tonight, the birth of it all. Tonight when the moon rises proud and full, casting her light for the last time on the dark world of man! Tomorrow, the sun would awake to find a changed land—and Telius would be responsible for that change. Not for glory or riches, although those things would surely follow—but because he believed, as had his father, that the world could be such a place, that humanity had the capability to do away with the evil it tolerated now. All that had been needed was the way, the key to unlock that door to a brighter reality—and he’d found it.

			Telius got out of bed slowly, savoring the stretch of his tired muscles. Funny—he had been so impatient for weeks now, so eager for this day to come that he’d hardly been able to stand it; and now that it had come, he felt a kind of calm settle over him, in spite of his knotted belly. This was the last day of its kind, maybe forever; why shouldn’t it be enjoyed, bid farewell to with some kind of mercy? He was about to create a new existence—and destroy an old one. The least he could do was luxuriate in its final, dying moments.

			Telius grinned. “Goodbye, cruel world,” he said, and then laughed out loud. The rich, full sound of his pleasure surprised him, and he laughed again; it had been too long since he’d felt so good, so happy with his life, and the proof was that his laughter seemed strange to him, out of place.

			Not anymore. Tonight . . . Everything changes tonight.

			He walked to his small window, still grinning, and looked out over the courtyard, taking a deep breath of the cool morning air. There was nothing that could dampen his spirits today, no doubts to face—

			—the girl will explain—

			Telius frowned. Where had that come from? He thought about it uncertainly for a moment. The girl . . . and a warrior, that was it! He’d had some kind of dream—maybe a week or so ago? It was hard to remember, he’d been sleeping so erratically; the last few days had kind of blended together . . .

			Telius shrugged it off. What was a dream, when the reality of the full moon was tonight?

			Nothing. A dream was a shadow of nothing.

			And yet . . . He frowned again, irritated with this vague dark spot on what would surely prove to be the greatest day of his life. Did he have any doubts that he’d buried in his excitement? Could there be some hidden concern, perhaps?

			Telius thought about it, hard, for another moment. And then shook his head.

			“No,” he said softly. “I’m doing the right thing; I know it.”

			In spite of his confidence, he somehow didn’t feel as happy as he had been only a moment before. Well, he was tired; when the ritual was complete, he’d sleep for a full day, get his mind rested and back to normal. After tonight, he’d have the time to relax.

			For now, though, a final breakfast in the old world. He put on a smile, but couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d forgotten something, something that might prove to be important . . .

			Scowling slightly, Telius dressed and headed for the kitchen, wondering why he wasn’t as happy as he should be. And wishing very, very much that his father were there.

			
			They were up and moving as the first rays of cold dawn broke across the bleak landscape. Both Gabrielle and Alesandra had suffered bad dreams—not as horrific as any of them had feared, but bad enough that no one got much rest. Xena had dozed only lightly, her ears trained to any sound, and the tossings of the other two had kept her from deeper sleep.

			As if they didn’t have enough to worry over, Alesandra’s frightening talk from the night before had cast a pall over everything. Xena hoped that the vision could still change, but it was hard to hope when she looked into the child’s mild eyes. Alesandra seemed certain of her own destiny—that when their quest was over, whatever the outcome, she would not be leaving with them. Although she hadn’t said anything else about it, Xena could see the sadness in her gaze, the belief there.

			Gabrielle was anxious and worried, but Xena acted as though there were still hope—and if Xena could do it, so could she. There was no man or woman alive that she trusted the way she trusted Xena, the warrior had proven herself again and again, and if anyone could change things, she was the one.

			They ate quickly and set out, each determined to be brave for the others and each plagued with her own private fears.

			Tonight, the prophecy of darkness would come to pass, or pass by. And although the three of them had roles to play in the final unfolding of this fate, in the end only time would tell which path the future would choose.

			
			Xena cursed softly to herself, wishing that she had scouted for the lake the night before. Not going had been a mistake, and one that might cost them more than they could afford. Where was it? They’d been moving since dawn, the sun was directly overhead now, and where was it? This was no puddle they were searching for, but a decent sized lake, the size of a small town—and without finding it to get their bearings, there was no hope of finding Bain’s castle.

			Although it hardly seemed possible, the lands were even more dismal and grim than before; Xena held that in her mind, the only clue that they hadn’t somehow missed Avernus. The ground had set into a series of rolling hills, the only gentle feature of an otherwise desolate landscape—and also frustrating, since at the crest of each mound she searched for Avernus, and found nothing.

			The castle is still a few hours past the lake. If we don’t find it soon . . . Xena gritted her teeth, leaving the thought unfinished.

			The very air about them was a sickly yellow, the only sounds in its stillness those of hundreds upon hundreds of the scavenger black birds; Xena didn’t even want to guess at what they survived on in this barren place . . .

			She could read the growing apprehension in both of the others, the rising alarm as they topped each hill and saw no lake. They reached the top of a hill now and saw only more of the same.

			Argo didn’t care much for the atmosphere either, and had become a struggle to control with each step forward. The pale mare snorted in unease, maybe sensing the lifelessness around them—or maybe just sick to death of the crows’ relentless cries, as she was. Gods, if she never saw another crow, she’d die a happy woman.

			Alesandra rode quietly in front of her, as she had all morning, the animation seemingly drained from her small body. When Xena pulled Argo to a halt, the child didn’t even bother to ask why; it was as if her hope had fled, leaving her even smaller.

			Gabrielle didn’t say a word as Xena dismounted and handed her the reins; she had been thinking all morning about Alesandra’s vision of her own fate. Could it be possible? Gabrielle didn’t even want to consider it, and searched her own instincts again and again for some sign that everything would be all right. Unfortunately, her gut feelings seemed to be on the fritz. In truth, the only thing she knew was that Xena would do everything in her power to make things turn out okay; and with that thought, nothing seemed quite as awful. She wouldn’t want to get in Xena’s way—and Bain, if he had the sense that the gods gave a stick of wood, would surely feel the same way.

			Xena walked to the edge of the hill and scanned again for Avernus, using all of her training and experience to pick apart what she saw. She closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating on nothing, and then opened them, seeing everything as if for the first time.

			There were more crows flocked toward the east. The sickly grasses grew thicker directly in front of them. The trees to the west were mostly smaller, drier than the ones scattered around them now—

			She ground her teeth together, wanting to scream. Everything contradicted everything else! According to her own eyes, the lake was in every direction but the one they chose. She was exhausted, frustrated, almost overwhelmed with the pressure of their need to find Avernus, and find it quickly—

			A gentle touch on her arm, and Xena looked down to see Alesandra standing beside her, one small, pale hand lightly resting against the warrior’s tanned skin. Xena opened her mouth to say something, and then stopped; where Alesandra touched her, her arm tingled.

			Xena closed her eyes again, searching for the lake, replaying what her expert senses had given her to work with.

			When she opened them again, Alesandra was smiling. And pointing.

			“It’s that way,” she said, motioning roughly southeast.

			Xena smiled back, suddenly knowing that it was that way. Alesandra had found what Xena had known but had been unable to get to in her frustration.

			And perhaps more importantly, Alesandra had found hope again, for all of them.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 16

			It was another two hours before they reached the lake, but Alesandra had seen with Xena’s thoughts correctly; it had been to the southeast. They easily could have lost hours searching for it without Alesandra’s help.

			Xena knew that they didn’t have time to linger, but they paused for a moment anyway, in spite of their hurry—or perhaps because of it. It was surprisingly lovely, an oasis of beauty in a blighted land. The shores were bare, but the waters were calm, reflecting the afternoon light in shades of brilliance, a deep blue-green tint at the surface. Just looking at it helped Xena to feel grounded again, her center back in place.

			Gabrielle sighed. “It’s a relief to see something around here that isn’t ugly.”

			Alesandra nodded, as did Xena, she had kept Argo back from the edge, worried that despite its loveliness, the lake might be poisoned. As she watched, however, she noted several crows dip into the water at various spots around the shore, bathing and drinking. Xena led the thirsty horse down to the lake and let him take his fill before they moved on.

			Binjer had said three hours to reach the castle from Avernus, maybe more. Which meant that they should arrive at sunset or just before, assuming his directions were right.

			And less than an hour after the sun goes down, the moon will rise, thought Xena. She didn’t like it; they were going to be cutting it much closer than she would have chosen; of course, she would have chosen for Alesandra never to have had the damned vision in the first place, given her choice. If wishes were horses . . .

			There was nothing to be done for it; they had done their best so far, and that was all they could do now.

			That, and pray that Bain’s son wasn’t an impatient man.

			
			Telius paced the lower chamber, occasionally stopping to ponder the wall that Hades hid behind. It was the third time he’d come down today, his earlier thoughts of lingering Goodbyes to the old world long forgotten. He wanted this day to draw to a close, for the sun to set, for the moon to be high and full at once, sooner—

			He gazed at the high wall, his eyes moving over the rune patterns and the strange words engraved in the stones. Concepts of evil and good, of the spaces between . . . What things would he see behind these symbols? The entrance to Hades was supposed to be like a corridor, guarded by the three-headed dog; would it be cold and dark, echoing with the cries of the tortured? Or as silent and lonely as a crypt, with only a lingering scent of ancient perfume, the smell of pomegranate? Would Cerebrus die painfully, or simply fade into nothingness? And once he was destroyed, would the souls of saints in transit be a visible wave, coursing out through the gate to redeem the world? Or only a presence of goodness . . . ?

			“Perhaps once destroyed, this place will be at peace,” he whispered aloud. He longed to speak the words that would alter this gate, to feel the powers of the higher universe channeling through him . . .

			“As soon as the moon comes into view,” he added, clenching his jaw. Only a few more hours, and it seemed like a lifetime. He started to pace again, already amending his spoken statement—the second the moon came into view, he would begin the ritual.

			His father’s memory deserved no less.

			
			They were making very good time, Xena was pleased with their progress, and thought that they would arrive well before the sun set. The stones and trees that they passed were already casting longer shadows, a constant reminder of the need to keep up their steady pace.

			Xena held Argo in an easy trot, and Gabrielle, though winded, insisted that there was no need to slow down.

			“I’m fine,” she panted, jogging alongside Xena and Alesandra. “Really.”

			Xena nodded, grinning at her. “Right. As soon as you tire, we’ll switch places. I don’t want you to collapse before we get there—” Argo suddenly stumbled, and then stopped, favoring his left foreleg.

			Xena took a deep breath. It’s nothing, a long shadow; he didn’t see another rock.

			She dismounted quickly, clucking her tongue against her teeth to soothe the uneasy horse. She helped Alesandra off and then crouched down, still hoping fervently that he had simply mis-stepped—

			He’d thrown a shoe. Their ride from Avernus had been a rocky one, and he must have kicked it off against a stone.

			Alesandra and Gabrielle turned worried gazes to her, and Xena silently cursed herself for not visiting a blacksmith when she last had the chance—it would take too long if she started cursing aloud, and they didn’t have the time to spare. She knew how to shod him herself, but without a shoe and the proper tools, the situation was hopeless.

			“We can’t ride him,” said Xena, shaking her head slowly. “He might split the hoof, and without a salve to stave off an infection, it could kill him.”

			All three of them surveyed the dismal lands around them, the shadows seeming to grow with each blink of the eye.

			“What do we do?” Gabrielle turned her wide-eyed, anxious gaze back to Xena. Alesandra chewed at her lip nervously.

			Xena sighed. She looked in the direction where the castle lay and then back at the alarmed girls.

			“We hurry,” she said quietly. “And hope that the moon takes her time tonight.”

			
			Telius was in his room again, watching through his window as the sun dipped slowly to the west, the crows still barking out their sorrowful cries. He sat on the edge of his bed, the book resting in his lap, open to the ritual that his father had surely sought for so long.

			Again, his mood had changed. Strange, how in all this eternal day he’d gone from reflective to excited to anxious, again and again. It was as if his brain couldn’t sit still either—and he was surprised to find himself feeling something else now, something that he couldn’t quite put a name to . . .

			His hands shook slightly, rattling the brittle pages of the ancient book, musty with secrets. His body had run on adrenaline for too long; he needed to sleep, but knew that there was no way his mind would let him, not now—and he didn’t want to, anyway. It was all too close now.

			He felt on edge, nervous with anticipation, and he was so exhausted that he didn’t know what to make of the thoughts running through his head. What if something went wrong? What if the spell didn’t work the way it was supposed to, or he mispronounced something and damaged the effectiveness?

			Telius couldn’t place the feeling, because in all of the weeks of planning and dreaming, it was the one thing he had never expected to feel—and he couldn’t acknowledge it now, because to do so might change his actions, and there was no way that he was going to betray his father in such a way. Not his father, and not himself.

			Telius was worried. And somewhere down deep, he was also afraid.

			The sun dropped lower into the sky as he read the spell yet again. It wouldn’t be long now.

			
			“There it is! That’s the castle!”

			Gabrielle pointed eagerly toward the pile of stones, half-hidden by a cluster of trees, only a few hundred paces ahead of them. The sun was gone, the sky thick with twilight, but they still had time, maybe an hour. Maybe.

			Xena set Alesandra down and quickly checked Argo’s unshod hoof for any damage; it was intact. They looked at the castle, remembering that Binjer had said it looked like a ruin; he hadn’t exaggerated even a bit. With the tumbled piles of stones all around and the shadows of the trees against it, it barely seemed whole.

			They’d made it. Gabrielle could hardly believe it, after all of the trials of their long journey—the last few hours in particular. They had half-run, half-walked for a seemingly endless amount of time, Xena carrying Alesandra when she couldn’t keep up, Argo stumbling along with them as the sun had slowly gone down.

			They hurried toward the castle now, the seconds ticking painfully by, each of them feeling the pressure of time lost. Stones, bigger and more solidly hewn, the loosely spaced forest of twisted trees—and then the gate, finally, they were at the gate; their destination reached after so many days of travel, so many hard days: the castle near Avernus, of Alesandra’s prophecy, seemingly from so long ago.

			There were no guards, or at least none that they could see. They found a low-limbed tree near the entrance and hitched Argo there, moving quickly and quietly.

			Xena motioned at them to be silent as she listened for a moment to the shaded twilight, cocking her head to catch any sounds of movement. From somewhere beyond the gate, she heard a shuffling of multiple feet—from the sound, too small to be human. The Bains obviously kept livestock in their courtyard, but apparently no guards—no human guards at all.

			Which means there’s a keystone, she thought, and turned to Alesandra and Gabrielle. “No one,” she said quietly. “I want you to check all along this wall and around the gate for a keystone; it will probably be a small rock, big as the tip of my thumb—either sticking out from the rest or sunken in a little. Look carefully, and don’t push on it if you find it, just tell me.”

			Within a minute, Alesandra called .out to them in a loud and excited whisper, from right next to the gate. She was kneeling near the base of the heavy door. “Here! There’s—Wait, there are . . . four of them?”

			“Don’t touch them,” said Xena, hurrying over. Alesandra stepped back as Xena crouched down to inspect the stones. One was set high, the others in a triangle pattern beneath it.

			The top one was probably the key to the gate, but the others? Xena scowled, wishing that she only had human guards to deal with after all. She’d seen something like this once before, at a small keep that she and her army had wanted to get into, ages past; the stones were set up to trigger off mechanical weapons or traps. A very efficient way to keep intruders from getting very far once past the gate. Four of her best men had been seriously injured before she’d been able to call off that attack . . .

			Before, however, she hadn’t known. She remembered learning afterward that the stones had to be pushed in a particular order to deactivate whatever traps were set.

			She pressed the top stone, and the gate creaked open, just enough to get a hand through. At least she was right about that. Alesandra and Gabrielle grinned at each other as Xena continued to study the arrangement.

			“Alesandra, come look at these and tell me if you get any feelings from them. Look for some kind of pattern.”

			The child bent down to look, gently resting one hand against the rocks. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them, shaking her head. “No, nothing.”

			Gabrielle looked at them, too, but had no idea what they even meant. The gate was open already, what did it matter?

			Xena sighed, then stood up. “I’m going to go in first, and I want you both to wait here. Those stones are hooked up to traps, probably just inside the courtyard. If we knew the right pattern, we could disarm the traps—but we don’t, and I don’t want to mess with them randomly; it could set them all off at once.”

			Gabrielle frowned. “Maybe we should try and reason it out, you know—if we could figure out something about the design of the castle . . .”

			She trailed off, realizing that this would take time that they didn’t have to spare. The sun was fully gone now, the last of its light quickly fading from the dusky air. The moon would be peeking over the horizon in a matter of moments, although it wouldn’t be completely in view for a bit longer . . .

			But maybe not long enough. Maybe we don’t even have the moments anymore.

			Gabrielle nodded, and put her arm around Alesandra’s shoulders, the girl looking at Xena with frightened eyes.

			“Be careful,” said Gabrielle softly, and Xena smiled, drawing her sword.

			“I will. I’ll come back for you as soon as it’s clear.”

			Without another word, Xena edged past the heavy door and stepped cautiously into the dim courtyard, all of her senses on full alert, her sword at the ready.

			She waited a few seconds, then warily put one foot forward, looking to each shadow, checking anywhere that might conceal a danger. Nothing, yet . . .

			Another step. Another. Between each, she had to wait, uncertain as to what the darkness held. It was getting too dark; they didn’t have the time for this—but there was no other way. Xena took another step—

			—and something hurtled toward her out of the shadows at incredible speed.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 17

			Telius waited until the last of the sun’s waning rays crept away and then left his room, A Histore of Nether clenched in one trembling hand. The moon wouldn’t be up for another hour, but an edge of it would be showing in only twenty minutes or so. He would go to the underground chamber and meditate for a short while, preparing himself for the ritual—and when he was sure that enough time had passed, he would light the candles and begin.

			The cold, dark hallways echoed back each footstep, the sounds filling the silence of his deserted home. When he was halfway down the final hall, he paused a moment, thinking that he’d heard something outside—but as the last of his own echoes died away, he couldn’t detect any sound.

			“Imagination,” he murmured, and the darkness stole the word away, leaving only silence again. Telius shook his head and continued on, as nervous and excited as his tired mind could allow. Just to make sure that he wouldn’t be interrupted, he paused at the final junction and armed the indoor traps. He rarely used them, but the extra insurance would give him peace of mind as he prepared.

			He was ready, as ready as the world was to rid itself of evil. Nothing could stop him now.

			
			Xena dropped flat in a single motion as a score of sharpened spears shot out of the darkness.

			They whistled overhead, the lowest of them missing her by scant inches. She turned her head, and watched them clatter against the stone wall opposite and fall to the ground.

			Moving slowly, carefully, she sat up and searched the packed dirt around her feet. Brushing the dried soil away, she found the trigger—a square stone set into the dirt that depressed slightly when she touched it. She could hear the mechanism in the wall, the grating of rock against rock, when she’d stepped on the hidden trigger, the cocked spears had been loosed.

			She stood up from where she’d dropped to the ground and scanned the floor of the courtyard, looking for other traps. Precious moments ticked by, but she couldn’t be hurried; to miss one could mean death, and she was needed alive to stop Alesandra’s prophecy. There had been three keystones, which probably meant three devices . . .

			There, another one, ahead and to her right! The dirt was cracked around the edges of the trigger, a circular stone this time.

			Xena turned slowly, her sword raised again. If she found the third by accident, she could use the weapon as a defense, slashing at whatever came . . .

			Her trained eyes focused on the cracked shape of the third, and she lowered her blade, grinning.

			“Gabrielle, Alesandra! Come in, and walk straight toward me!”

			The two of them were only pale shapes in the dark yard, and they moved quickly, eager to be reunited. When they reached her, Xena pointed out the stones, making certain that both of them saw the triggers clearly.

			“Let’s go,” said Xena, and they carefully moved toward what looked like the main opening, Alesandra clutching Gabrielle’s hand. When they reached the dark entrance, Xena saw another set of keystones in the frame, identical to the ones at the front gate.

			She nodded; of course, the traps would be useless if you couldn’t arm them from inside as well . . .

			She looked closer, peering down at the stones. It was too dark to see clearly, but—

			Beneath the set rocks was another design of raised keystones, this one different than the others. There were five of them—but they could only mean one thing.

			Somewhere inside the castle, there were five more traps, probably as deadly as the first, ready and waiting to stop them.

			
			Telius sat cross-legged amid the unlit candles, his eyes closed. He had found his center, a meditative technique that Martus had taught him long ago, focusing his energies on an area a hand’s span below his navel. From here, he breathed deeply, drawing the air in and holding it a few beats before letting it go.

			With each breath exhaled, he let tension escape; with each drawn in, he felt the cool energy of the world’s goodness fill him up. His mind was clear, his body still, his spirit at peace—the prerequisites for casting a spell of this magnitude.

			Telius drew in another deep breath and then let it out slowly and opened his eyes.

			It was time.

			
			Xena held up one hand, stopping Alesandra and Gabrielle from stepping inside.

			“Oh, no,” said Gabrielle miserably. “Not again.”

			Xena craned her neck around the edge of the doorway, looking up and down the dark corridor. Which way? They couldn’t afford to get lost, and there was no time for her to search all of the passages for triggers—

			Beside her, Alesandra suddenly swooned, leaning hard against Gabrielle. The girl had gone pale, her eyes far away.

			“It’s beginning,” she whispered, and she turned her distant gaze up to Xena. “The candles are lit . . .”

			Xena grabbed her cold hand. “Alesandra, where is he?”

			Alesandra clenched her eyes tightly, and when she opened them, Xena could see the horrible fear there.

			“That way,” she said, and pointed to the left.

			Xena didn’t hesitate. She drew her sword again, and stepped into the shadowy hall. “Stay close! Watch my feet, and follow them with your own, both of you! Gabrielle, you bring up the rear, help Alesandra if she needs it—now, carefully!”

			The passage was too dark to see the triggers, and there wasn’t enough time to move too slowly. Xena could only hope that if they hit one, it would be aimed for her—and that the injury wouldn’t kill her.

			Together, they moved into the darkness.

			
			Telius stood in the circle surrounded by flickering candles and opened the book to the marked page. In a deep, clear voice, he began to read.

			
			Halfway down the corridor, Xena felt a slight shift beneath her right foot.

			“Hold still!” she shouted, and then felt the floor open up, the stones falling out from under her.

			She bent her knees and then leapt, pushed hard against the crumbling rocks. She held the sword high, gripped both the handle and the flat of the blade at once, using it as a focal point.

			—legs up tuck—

			Xena somersaulted over the sword, and stumbled backward when she landed, her heels finding only empty air. She shifted forward to the balls of her feet, leaning into the movement—

			—and stepped onto solid ground again. She turned, and saw that Alesandra and Gabrielle were safe, huddled together across the open pit.

			Smart, very smart; whoever had designed this castle had known their stuff. Xena looked down into the trap, but the shadows were too dense to see where it ended.

			“Gabrielle, can you make it?” Xena asked. The pit was about three paces across, a good-sized leap.

			Gabrielle stepped to the edge and then nodded.

			Xena sheathed her sword and then stepped to the rim on her side. “Alesandra, this is going to be scary, but you’ll be okay. Gabrielle is going to throw you over to me—”

			Alesandra stepped away. “I— Do we have to?”

			Xena nodded. “It’s okay. I won’t let you fall, all right? Just hold very still.”

			Xena looked at Gabrielle, who nodded back, then smiled at Alesandra. “I’m pretty strong, so don’t worry,” Gabrielle said.

			She picked Alesandra up easily and then started rocking back and forth, letting Alesandra’s weight carry the movement. The child squeezed her eyes closed.

			Gabrielle counted as she swung her. “One—two—three!”

			She threw Alesandra into the air, over the yawning black pit, and Xena reached out—and caught her. The child clutched at Xena’s neck, but she didn’t cry or scream. Alesandra’s bravery was truly amazing.

			“I’ve got you, shh,” Xena whispered, and then set her down gently. “Let’s help Gabrielle, okay?”

			Alesandra let go, nodding. They stood to either side as Gabrielle backed away from the trap and, with a determined look on her face, charged forward, jumping just as she reached the edge.

			She flew across the pit easily, landing on her feet several paces past the rim, and was so surprised at her success that she promptly fell to the floor, giving her tailbone a good whack.

			Gabrielle stood up, grinning and flushed. “I guess I made it.”

			Xena nodded. “That you did. Come on.”

			They started forward again, Xena in the lead. She talked softly as they walked, keeping her senses trained for the trigger stones.

			“There were five keystones, but it stands to reason that the traps are all over the castle, not just where we are—if we’re lucky, that was the only one we’ll find . . .”

			They reached the end of the corridor, where they could go either left or right. Alesandra pointed to the right. Xena could see the flickering light of a torch somewhere ahead, past a corner farther along. Bain must have lit a few of them, to find his way to and from the gate.

			“We have to hurry, Xena! He’s already started speaking, I can feel it. We can’t let him finish!”

			Xena nodded and stepped forward—

			—and felt a stone shift under her foot.

			
			Telius read from the long list of words, looking up often to see what happened.

			“. . . aldas, yerick, danetus, circt . . .”

			Was the air getting colder?

			“. . . phelon, tirered . . .”

			A glance to the wall, and then back to the words, but he felt his heart speed up at what he saw. A veil of mist, thickening, covering the runes and clouding the inscriptions.

			“. . . giatel, iestus . . .”

			A look. The wall was completely hidden behind the gray mist. He read on, reaching the last of the magical words, his voice rising with excitement.

			“. . . haestra, lumn, rioxedela, shualduh!”

			Telius’s eyes widened as the room was filled with a great noise, a sound unlike any he’d ever heard. A deep, moaning cry, both human and inhuman at once and almost deafening in its clamor.

			The misty cloud formed and unformed, drifting away into nothingness—as the true gate to Hades was revealed to the world.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 18

			“Stop!” Xena shouted, and crouched low.

			Lightning-quick, a rusty metal spike shot out of the wall, piercing the air where her head had been only a second before.

			Xena grabbed the razor-tipped spike and yanked herself up, pulling her feet up just as another metal bar sprang from the wall at knee level.

			Xena jerked her head to the left, saw where the next would shoot out, and straightened her arms. Her head tapped the ceiling as she pitched forward and rolled herself over the top spike—

			—as the third burst out, aimed at a standing man’s stomach.

			Xena dropped to the other side, in front of the trio of deadly weapons. She turned and saw that Gabrielle and Alesandra hadn’t been hurt—although both were pale and shaking.

			Gabrielle started to speak, but her voice was drowned out by a horrible, rending moan from somewhere close by, a bizarre cry that echoed and rang through the dark hallway. The very foundation of the castle trembled with the terrible sound, and Xena felt her heart begin to thump anxiously.

			“Quickly,” said Xena, and they stooped over, wriggling between the rusty bars to join her.

			Xena took off down the hall at a dead run, pulling the others behind her. That was the last trap—it had to be—and if it wasn’t, too bad—a quick death might be better, if that cry belonged to their opponent.

			From the sound of it, Bain had discovered what he was looking for.

			
			Beyond the wall was a giant hallway, stretching back into shadows that flickered and danced with a deep, murky light. From off in the distance, Telius could hear the cries from his childhood imaginings, the restless, tortured screams of those cursed to remain in Hades—but he barely heard them; he was too entranced by the monstrous beast that snarled and pawed at the ground in front of him.

			Cerebrus was huge, three times the size of a normal dog, its dark body thickly muscled and powerful. From its barrel chest sprang three stout necks, topped with three angry and evil faces, their metallic teeth snapping and growling. Six red-rimmed eyes glared at Telius, the long jaws of each head like a wolf’s jaws, lean and efficient for their killing purpose. Foam dripped down from each chin, the snouts quivering, taking in Telius’s scent.

			The middle head of Cerebrus dropped back, howling to the skies, and the other two joined it, the combined noise worse than any nightmare, filling the chamber with the sound of death.

			They stopped their cry, and the beast lunged forward, snarling—

			—but was held back, as if by an invisible chain. Cerebrus lunged again, but could not come any closer than where the stone wall had been. It was a creature of Hades, and could not leave its post.

			Telius gazed at it in wonder and fear, astounded by its very existence, forgetting for a moment everything that he had planned. This was Cerebrus, the guard of the gate!

			The animal snapped and whined in fury, trying desperately to get at him. It could not, and that denial seemed to fire its rage to even greater heights, the beast insane in its desire to reach him, to rip him to shreds in its horrible jaws.

			Gods, if only Father could see this—

			The thought of Martus broke his trance, reminding him of his incredible purpose. With a final look at the slavering creature, Telius dropped his gaze to the ritual, having forgotten the three words that would slay the keeper of the gate.

			“Sacritil! Zeniphous! Amithese!”

			As he shouted the final word, he heard a cry from behind him.

			“No! Wait!”

			Telius spun, saw two women and a little girl, but how did they get in?

			He turned back—it doesn’t matter now—readying himself for the death of the monster—

			—and felt his stomach plummet, his knees suddenly weak with terror.

			As the terrible Cerebrus broke from its invisible chain and, snarling ferociously, entered the room in which they stood.

			
			Muscle memory. Without a thought, Xena drew her sword and ran to meet the raging beast.

			If Cerebrus knew fear, there was no sign—the dog leapt at her, each of its jaws straining and gnashing to tear at her throat.

			Xena slashed, left-right, cleanly slicing through the dark and muscled necks of two of the howling heads. A blood as deep red as to be almost black immediately started to flow, staining the giant chest of the creature—

			—and those heads fell back and bayed, a long and deeply angry sound of pain and fury. But even as Xena watched, and the dog leapt backward shrieking, knocking over guttering candles and stacks of old books—the wounds began to heal, the cuts mending right before her eyes, the tissue knitting over to close the deep gashes.

			Xena raised her sword and the dog growled, its many red eyes filled with blood lust—but it didn’t lunge at her again. Her flashing blade had given Cerebrus something to be wary of, and the creature glared at her but circled back slowly.

			As she followed along with the movement of the beast, she felt an amazing and horrible sensation behind her—coming from deep within the corridor that glowed with hidden fires—a great wave of oppressive blackness, a feeling and not a vision, seemed to press out from the entrance to Hades. It was as if an invisible wall of every bad feeling under the sun had come together and was pushing to be free of the netherworld.

			Even as Xena realized what this meant, Alesandra shouted out from somewhere behind her.

			“Don’t kill it, Xena! It keeps the souls in, but also the darkness!”

			Xena didn’t acknowledge the information; she was too busy watching the monstrosity in front of her as its wounds mended and it prepared itself to attack again, rumbling throatily. She could see its intention in the way it watched her, the way it circled, its muscles tensing in anticipation.

			But the prophet’s words were true—she could feel the wall of despair and hatred pressing against her, almost a physical sensation it was so strong. To kill it would be to release the tortured souls of Hades, yes—but also the evil. Every cruelty that was trapped in the darkness beyond that hallway would be let loose upon the world; the souls of those that had only become more murderous in captivity would be free to roam. The prophecy would come into being.z

			Then how to stop it? If she couldn’t kill it, there had to be a way to leash it once again . . .

			Xena’s eyes widened—what had Alesandra said before, about Bain’s intentions? To “undo” the beast? Xena had assumed that Bain had meant to kill it, but the wording was deceptive—and thank Gods that whatever he’d done, he had not succeeded in the creature’s death! Then there would have been nothing keeping the horrors of Hades from getting out!

			Bain had undone Cerebrus, probably thinking that Hades would fall without its guard—but it had been a terrible mistake. He had only broken whatever bond had kept the monster leashed to its post. And if the beast escaped . . .

			Xena shouted over the dog’s renewed howls of anger, still circling.

			“Find the spell that will return it to where it was! You must find the spell—”

			She was cut off by the monster’s sudden movement, the giant dog tired of prolonging the fight. With a scream like the loathsome soul of Hades itself, Cerebrus leapt forward.

			
			Telius had jumped back as Cerebrus broke its invisible chain, and the warrior woman rushed forward to battle it. His shock could not have been any greater if the ceiling had opened up and rained gold.

			Why isn’t it dead? Who were these people, how had they—

			A girl. A warrior. Wait.

			The truth was there, spoken in his father’s voice—the dream! The painting of Martus that day in the main corridor, it had been a warning—and he hadn’t listened!

			Telius turned wild and frightened eyes to the girl-child as she cried out to the warrior. “Don’t kill it, Xena! It keeps the souls in, but also the darkness!”

			He reeled from the words, suddenly knowing them to be the truth. He could feel it now, the sensation of spite and hatred that fairly projected out from the dim corridor that led to Hades’s gate. What had he done? How could he have been so blind?

			He cursed himself, cursed his impatience and his stupidity. In his desperate need to prove himself worthy of his father’s name, he had risked—

			Everyone. Everything.

			He could barely fathom the reality of what he might have done, the implications of his actions. Even as he fought to deny the truth that welled up inside of him, he knew that there could be no escape from it.

			He, Telius, son of Martus Bain, may have sentenced them all to a world of pain and suffering.

			
			Gabrielle watched in horror as the wounds that Xena had inflicted miraculously began to close and heal. She heard Alesandra shout for Xena not to kill the creature, but watching those cuts mend themselves, she wondered if it was even possible to destroy the thing.

			Xena didn’t look away from the snarling dog as she cried out, her words almost lost in the clamor of the beast.

			“Find the spell that will return it! You must find the spell—”

			Cerebrus suddenly lunged forward, and Xena jumped to the side, and slammed the hilt of her sword into the side of one of the terrible heads.

			The dog yelped and turned, snapping—

			—and Xena hit it again, dancing forward and then back nimbly, the hilt clunking dully against the skull of one shrieking head, then another.

			Cerebrus staggered back in frustration and pain, and Gabrielle finally allowed herself to hear what Xena had shouted.

			—must find the spell—

			Gabrielle reached out and grabbed the arm of the young man nearby, jerking him around to face her.

			“The spell, the ritual! How do we undo it?”

			He gazed at her blankly. “What? I don’t—”

			His dark eyes seemed far away, his skin pale and sickly. He was in shock, useless.

			Gabrielle watched as Cerebrus lunged at Xena again, howling—and what she saw next chilled her heart, made her cry out in fear and surprise.

			Xena threw down her sword in the clutter of shredded books and dead candles—and faced the frenzied monster unarmed.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 19

			Xena realized that if she kept the sword, Cerebrus would be killed. The thought flashed through her mind in a split second, as the baying, snapping beast lunged forward again, and she saw the opening—one swift thrust to the heart, and Cerebrus would be no more, the legends of invincibility proved wrong—

			No!

			She threw down the weapon before she changed her mind. Her blood was high, her actions hardly thought out, and she knew that in the heat of battle, she might not be able to stop herself from delivering the killing stroke. Cerebrus must not die.

			Even as her sword clattered to the stone floor, Cerebus lunged again. She jumped and spun, and landed just behind the creature; two of its heads craned around, and then all of them roared out, frustrated with this fruitless attack. It turned and charged again.

			“The spell!” Xena shouted once more, and dove into a shoulder roll as the huge dog pounced. Their only hope was to reverse the damage done—and she had to keep Cerebrus distracted until the others found the way.

			Hurry, she thought, and jumped again as the talons of the creature dug furrows in the stone, clawing for her blood.

			
			Gabrielle grabbed at the young man again, digging her fingers into his shoulders. “We have to find a way to undo the spell!”

			“Undo the beast,” he said, and stared at her with those blank eyes. “Undone. My father is undone, and he was so good . . .”

			Gabrielle released him, her mind a solid whirl of terror and frustration. The guy was no longer part of this reality; the shock had undone him. What could they do?

			Alesandra was still beside her, watching the battle with horrified eyes. Gabrielle stared at her, grasping for a solution—

			Avernus!

			It all clicked into place at once. Xena had known how to find the lake, but it had taken Alesandra’s gift to find the truth inside of the warrior—

			“Alesandra! Touch him! Touch Bain! Find the spell!”

			The child turned to her and her brown eyes flashed in understanding. She ran forward and snatched for Bain’s hand, grasping at the man’s cold fingers and closing her eyes.

			Gabrielle turned, just in time to see Cerebrus reach out with one mighty claw—

			—and rake down Xena’s arm, drawing blood.

			
			Xena sprang back, but too late. Cerebrus’s ragged talons had found the bare flesh of her arm, digging through the skin.

			She instantly dampened the pain—there was no time—and quickly cataloged the wound. Not deep, no scars, bearable—

			Cerebrus howled in gleeful victory, its snouts quivering at the scent of fresh blood, and it lashed out again, eager to draw more.

			“Not this time,” breathed Xena, and she ducked the giant claw, bent down—and delivered a powerful side-kick to its chest. A rib snapped.

			Cerebrus screamed and backed away, whining. Xena touched her own wound, reaffirming to herself that it wasn’t too bad, and then crouched, ready for the next attack. She was running out of breath, and out of strength; she wouldn’t be able to hold the creature off for too much longer.

			They had to find the spell soon, or the prophecy of darkness would be fulfilled.

			
			Telius watched blankly as the little girl took his hand and closed her eyes. He wanted only to lie down somewhere and go to sleep, somewhere away from all this noise and these people he didn’t know—

			His fingers tingled, and he felt a strange thing; memories flashed through his mind, so quickly that he only caught bits and pieces of the thoughts—spells, incantations, things that he’d read and forgotten . . .

			Memories of his father, of lessons on sorcery. Of the need to be careful, ever so wary of magic and its consequences, to know without doubt the results of spells before practicing them.

			Telius felt his eyes fill with tears. He had been so foolish! He had ignored a lifetime of teachings and tried to take the easy way, using a spell that he knew nothing about—

			He blinked, suddenly aware of where he was and what was happening. He stared down at the child, and felt the great gift that she held, that she used now, searching for an answer to the horror that he had created.

			Telius closed his eyes, grateful, and helped her look. A spell of reversal, he thought, hoping that it would give her something to work with.

			Her fingers tightened against his, and he knew that she had heard him. Maybe she could find a solution in his tired mind, a ritual that would set right what he had done.

			If she didn’t, they would all die, and the rest of humanity would pay for his mistake.

			
			Cerebrus’s broken rib must have healed. Its whines had become growls again, and its heads ducked low, barking and hissing at Xena.

			Xena backed away, heart hammering from exertion. The dog jumped, and Xena danced, whirling and spinning, darting away from the slashing jaws. Her dance was true, all of her instincts in full play, feinting left and right as the dog snapped and howled, torn pages of ancient books flying up around their legs.

			Cerebrus suddenly seemed to grin, the look in its eyes somehow sly, cunningly calculating as it watched her. The dog spun and stepped into the huge, shadow-filled corridor that led out of the chamber, turning back to face her again with all of its terrible eyes. It barked, backing into the hallway, trying to get her to follow.

			Xena instinctively took a step forward, ready to battle, and then stopped, and frowned. The realization hit her like a cold slap across the face—if she set foot in that passage, she would be lost. The gate was too near, and she would fall in to that oppressive darkness, never to step out again.

			“Nice try,” she panted, and stood there, waiting. If the dog wanted to stand in the hall, let it—all the more time for the others to find the spell.

			Cerebrus must have seen that she would not follow. It crouched and tensed, and with a killing roar, it sprang forward once again.

			
			Alesandra opened her eyes. “I’ve got it!”

			Bain nodded excitedly, letting go of her hand. Gabrielle had watched their silent search urgently, praying for them to hurry, turning often to look on in horror at the strange battle between Xena and the monstrous dog-thing.

			“Where?”

			Alesandra looked at her in fear. “There,” she said heavily, and pointed. “It’s big, leather-bound.”

			Gabrielle’s heart sank. Alesandra was pointing at a scattered pile of books only a dozen paces away—and right in between Xena and the lunging beast.

			Gabrielle took a deep breath and steeled herself, trying not to think of what she was about to do. If she thought about it, she wouldn’t be able to, couldn’t—

			“Stay here,” she said, and without a backward glance, she crouched and ran, falling to her knees amid the scattered books.

			
			“Gabrielle, no!”

			Xena heard Alesandra’s cry, but didn’t dare turn away from the deadly Cerebrus. Again, it raised its gleaming talons and stabbed at her, howling. She jumped, let the claws rip through air—

			—and suddenly Gabrielle was there, on the floor, scrabbling through the shredded books right in front of Cerebrus—

			“Hey!” Xena shouted, and the dog looked up, away from Gabrielle—as Xena vaulted herself over her friend and crashed into the surprised creature, knocking it back.

			
			The warrior, Xena, had exhibited bravery like none Telius had ever seen, leaping straight at the beast to protect the young woman—

			“Here!” the blonde shouted, holding up an oversized book, bound in leather. She jumped to her feet and pulled back, aiming—

			As she threw the book, Cerebrus lunged forward, the warrior clinging to its giant back, beating at one barking head with her bare fists. To no avail.

			Even as the book flew through the air, the mighty dog swung one powerful neck from side to side, whacking the young blond woman’s head and driving her to the floor.

			From where she didn’t rise again.

			
			“No!”

			Xena screamed as she saw Gabrielle go down, crumpling to the floor in a heap.

			She jumped from the dog, scooped up Gabrielle, and was away in only a second. Gabrielle didn’t move in her arms.

			Xena set her down quickly, away from the grinning Cerebrus, and felt her heart turn to ice and ashes, all at once. She saw her sword, gleaming from the floor, and scooped it up, her eyes blazing with a fury she had never felt in all her years as a fighter.

			With a howl that surpassed the rage of the creature, she sprang forward, ready to kill.

			
			Telius caught the book in a fumbling motion and turned to the girl. The child reached out and took the book from him, flipping through the pages rapidly.

			“This one!”

			She handed him the book, and Telius scanned it quickly—yes, he remembered this, a simple spell that reversed a spoken incantation—

			He started to read, speaking rapidly. “All this that hath gone through, know these words to break the taken thrall—”

			“Xena, no, you can’t!”

			Telius didn’t look up as the child cried out; whatever the child had seen, Telius knew that they were almost out of time.

			He read faster, feeling the power of the spell fill him up.

			
			Xena slashed at the monster, nothing held back. Nothing would satisfy her but to see it dead.

			Gabrielle! Her mind cried out, and she let the pain guide her sword, driving Cerebrus back. The dog howled and snapped, but Xena felt no fear. She cut, sliced, drew blood from its throats, from its legs and heads.

			It fell back farther, whining now, stumbling. Still she slashed, drawing new blood for each cut that healed. Alesandra shouted for her to stop, but the vision of Gabrielle’s crumpled body fed her rage, urging her on.

			The man, Bain, was shouting, too, but his words made no sense to her. Nothing mattered; Gabrielle could be dead, and Cerebrus would pay for it.

			Time had no meaning as she danced forward, her movements quick and sure. There was only her sword and her dance, and the imminent death of the thing in front of her. She blinked, and the dog had somehow been backed into the far corner of the room. It snarled at her, still whining, but Xena could see that it needed time now to heal itself; it would not attack.

			She raised her sword, aiming for the dog’s foul black heart, ready to put an end to this monster that had hurt, maybe killed her dearest friend—

			—and then she stopped, the sword quivering in her upraised hands. Gabrielle, her dearest friend . . .

			Who had traveled with her to halt the prophecy.

			Who had wanted nothing more than to keep the evils of Hades from being loosed.

			Whose life didn’t deserve to be connected to the death of Cerebrus—and consequently, the freedom of Hades’s evil.

			Xena lowered her weapon slowly, feeling the strange trance of her fury break and crumble. She backed away from the injured creature, watching as it licked its wounds with three tongues and tiredly got to its feet, growling with pain.

			From behind her, she heard a sweet and beautiful sound that made her want to cry out in joy and relief.

			“Xena? What happened?”

			She turned, and saw a groggy Gabrielle sitting up, rubbing at her head. Xena’s heart suddenly seemed to beat again, as if it had gone still throughout her vicious battle—and she smiled, stepping toward her friend.

			Gabrielle’s eyes widened. “Look out!”

			Xena spun. As Cerebrus leapt for her with death in its eyes.

			
			“Look out!”

			Telius read the final words. “. . . and will be no more!”

			He looked up, just in time to see the monster dog jump straight for the warrior, a lunge that would certainly kill her—

			—and then, suddenly, there was no Cerebrus. No corridor.

			Only a wall, etched with languages long dead, the last wisps of a strange, gray mist curling away at the corners. Only a flood of shredded books—and two women and a little girl, all laughing at once, running to one another and embracing.

			It was over.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 20

			As the moon rose high and full over the Castle Bain, they told their stories.

			The four of them sat in the kitchen, the three travelers enjoying their first decent meal in a week. Gabrielle had gone out and fetched Argo, and Bain had been happy to tell them—over big glasses of fresh milk and, plates of cold roasted chicken—that he kept a good stock of horseshoes on hand. They could fit Argo in the morning, and he insisted that they allow him to restock their meager supplies, as well. Xena accepted, nodding her approval.

			After Telius had told them his tale, Xena had come to see him as Alesandra had in her vision; truly, he had no evil in his heart. He was young, and had suffered the foolhardy confidence of too little experience—but she could see that he had learned his lesson, however brutal the experience had been.

			Alesandra had taken to him immediately, perhaps because of his open acceptance of her gift. He looked at her with admiration, impressed by the depth of her powers, and Alesandra was obviously delighted with his open respect for her abilities. Xena could also see that Alesandra connected with him on another, deeper level—she had lost Otus and Telius had lost his own father, both recently. The child took his hand as he described the passing of Martus, and Xena saw how touched Telius was by the gesture.

			Gabrielle was quite pleased with herself, and kept reaching up to touch the lump that had risen beneath her scalp where Cerebrus had whacked it; an admirable war wound, to say the least. The prophecy had been stopped, and she had played an important role, just as Alesandra had predicted. All of them had—without one another, they would have lost the war to Hades.

			Telius had already apologized a dozen times, and now started to again.

			“I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you all came; if I hadn’t been so stupid—”

			Xena held up her bandaged arm. “Please. What matters is that you’ve seen your mistake.”

			Telius nodded. “Perhaps I’ll try again—in twenty or thirty years, after I’ve studied a lot more.”

			He turned to Alesandra and smiled at her. “Maybe you could come back sometime and learn with me. Your powers are great, and I could really benefit from someone who could tell me which spells might be harmful . . .”

			Alesandra’s eyes shone. “Really?”

			Telius nodded. “And I could teach you more about your gifts. There are so many books here on prophecy, I can’t even count them all.”

			Xena and Gabrielle exchanged a glance, and Xena grinned. She didn’t need second sight to know that all of Alesandra’s vision was about to come true. The child would not be leaving the castle with them after all, but not for the reasons they had feared.

			Alesandra had found a place that she could call home.

			
			Xena slept late for a change, and awoke feeling refreshed. Her wounded arm was already itching beneath the bandages, a sure sign that the flesh was on the mend.

			She walked out of the comfortable guest chamber she had stayed in and leaned around the open entryway of the room next door, smiling at the sound of Gabrielle’s light snore. She briefly considered waking her up with the promise of something disgusting for breakfast, but decided to let her sleep a little longer; she deserved it.

			Xena wandered back down to the kitchen, marveling along the way at the design of the castle, and found Telius and Alesandra already laughing together over a morning meal.

			“Xena! Telius has asked me if I want to stay here!”

			Xena smiled. “Do you?”

			The child searched Xena’s gaze with her own. “Is that okay? I mean, would you . . . mind?”

			Xena shook her head. “I think that sounds wonderful. I’m very happy for you, for both of you.”

			Alesandra jumped up and ran to her, hugging her around the waist. “And he says it’s okay if Binjer comes to live here, too!”

			Xena cocked an eyebrow at Telius. “Really?”

			Telius grinned. “Yes, and I know what I’m getting into. I remember him from when he came before, a long time ago.”

			Xena smiled. “He’s hard to forget.”

			Alesandra looked up her, her eyes bright with happiness, and Xena found herself surprised by the warmth of emotion she felt from the girl, and for her.

			The warrior dropped to her knees and returned Alesandra’s embrace.

			
			By noon, Argo was laden with several stuffed packs of supplies and treats, and sported a full new set of shoes. The four of them stood just outside the castle gate, saying their Goodbyes.

			Alesandra hugged Gabrielle for the hundredth time, making her promise once again that she and Xena would visit soon.

			“We will, really,” said Gabrielle, and smiled at Telius over Alesandra’s head. Telius grinned back, and Gabrielle found herself a little bit flustered at the look in his dark eyes and the beauty of his smile. It was obvious that she would be welcomed by both of them, for very different reasons.

			Not too shabby, thought Gabrielle, and she smiled wider. She could do a whole lot worse, that was for sure. Of course, Xena needed her, for now; they had adventures to find, and battles to fight. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t take a vacation every now and then . . .

			Xena mounted Argo, smiling to herself at the obvious glances being swapped back and forth between Telius and Gabrielle. She had the feeling that Gabrielle would be hinting about another trip to Avernus before too long . . .

			Alesandra stepped back from Gabrielle, still holding her hands, and giggled, looking back over her shoulder at Telius, her honeyed eyes glowing.

			“You’re right,” she whispered loudly, and both Gabrielle and Telius blushed, realizing that Alesandra had picked up a bit more than a simple hug. Suddenly they both developed an active interest in looking anywhere but at each other.

			“The first thing you learn is tact,” said Telius good-naturedly, and put an arm around the giggling Alesandra.

			Xena tactfully changed the subject herself. “We should reach Binjer in less than a week, so expect him in two—assuming that he doesn’t have too many belongings to pack.”

			Alesandra nodded. “Two weeks, that’s about right, I told you he was going to move soon.”

			“Thank you, Xena, Gabrielle,” said Telius, raising his hand in farewell. He’d never be able to repay them for all they had done, but raising Alesandra in a happy home might be a start. Already, he had come to care about the child, and knew that they could learn a lot from each other.

			“I’ll never forget you,” said Alesandra, her voice a husky whisper. “You believed in me, and I love you, both of you . . .”

			Gabrielle felt a rising lump in her throat and swallowed it down. “We love you, too,” she said, and Xena nodded.

			“Be good,” the warrior added, and fixed Telius with a mock-stern gaze. “Both of you.”

			Their gentle laughter ushered the travelers on their way, Gabrielle walking alongside Argo.

			After a mile or so, Gabrielle looked up at Xena. “What are we going to do, after we find Binjer?”

			Xena shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought we could head east for a while, see if we can manage to stay out of trouble for a week or two.”

			Gabrielle grinned playfully. “What, you’re tired of saving the world already?”

			Xena sighed dramatically. “A woman’s work is never done, Gabrielle.” Then she grinned back at her friend.

			Together, pleased with themselves and the world, they made their way through a bright and sunny day.

			
		

	
		
			

			Copyright

			
				[image: universal_logo.jpg]
			

			
			Xena: Warrior Princess: Prophecy of Darkness © 1997 by Universal Studios Licensing LLC.

			Xena: Warrior Princess is a trademark of Universal TV LLC and a copyright of Universal Television Enterprises LLP. Licensed by Universal Studios Licensing LLC 2015. All rights reserved.

			A novel by Stella Howard. Based upon the Universal TV television series Xena: Warrior Princess, created by John Schulian and Robert Tapert. 

			All rights reserved under all applicable International Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen.  No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

			EPub Edition June 2015 ISBN: 9781443445474

			Published by HarperCollins Publishers Ltd, by arrangement with Universal Studios Licensing LLC.

			Originally published by Boulevard Books in 1997. First published by HarperCollins Publishers Ltd in this ePub edition in 2015.

			HarperCollins books may be purchased for educational, business, or sales promotional use through our Special Markets Department. 

			HarperCollins Publishers Ltd
2 Bloor Street East, 20th Floor 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
M4W 1A8

			www.harpercollins.ca

		

	
		
			[image: Cover Image]
		

	
		
			

			
				[image: xena_logo_cropped.jpg]
			

			Go Quest, Young Man

			Ru Emerson

			Based on the Universal TV television series created by John Schulian and Rob Tapert

			
				[image: logo.jpg]
			

		

	
		
			

			Dedication

			To Doug
To Roberta
To Ginjer with thanks always
and to Rob Field, who asked for it

			
			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Gabrielle settled back on her heels, slowly flattened grubby and aching hands on her knees, and scowled down at the firepit: nothing but acrid, eye-burning smoke, and even that was dying. Prometheus himself couldn’t start a fire under these conditions, she thought gloomily. Four days of cold, wintery rain had left everything soaked; even the pine and fir needles in normally sheltered spots were soggy. The bark she’d collected all along the trail wasn’t any better, and the neat pyramid of twigs practically oozed liquid. A last thin curl of smoke went straight up her nose; by the time she’d finished coughing and wiped her eyes, the fire was dead again.

			And Joxer hadn’t shut up yet.

			“You know, Gabrielle, if you’d just picked up some of the branches that must have been inside that cave we passed, like I suggested—” She fixed him with a look almost the equal of Xena’s; Joxer tittered nervously and was silent. But not for long. “You’ve got to know the tricks, Gabrielle. My mother used to pour a dab of olive oil on the wood when it wouldn’t—”

			“. . . nine minotaurs, ten minotaurs . . .” Gabrielle’s voice topped his easily. “Joxer, do you mind, I just happen to be busy here? And the last thing I need is your help! All right?” She pulled the soggy little stack apart, yelped as her fingers brushed the one twig that smoldered a sullen red, and fixed him with another look. “One word, just one! And I swear—!” she warned him.

			“I mean, it’s not like we really need a fire, Gabrielle. It’s warmed up, haven’t you noticed?” Gabrielle glared. Joxer’s lips twisted; he cast up his eyes and dropped back onto his log with a heavy thump, yelping as he missed the smooth section someone had fashioned into a seat, and came down on one of the broken-off branch ends. Gabrielle did her best to ignore both the flailing limbs and his ongoing dialog; mumbling under her breath, she carefully reassembled her tinder.

			“No, we don’t need it for heat. But unless you like your meat raw, Joxer . . . ?” Joxer fussed with his armor, making a show of ignoring her. “I don’t like raw meat,” Gabrielle finished shortly, and bared her teeth at him.

			She bent down to blow cautiously on the single tongue of flame, but he cleared his throat as she began poking twigs and broken bits of inner bark into the pyramid of sticks. “You know, I don’t understand why you’re always mad at me,” he complained, his voice at that reedy pitch that annoyed her most. “I mean, we’ve been together for a long time, and if it wasn’t for me, you and Xena wouldn’t . . . you wouldn’t . . .” Apparently, examples failed him. Gabrielle felt anger flush her cheekbones.

			“Wouldn’t what, Joxer? Oh, wait, let me guess! We wouldn’t have had all that extra—ah—excitement? Adventure? The first time I met up with Callisto?” Her smile fell short of stormy eyes. “When you kidnapped me, in case you’ve forgotten how I wound up in her clutches and hanging by my wrists over a nasty drop to a hot fire?”

			“Well, how was I to know she was that bad?” Joxer snarled—or tried to. It still came out as a whine. “And you weren’t exactly Princess Diana herself, you know! Do you have any idea how many bruises I had after that little set-to we had in the market—?”

			I’m gonna mangle him, this time! “Set-to? Oh, of course! I see! I should have just—just let you haul me off to Callisto, is that it? Of course, I’d be long dead, but I’d die a lady, is that it?”

			“Yes—no! Of course not—I mean . . . Gabrielle, why do you always argue with me?” Joxer demanded. She snorted, gathered up a handful of almost-dry fir needles and concentrated on dribbling them onto the struggling little fire. Joxer grumbled under his breath, drew one of his daggers, and found a stone to sharpen it with. Gabrielle’s eyes bored into his, and she leveled a blackened finger at his nose.

			“Don’t start, Joxer! Don’t even think about it. Last thing I want to hear besides you whining is you honing those crummy blades of yours, got it?” He hesitated, eyed her warily, then tossed the stone aside, resheathed the dagger with a flourish, arid folded his arms across his chest. A corner of his mouth twitched.

			“Oh, I see,” he replied loftily. “Just who died and made you Aphrodite?” She looked up, puzzled; Joxer rolled his eyes. “I mean, really, Gabrielle! Have you ever noticed that when we’re together, you make the rules, and I either follow them, or put up with your hissy fits. When do I—?”

			“Hissy fits?” she inquired in a reasonable voice, but her eyes were furious. “Hissy fits? Joxer, I do not have hissy fits! I happen to be busy here, doing something important and I—oh, Hades, Joxer, why am I arguing with you?” she yelled, and plopped down cross-legged to blow on the tiny flame, finally licking its way skyward.

			“Because you—I mean, because I just happen, for your information, Gabrielle—I mean, because . . .” Joxer sat back in a furious clatter of metal plates, creaking leather, and cheap used-market weaponry. “Why am I arguing with you?” he demanded, and exasperation edged his voice. Gabrielle eyed him levelly and silently over her shaky little fire. Joxer pursed his lips, rolled his eyes. She waited, visibly holding on to her temper. The silence stretched; Gabrielle cast up her eyes and went back to her fire; Joxer sighed heavily. “All right, Gabrielle. I can’t think why I should even bother to tell you this, but for your information, I have just been extended an invitation to take part in a very important heroic quest. To lead the quest, as a matter of fact.” Silence; she glanced at him sidelong and clearly disbelieving before returning to her fire. “Quest—you know,” Joxer went on. “Like Hercules and the Hydra? Like Jason and the Golden Fleece? Like Cecrops and the Minotaur?” He smirked complacently. “Of course, I have a lot of demands on my time, so I may not be able to find the time to go sailing off just like that. But, then again, if my current companions are going to treat me like dirt . . .” He paused encouragingly.

			“The Minotaur was Theseus, not Cecrops,” Gabrielle corrected him absently; she was alternately blowing the flame to life and breaking up more skinny sticks. For some reason, this remark seemed to annoy Joxer more than anything she’d said thus far. He jumped to his feet, and she looked up, ducking in alarm at the wild clatter. He flailed, just managing to right himself.

			“Fine,” he snapped. “When I return from perils dire and . . . and . . . and?”

			“Durance vile?” Gabrielle suggested; she was having a hard time not laughing. Joxer scowled down at her—majestically, no doubt. At least to his thinking.

			“You scorn me,” he said grandly. “But when I return with the Sacred Ewer of Persephone which holds three golden pomegranate seeds in its hidden compartment—one for each season except winter, when she gets to hang out with Mom, get it?” he added in his own voice, then shifted into declamatory stance once more. “Once I do—despite perils and durances and . . . and . . . uhhhh?”

			“You did that part,” Gabrielle put in helpfully; despite her best efforts, a snicker escaped her lips.

			Joxer sneered, clicked his heels together and bowed deeply. “Sure, laugh and scorn me. Well, in that case, too bad, and good-bye, Gabrielle. Just remember, if you’d been nice to me, you could’ve come along—you and Xena, even. Maybe. Remember you had the opportunity to be my sidekick—and rudely declined the honor.” He turned and strode away.

			Amazing, Gabrielle thought with some awe. Down that trail with all its litter and twists and he didn’t trip once; he must really be peeved. Well . . . “Fine, Joxer,” she grumbled. “Go quest. You’ll remember how hard life really is out there, without me and Xena to haul you out of trouble!” Serves him right for all the times he’d driven her half mad. “All this time and I never did strangle him,” she reminded herself, then turned back to the fire, now crackling merrily. She carefully fed it increasingly thicker sticks and finally a pair of forearm-sized branches. “Now, if that will only dry out the bigger stuff . . . I don’t believe it, Joxer on a quest for some holy gods-blessed vessel.” She laughed aloud. “As if! He made it up!” He had to have. “Who’d be dumb enough to choose him? And a holy quest, yet! That calls for skill, intelligence, purity—hey, wait a second,” she mumbled to the bright flames and got to her feet to gaze down the now-deserted path. “Joxer couldn’t come up with a story like that off the top of his head! So—gods, you don’t suppose someone really did pick him to retrieve the—a—what did he call it, the Sacred Ewer of Persephone?”

			She considered this very briefly, then got to her feet to gaze down the path. Something was very wrong here. Off in the distance, she could still hear the occasional clank of Joxer’s so-called armor.

			“Ewer of Persephone?” Another point to consider. Joxer didn’t make up something like that: So someone else did. “There is no Sacred Ewer of Persephone. I’d’ve heard. There’d be bardic history, if nothing else.” Odd. Why would anyone bother making up a quest for something that didn’t exist? In order to get Joxer to join in the quest for it? Something was really wrong here. She caught up her staff: Amazon made, her first chosen weapon—and still her best.

			She gazed all around the campsite, testing the air, listening as she held her breath. No immediate physical threat. But this with Joxer . . . “Someone might—no, that’s ridiculous,” she decided. “No one would lure Joxer into a trap so Xena would come rescue him. Would they? I mean, why would she?” Gabrielle leaned the staff against the log Joxer’d just quit, where she could catch it up at a moment’s notice, and tried to gauge the hour from the sky—no easy task with such a heavy layer of cloud between her and the sun. “Joxer—augh! He’s driving me crazy! Xena’s in town getting food and trying to track down that stupid blind Cyclops and her old friend Mannius, we’ve got important stuff to do—and . . .” Her voice died away. Xena wouldn’t be back for some time, by the sun; Gabrielle’s decision, whatever it was.

			Automatically, she checked the fire, fed it more sticks and broke a few branches over her knee. “Wet outside, dry in the middle—well, that’s something.”

			Maybe she wasn’t dealing with a ludicrously baited trap. But it still made no sense that anyone would choose Joxer for anything but a funny costume contest. His weapons skills were improving—and even she had to admit his heart was in the right place—but he was still a stumbling, clattering collection of spare parts. His skills with people were—well, if he lived long enough, if she didn’t strangle him any time soon . . .

			If she got the chance to strangle him. It suddenly occurred to her Joxer might have meant exactly what he said. Not that I’d miss him, or anything, she told herself flatly. But if he was hoping to do something heroic and had somehow stumbled into a trap . . . If he’d taken on the quest to impress her and Xena . . . Gabrielle sighed heavily and jumped to her feet. “Joxer!” Her voice echoed, and she had a sudden uncomfortable sense the woods didn’t like so much noise. Deal with it, she thought flatly, glaring at the nearest trees, then stood very still, scarcely breathing, listening hard.

			To her surprise, Joxer yelled back—his voice faint and snotty: “Just forget it, Gabrielle! You had your chance! I might even have let you be my sidekick on this quest, but no, you had to make smart cracks and hurt my feelings! Well, some people realize there’s more to me than what you think!” A clatter of stones, a distant splash and a startled yelp. “Owww!” Then silence once more.

			Gabrielle stared in the direction of the sounds and the voice, then with a low oath, started after him. “Joxer! Wait a minute, we gotta talk, okay?” No reply. She drew a deep breath and pitched her best carrying bard’s bellow. “Joxer! You come back here right now and tell me exactly what’s going on, you got that?” No answer—except another faint yelp of pain; it sounded as if he might have turned to hear what she was saying and walked into a tree. Silence, broken only by the faint patter of a few raindrops. Gabrielle tipped her head back to glare at the dark gray sky and leveled a finger at the clouds. “Don’t you dare—don’t start with me! You got that?” she snapped. The rain lessened, stopped. “Right.” Gabrielle cast one anxious glance at her now merrily burning fire, shoved two rotted chunks of log into opposite sides, then snatched up her staff and set out down the trail after Joxer.

			Not far down the main path, a narrow, rutted track led through tall stones, winding steadily downhill. Gabrielle hesitated there for a long moment, but there was no sign of footprints in the muddy ground of the main path—no new ones that might be Joxer going away, at least—and she could clearly make out where stones had recently broken away from the granite slab of the side path. Just beyond the rocky debris, she could make out a long scrabbly rift in the mossy surface that could have been where Joxer’d hit.

			It was hot, sultry, and still here, and suddenly she could smell water: a green, stagnant pond somewhere off to her right. Moments later, she fought her way into the open, but through underbrush that looked very recently disturbed. Thick bushes lined the narrow track on her left, making an impassible barrier, but to the right, open ground sloped down to a small lake. New rains had swollen the banks, and water in midlake rippled in the faint breeze, but the shoreline closest to her was choked with slimy green weed and thick with cattails.

			Trails broke off, going around both sides of the water, while the main branch headed toward a skinny log bridge perhaps her height above the choked outflow of the lake. On the far side of the lake, the trail headed straight across open meadow for a goodly distance beyond the skinny bridge, then vanished into the woods.

			A brief glint of sun flickered on something just inside the trees: Joxer’s helmet? “Joxer, will you just listen to me?” she shouted. No response. She started cautiously across the narrow, makeshift bridge, staff up and out as a counterbalance. It didn’t help: The log was slick with rain and blackened, slimy moss. And if it had once been snugged into the banks, it had come loose somehow.

			For one awful moment, the young woman teetered back and forth, fighting for her balance, then with a loud splash, went into the swampy muck.

			She emerged moments later, coughing, swearing, and gasping for air, streaming greenish water and scummy weeds, looking more like a gone-to-seed Nereid than a human. Gabrielle spat repeatedly, scrubbed both hands vigorously over eyes, nose and mouth, then transferred her staff from right to left so she could pull disgustingly slimed hair and weeds out of her eyes. “Joxer, I swear when I get my hands on you,” she shouted toward the trees as she clambered up the far bank and regained the trail.

			“Ya gonna what?” a reedy male voice jeered. Gabrielle froze but only momentarily: Her hands shifted the staff automatically into attack position as she tossed her head to flip hair, weed, and water off her forehead.

			Three reasonably neat-looking soldiers stood on the far bank, two clad alike in the sort of well-made hardened leather short armor that only a rich warlord or a king could afford for his men. Black leather and bronze helms with exaggerated cheek-protecting wings covered their heads, though one guard now removed his, revealing a middle-aged, hard face, short hair, and a neatly trimmed beard. Someone can not only afford to dress his boys but insist they keep dress code, she thought sardonically. And someone else is in charge, because they’ve kept their pretty toys shiny. The bronze parts of the armor shone; the leather was polished; the one sword she could see was beautifully edged, its hilt well cared for.

			The third man briefly held her eye: He was older, and gray hair and beard straggled from beneath a boar’s tusk cap that tied under his chin. A knee-length, loose corselet of brass plates dangled heavily to his bronze-clad shins. He wore old-fashioned open-toed sandals and held a fat-shafted javelin, its cutting end covered in a leather pouch—judging from the dull eyes and slack mouth, Gabrielle decided the protective cover must be to keep him from tripping over his own feet and impaling himself. Servant to the leader, possibly. Certainly no officer.

			Still, even he was a cut above the riffraff she and Xena usually encountered on trails this near to prosperous villages.

			The man in the lead had a horsehair crest standing upright on his helm—to her mind, it resembled nothing so much as a terrible haircut, but by the way he kept smoothing the thing, he was obviously proud of it.

			Gabrielle smiled. “Excuse me, I’m looking for a friend of mine. He’s tall, skinny—not a fashion votive like you three—and he seems to have passed this way, so I’m assuming you saw him?” Silence. “Funny hat.” Silence. The three eyed each other. “Funnier than yours,” Gabrielle added with a wry smile, her eyes fixed on that stiff comb of horsehair bobbing above the bronze helm.

			“Was that meant to be a jest, little girl?” the leader replied in a hoarse, whispery voice that was probably intended to be menacing. He’d blacked the skin all around his eyes, something Gabrielle knew a lot of professional warriors-for-hire did to keep the sun from blinding them. Right. Xena’s a warrior, and does she black her eyes? She stifled a sigh. Do they all follow the same lousy bards who tell the same tough-boy stories?

			“Joxer,” she said firmly. “The guy I’m looking for, okay? Someone’s supposedly sent this Joxer on a hero’s quest . . .”

			“Supposedly?” the second male held a pike, long skinny staff, curiously cut head with plenty of nasty points and sharp edges. He was obviously trying to copy his leader’s style of speech and having a hard time getting his voice that low.

			Gabrielle nodded. “Supposedly. Because anyone who talked to Joxer for long enough to swallow half a cup of cheap mead would realize he’s not exactly Jason. Or Hercules.” On impulse, she smiled: all teeth, no eyes. “Or Xena.” Silence. “Oh, come on, now! Surely you’ve heard of Xena?”

			“Xena,” the older man hissed; the horse-crested leader elbowed him in the ribs and the graybeard staggered back, fighting for air.

			“Xena,” Horse-Crest growled. “You know, I thought you looked familiar. You’re that yakky little girl who follows her around and makes up all those stories about the heroic stuff she supposedly does, aren’t you? Except, I thought your hair was red?”

			Swell. They all learn to talk from the same school, too. Gabrielle smiled sweetly, shoved reeking and greened hair off her face once more as the wind shifted, and braced the end of her staff against the ground, planting her squelchy boots on the path. “Red, gold—green—things can always change, right?” she asked. It got her the blank look she’d expected. “But, there’s no supposedly involved between me and Xena—and, you know? She actually lets me walk next to her on occasion. Sometimes, gosh! I even get to lead.” Silence. The three eyed each other. Gabrielle smiled again. “Now, I’m gonna pretend you haven’t been working at being deliberately rude and forget you ignored my question, provided you move out of my way, all right? I have someone to catch.”

			“Why should we?” The pikeholder’s voice was high and reedy; he cleared his throat and tried again, but the leader brushed him aside and croaked, “Who says you’re going anywhere, little girl? Someone we know might like to talk to you.”

			“Fine,” Gabrielle said evenly. The smile was still in place; her blue-green eyes were cold. “Later, if you don’t mind.” She took a step forward. The pikeman brought his weapon across the path, and the older man stepped off to his left, hauled the leather bag off the javelin.

			She sighed heavily. “Look, you don’t want to fight with me. Xena’s taught me everything she knows, okay?” The leader eyed her through narrowed eyes that from her perspective were all charcoal; he wasn’t buying it. His companions exchanged wary glances and began to ease away from him, but he hissed something and they moved back into place. “Your choice,” she warned. “You all move now; I won’t have to kill you, right?” Silence. “Messily, I’m afraid,” she added with an apologetic smile, and twirled the staff. “Xena did try, but you know? I’m a lousy student that way. Came this far short of failing because I spilled way too much blood, you know?” She held up thumb and forefinger, a handspan apart. “Xena gets really peeved when she’s gotta scrub blood off all that leather she wears. Me? Hey, I don’t care!” She spun the staff again and set her feet shoulders-width apart.

			The two underlings were buying every word of it, she decided with satisfaction. Unfortunately, their horse-crested leader wasn’t. He held a nasty curved sword in one hand, and now hauled a short net from his belt, snapping it so it pooled to his left. She glanced at the two flanking him: The old man’s javelin was something new to her. Its tip hooked, twisted, pointed and edged in a pattern that made her stomach drop alarmingly. If that went inside her anywhere, she didn’t want to think what it would bring back out.

			“Drop the stick and step away from it,” the leader barked sharply. “Now!” he added as she shifted her heels sideways to solidify her base of strength. He raised the sword and shifted his own weight so that she could see his first move would be to halve the staff—and her. Messy, she decided, but he was assuming she’d be there to receive the swing. Gabrielle shrugged and smiled as nervously as she could manage.

			“Ah—OK, sure, whatever you say.” Before the words were out, she’d spun around and slammed the hardened tip into the old serving man’s exposed feet, swung back to catch him with a broad swing against his belly and another across the back of his neck as he went down howling. A quick jab to his exposed temple silenced him. Pivoting away from him, two long steps taking her out of his reach in case he started moving again anytime soon, she leaped at the startled pikeman, slammed one end of the staff and then the other across two sets of exposed knuckles. The pike clattered to the ground; Gabrielle spun away from him and slammed a foot into his face, came back around to crack the staff down across his shins, swept his legs from under him and smacked him across the nosepiece of his helmet; he rolled into a ball, howling and clutching his bleeding nose.

			She spun around to face the horse-crested leader, shoving his second’s loose pike as far behind her as she could, then bounced back, fast; the leader snapped his net at her, trying to snare the staff or her feet.

			A moan from her left; she glanced that way quickly, battered the oldster into unconsciousness again with another slam to his temple—he was dazed, if nothing else, unable to play for a while. Long enough to dispose of their captain. She hoped.

			He was casting the net—he was too far away to catch her, but he might be counting on the weapon to unnerve her. “Give up now, and I won’t hurt you, little girl,” he snarled.

			For answer, Gabrielle planted the end of the staff mid-path and launched herself straight at his face, smashing both heels into the exposed parts of his face as hard as she could, then bringing the side of one foot up hard under his chin. His head snapped back and he cursed with pain, but he was still in control of himself and his weapons: He flung the net toward the head of her staff, slashed at her legs with the sword. Gabrielle shoved off his chest with both feet, replanted herself and snagged the net with the staff, spinning into him in a maneuver he clearly didn’t expect; the free end of the staff cracked down on his helm, momentarily dazing him, and before he could react, she’d spun back and cracked the staff across the knuckles of his right hand, twice, as hard as she could. The net fell; the staff caught it and flung it well behind her and before he could recover enough to swing the sword, she’d jabbed the staff into his throat. He staggered, choking, and dropped to his knees; the staff came back around and clanged into the back of his head.

			She stepped back, eyeing his companions and then him—but no one seemed ready to fight. Gabrielle took two careful steps back and held the staff at ready, hooking the curved sword aside with her foot, then retreated far enough to watch all of them for threat.

			All at once, she was aware of herself again: Sweat and the impelling reek of sour campfire smoke that had permeated hair and clothing, had covered her skin, was barely overwhelmed by the reek of the green swampy water that plastered her hair to her neck and filled her boots; her hands were so slicked with the green mess she wondered how she’d held on to that staff, and something small, multi-legged, and normally aquatic was moving under her skirt, seeking a way out. She shifted her grasp on the staff, shook the hem of the skirt vigorously.

			It was still too warm, windless and humid: She angrily shoved reeking hair aside. “All right!” she snapped and nudged the pikeholder with one hard foot. “I tried being nice and look where it got me! Now, I want some answers, and you’d better deliver because if you don’t, I just might actually hurt you, you got that?”

			A faint groan escaped the older man; the pikeman was too involved with his bloody nose to pay attention, seemingly, and the leader was out cold. At least he didn’t move when she nudged him vigorously with the tip of her staff. She considered the situation uncertainly.

			The sound of applause brought her around, staff at the ready. Xena, a sardonic smile on her face, stepped from the brushy shadows next to the path.

			“Not bad,” the warrior said dryly.

			Gabrielle shrugged and spun the staff. “Just did what I had to—hey, how long were you watching?” she demanded.

			“I wasn’t that far behind you when you went into the water,” Xena admitted. The smile broadened.

			“You—what, these three weren’t enough to get your creative juices flowing?” Gabrielle demanded sarcastically. Xena laughed.

			“It wasn’t that. You didn’t need my help, that’s all.”

			“Well—no, I didn’t.” The younger woman smiled and planted the end of her staff in the trail with a loud thunk. “They didn’t take me seriously, even after I warned them.”

			“Their mistake.” Her eyes moved beyond her companion, and Gabrielle whirled around, staff at the ready, only to see the captain and his pike-bearing fellow disappearing into the trees.

			“Hey!” Gabrielle shouted, then half-spun to plant hardened wood against the throat of the third man. “Don’t you try to go anywhere just yet, you got it?” He swallowed noisily, moved his head in careful assent. “Now,” Gabrielle went on, “you want to tell me what that was all about, or should I give you another headache?” She glanced behind her. “Or maybe you’d like Xena to ask you a few questions?” She smiled unpleasantly; he closed his eyes, shook his head feebly.

			“Somehow, I don’t think that’ll be necessary, Gabrielle.” Xena squatted next to the fallen man and tapped his shoulder, hard. He winced, squinched his eyes closed even tighter. “Because we know each other, don’t we, Botricas?” Silence. Xena tapped him again, harder this time. “What, you liked the last pinch so much you want another? Talk to us, Botricas. Tell us what Menelaus’s picked guard was doing up here in Thessalonika?”

			“Menelaus!” Gabrielle caught her breath. “That’s why he looked familiar—that captain, I saw him in Troy, didn’t I?”

			“Denos. Leader of the men who hid inside the horse,” Xena said tersely. “Just now, when I was in town, there were four Spartans sitting in a dark corner of the tavern and talking to some of the locals—mostly the restless young men who’re looking for something to do besides harvest grapes. Place like this, there’s plenty to choose from, but no one wanted to talk to me about why Denos was recruiting.”

			“Maybe King Menelaus is planning another war,” Gabrielle offered.

			Xena shook her head. “He’s got an army; he doesn’t need green boys. Or Joxer.” She glanced up. “I saw Denos talking to him, decided the best thing to do was follow him back here, find out what was going on. Ran into a few of Denos’s men just into the woods—seems Denos didn’t want me talking to Joxer.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle said. “Me, too, I guess.”

			“Well, by the time I got past them, Joxer was on the trail heading south, and you were climbing out of the lake.” She sniffed gingerly. “New fragrance, Gabrielle?” she asked dryly.

			Gabrielle wrinkled her nose. “Can’t we do this back at camp? After I wash up?”

			“No, because Botricas is gonna tell me what’s going on. Right. Now.” Steel edged the last words. Botricas eyed her nervously through tiny slits and nodded cautiously.

			“Don’t let her hit me again, please?” he whispered.

			“Only if you quit stalling,” Gabrielle snarled.

			“Sure, whatever you say.” Botricas licked his lips. “Denes had orders from the king—supposedly from the king, he and Klomes were talking a couple nights ago when they thought I was asleep, Klomes was convinced that priest was behind all this, and Denos was starting to listen, he’s awful stubborn, Denos—”

			“Never mind that,” Gabrielle broke in sharply. “What’s all this got to do with Joxer? The guy with the funny armor, remember?”

			“Ah—yeah, sure, I remember. He was one of the last, and Klomes wanted to just run him through, pin him to a tree. I think Denos did, too; the guy was maddening. Then he announces himself as Joxer the Mighty, and Denos grabs Klomes and goes into the corner with him, talking real low, so’s I couldn’t hear—I swear to you, I didn’t hear what was going on!” he added urgently as both women eyed him in open disbelief. “Anyway, they come back, Denos gives him the badge that’ll get him in to see the king when he reaches Sparta, and then after he goes, Denos says, ‘Let’s allow the fool on his way, and see where he goes first.’ No explanation why we’re doing this.” He eyed Xena warily, Gabrielle with growing resentment. “I shoulda known it was because of something like this. Like you. Some of us got more brains than to go against you, Xena. Or—or her,” he added lamely.

			“It’s Gabrielle.” The staff wove a pattern just above his nose before she pulled it back and leaned into it. “I’d remember that name, if I were you.” She glanced at Xena. “So now what?”

			Xena shrugged. “So now we go back to camp and get you dry and fed, and you can tell me what Joxer said to you about all this.” She got to her feet and, almost as an afterthought, reached down and hauled a gibbering Botricas to his feet. “And you can come with us,” she added with a smile. It wasn’t a nice smile. “No sense you upsetting Denos when he finds out you’ve been talking to me, right?” From his expression, apparently Botricas thought so, too; when Xena released him, he meekly followed Gabrielle back to camp.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			They skirted the edge of the lake, Xena leading, a nervous Botricas next, his attention divided between the leather-clad warrior and Gabrielle, who was right on his heels, her staff digging angrily into the narrow track as she walked.

			In her absence, the fire had caught properly. The younger woman snatched up a blanket and a small clay jug of hair-herbs and stalked off to find a reasonably clean corner of lake. When she returned, Xena and the old armsman were sitting on opposite sides of the firepit; the warrior smiled at her and fished a packet from the coals.

			“Nice job on the fire.” Xena sniffed, refolded the packet, and shoved it back into the fire with a booted foot. Gabrielle drew the blanket around her more closely; the sun was nearly down, the air now relatively cool against damp skin and wet hair. Xena tugged at the cloth and drew herself down next to the fire, then tucked the thick fabric closely around her. The warrior drank from a small leather bottle. “Want some of this, Gabrielle?”

			“Not if it’s your usual stuff,” Gabrielle said. “A nice warm cider, now . . .”

			“Over there.” Xena pointed to a dark ewer positioned close to the flames.

			“Great. Ahhhh—how’s the food?”

			“Getting there. The bread’ll be better warm, if you can wait.”

			Gabrielle nodded. “I can wait. Let’s talk.” Her narrowed gaze fixed to Botricas, who flinched. “No, excuse me. You talk. Because, frankly, none of this makes sense. King Menelaus sends these creeps all the way from Sparta to find guys like Joxer? And then, to stop me from—what? Keeping him from leaving us? From finding out where he’s going? From going with him?”

			“Joxer was one of several they picked,” Xena said. “But he wasn’t typical. Mostly, Denos seemed to want boys, and they all were more of the same type: a little like your friend Orion . . .”

			“Homer,” Gabrielle corrected her absently. She considered this, shook her head, and began rubbing her hair to dry it. “Wait. Now it makes less sense than before! Homer isn’t a warrior, he’s a bard! Xena, I sincerely doubt he’s ever hit anyone in anger in all his life!”

			“Most of the boys chosen didn’t look as if they had, either,” Xena said. She fished warmed bread from the firepit, unwrapped it, and tore it, handing half to Gabrielle. “Keep that inside the blanket and pull off bites to chew; it’ll warm you twice, that way. There’s a pail of stew, too, but I’ll have to fetch it and put it on the fire. You watch him.” Her eyes locked on Botricas’s. “And you don’t get any. We didn’t expect guests for dinner and I watched you, Denos, and Klomes eat at that inn—and not pay for what you ate.” The old soldier looked resentful, as if he wanted to say something but decided not to. Gabrielle eyed him as she ate bread. Botricas wouldn’t meet her eyes; nor did he look up when Xena returned with a small, lidded metal pail. She shoved this into the fire, fished the ewer of cider out with a bent stick, and poured some into Gabrielle’s mug, then settled down cross-legged as the younger woman drank deeply.

			“Great. I think I’ll live now. How long until the stew’s hot?”

			“Finish your bread, Gabrielle. The stew was hot when I left the inn, but that was a while ago. And I got another loaf to go with it.”

			“Good.” Gabrielle shoved wet hair off her forehead. “Somehow, I seem to have worked up an appetite.” She chewed, swallowed, and tore off another bite. “So, what exactly were these guys doing back in that village—and where did Joxer go, anyway? Not that I care, of course . . .”

			“Of course,” Xena replied evenly. “I’ve been thinking myself lately, he keeps tagging along with us and neither of us has strangled him yet—but there’s gonna come a time.”

			“Right. Me, too.” The women eyed each other, sidelong. Sure, Xena thought, and sighed quietly. If she’d really wanted to get rid of Joxer, there’d been opportunities—and she had ways that would make certain he’d stay gone for good. If all else failed, she could have run him through, that first chance meeting, or later, when his foolish desire to become Callisto’s warrior had nearly gotten Gabrielle killed.

			The old Xena would have gutted him without a second thought, she knew. She leaned forward to shove wood into the fire and glanced at her companion. Gabrielle was still on the same bite of bread, her eyes now fixed on the deepening gloom across the clearing. Wondering if it’s somehow her fault Joxer’s gone, Xena decided. Maybe feeling as she did—partly glad for the quiet without him, his tinny armor, loud voice, and constant, clattering accidents as he tripped over his own feet, stones or logs . . . Xena tested the side of the bucket of stew with the backs of her fingers, shoved it deeper into the fire, and leaned back.

			“I wonder where he is, right now,” Gabrielle stated quietly, her own thought clearly on the same path as Xena’s.

			“Gabrielle, you know you can’t be responsible for Joxer,” Xena began.

			“I know. It’s just that—he’s been giving me so much mouth lately,” Gabrielle said with a heavy sigh. “I mean—did you know he’s composed four new verses to his ‘Joxer the Mighty’ song? Xena, if I hear that, ‘Gabby as his sidekick, fighting with her little stick’ one more time!”

			“Yeah, I know. Me, too,” Xena said. She shrugged and slewed around to meet Gabrielle’s eyes. “I happen to remember a verse we both heard recently, do you? Not one Joxer sang?”

			Gabrielle sighed again, shook her head. “You’re as bad as he is, I swear, Xena! Or as bad as I am, trying to figure out what makes a guy like that be the way he is—I remember when his nasty brother Jett started in with that, ‘Joxer the tidy, never goes out-sidey’ stuff. Picking on him for—”

			“For not being like his parents or his brothers,” Xena put in as Gabrielle hesitated. “Not a heartless killer, not an assassin, not a—well, whatever their other brother turned out to be.”

			Gabrielle shuddered. “No one I’d want to know, from the sounds of things. Except?” She considered this a moment, then laughed. “Wouldn’t it be funny if he turned out to be, oh, like some kind of politician?”

			“Could be bad,” Xena agreed. “Menelaus is a politician, after all.”

			Silence for some moments, except for an occasional cautious creak of metal when Botricas shifted his weight and the crackle of flames. Xena tested the stew, shoved the bucket still deeper into the fire, and lowered herself to the ground, shoulders braced against a chunk of log. “All right,” she said finally. “About that village. I headed straight for the inn, ’cause I figured if Mannius and his blind buddy were anywhere about, that was the place I’d hear about it. So, I figured, buy a couple mugs of ale, find a dark corner, blend in—what?” she demanded in an aggrieved voice as Gabrielle spluttered with laughter, but her companion merely shook her head and waved her on. “But I got inside and the dark corner was already taken—by Denos, Klomes, and our stableboy here.” Her eyes rested briefly on Botricas. “Denos had two village boys across the table from him, both of them wide-eyed like they’d just found the Golden Fleece, and he was talking fast but low—I couldn’t make out a word, and his mouth wasn’t moving enough for me to figure that way, either. Eventually he got up, handed each of them a new copper coin, and sent them out, with Klomes right behind them; even if I’d wanted to catch up and quietly ask them what was up, there wasn’t any way I could have done it without drawing everyone’s attention. So, I stayed put. Another boy came in—someone called Beronias, I think. Local weaver’s son. He was the one reminded me of your Homer.”

			“How so?” Gabrielle asked as the warrior paused.

			“Well . . . the eyes, mostly, I think. You know: seeing everyone as a friend, all the world as good. Or at least worth trusting, just in case good might come of that trust. Anyway, Denos barely spent any time with him, the boy gave him a salute and left. I would have gone out and flattened Klomes then and there, except Joxer came in next.” She considered this gloomily, finally shrugged. “If I’d moved, he could have seen me. I didn’t think it was such a good idea.”

			“No, probably not,” Gabrielle said after some thought. “But I still don’t understand, why Joxer—?”

			“Gabrielle, if I knew that—!” Xena slumped down and rubbed her shoulders on the log behind her. “All right. All I can tell you is the impression I got, watching Denos and Joxer.” She looked up. “Gabrielle, remember that story you told me, about the quest for the oil lamp of—I forget her name?”

			“Ahhhh—Psyche?” Xena nodded. Gabrielle frowned at her hands. “Okay. Psyche was kidnapped by Cupid, who supposedly had an incredible case of the hots for her. And he swore he was gonna marry her, but he couldn’t allow her to see him. Now, personally, I can see it: If his mom—if Aphrodite found out her fair-haired boy was goofy for a mortal, especially one as pretty and femmy as Psyche . . .”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena growled warningly.

			Gabrielle cast up her eyes. “Ah—okay, skipping ahead, Psyche got curious and late at night lit an oil lamp to go see what kind of monster this was—some monster; he was sleeping by himself, you know?”

			“Gabrielle!”

			“So-ree! Anyway, she finds where he’s sleeping and it’s a gorgeous blond boy with muscles to die for and wings, and the wings catch her by surprise, this has gotta be a god, and all she can think is, it isn’t old gray and grizzled Zeus. And then she gets a good look at him and starts shaking, and some of the hot oil splashes on him. So, he’s peeved because he’s got splotches on his perfect shoulder muscles, and then Aphrodite gets involved because her boy has been marked by a mere mortal—one who might be considered prettier than she is, mind you, and—”

			“Enough,” Xena said hastily. Poor Cupid, yeah, right. Every low trick he and his self-centered mother—and his spoiled baby son—had played on her over the years, she didn’t feel one bit sorry for him. Even if Gabrielle’s tale wasn’t just another story designed to make people feel comfortable with their all-too-human gods. “About the lamp, tell me that part again.”

			“Ahhhh, okay.” Gabrielle finished her bread and thought a moment, head tipped to one side. “The lamp. There really was a Psyche, you know. And probably some kind of truth to that Cupid story. Because, long enough later that she was married to the king of Rhodes, and a grandmother, there was some problem with the royal line, no sons or something. She and the old king consulted the priestess, and the priestess said they needed to retrieve the oil lamp from its confinement by Cupid, that it was important, and had to be with Psyche and her family. But the priestess couldn’t tell them exactly where to find it—”

			“—what a surprise,” Xena murmured sarcastically.

			“You know how these things go,” Gabrielle said with a faint smile. “Anyway, the king announced a quest, and word went around for any available heroes to come hunt for the lamp . . . Hey!” She sat up straight. “Some kind of a holy quest? You think so? But that doesn’t make sense! I mean, what would Menelaus want . . . ?” She subsided, still mumbling to herself. Xena shrugged, ate the last of her bread, and turned to give Botricas a cool, measuring look.

			“Maybe you’d like to tell us?” the warrior inquired softly. The old fighter licked his lips.

			“Look, Xena, all I know’s what Denos told me, and that isn’t much; I mean, look at me. I’m a soldier-servant, I take care of the horses for the officers, wash their linen, polish their boots, and I go where they say and do what they tell me.” Silence. She continued to eye him. “Xena, you know me! What for would a man like Denos talk to me about his plans? Or the king’s plans?”

			“I also know men like Denos ignore men like you unless you’re needed. You could have overheard—”

			He gestured frantically. “Nothing! I swear it, Xena!” She waited. “All right.” His arms fell to his sides. “I knew Denos was up to something; why else would three of us be this far north? There’s nothing much here, the king wouldn’t want anything he could trade for here, and he wouldn’t want Thessalonika.”

			“Oh?”

			“Anyone in the Spartan army knows that much,” he replied. “The whole country’s peasants and herders; men like Denos trade bad jokes about the locals here. Look, I only know Denos was up to something the king came up with on account of not being all the way asleep a few nights ago. Denos was talking to Klomes about Thessalonikan heroes, and they were both laughing, and then Denos said something about, all the same, they’d better deliver someone who could find the king’s sacred treasure.”

			“Sacred treasure?” Gabrielle looked up; she was dishing fragrant stew into two bowls.

			“That’s what Denos said. Way he said it, it didn’t sound like he meant—” Botricas paused and scowled at his fingers. “Sounded like he was being sarcastic, you know, like whatever this treasure was, it didn’t come out of the king’s storehouses. Or maybe, like the king thought it was valuable, but Denos couldn’t see it? That’s all I know, I swear it.”

			Xena offered him a faint, lips-only smile. “That isn’t very much—is it, Botricas?”

			“I swear by—by Ares himself!”

			“Swear by your mother—if you had one,” she replied evenly. “I might even believe you, then.”

			“By anything you want!” he yelled. “Denos needed someone to take care of the horses, do the dirty work; that’s the only reason I got out of the king’s stables at all!” He eyed her resentfully. “Since Troy, I spend mosta my time forking stuff into horses and forking up what they leave. Thanks to you and people like you, and Menelaus losing the war, and—” He sucked in his breath as Xena’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Silence. He finally broke it when she made no move or sound. “Here I thought this’d be a good change. And what’d I get? Denos kicks me around, Klomes kicks me around—she kicks me around!” He glared at Gabrielle, who scowled at him over the rim of her bowl. “And now you’re ready to— You think I’da ever left Sparta if I’d known I would run into you again?”

			Xena smiled; this time her eyes were amused. “Nice to see you haven’t forgotten me, Botricas. So, you’re sure that’s all you overheard? No names, nothing like that?” Silence; the older man stared at his feet.

			She retrieved his javelin, still in its leather hood, but still said nothing. The silence stretched. She tossed it up, caught and reversed it, and held out the haft to him. “All right. I believe you. You can go. But if I were you, I wouldn’t even think about going back to Sparta. Since Denos will get there before you do, and—” She caught her breath sharply as the leather hood rippled, then leaped to her feet, snatching the weapon free and flinging it behind her so she could shake the hood two-handed.

			Gabrielle froze; something small and tawny-colored was finally shaken loose. Xena dropped the hood and seized the little object before it could hit the ground.

			Gabrielle had a brief, slightly confused image of a long stem and a fist-sized wad of straw or rough fur that seemed to be swaying in a light breeze—if there had been any breeze. Xena’s face twisted in disgust; she dropped the object and stamped on it. A flattened round lay squashed in the mud. But when Gabrielle would have moved closer for a look, Xena held out a warning hand, slammed her foot onto it, shoving it deeper into the mud, and began scraping muck over it with the side of her boot, squelching it down as hard and deeply as she could. She finally stood still, glaring at the flattened patch of mud as if defying it to move. It didn’t. “Not good enough,” the warrior muttered under her breath, and found a large, flat-bottomed stone to drop atop the ruined object.

			Gabrielle looked from her friend to the old fighter, who was curled in on himself like a bug and whimpering nonstop. “What was that?” she asked finally.

			“Stop that noise,” Xena snapped; Botricas ignored her or was beyond hearing. She rolled her eyes. “That, Gabrielle, was a rhodforch—they’re created by a certain kind of priest, it lets them hear things at a distance . . .”

			“It—you mean someone could have been listening to us, just now?” Gabrielle shoved to her feet, staff in hand, and turned to eye the woods around them.

			“Distance,” Xena reminded her. “Maybe even all the way from Sparta, if the priest is good enough.” Silence, except for the panting Botricas, who was now mumbling to himself. “Or bad enough,” she added ominously.

			“I—see.” Gabrielle nodded. “I think.” She glanced down at the squirming Spartan. “But it sounds like you know who that priest is.”

			“Menelaus only had one priest in his household after Helen left him, only one who’d stay with him.” Xena gazed down at the rock with loathing, then stepped past it to nudge Botricas ungently with her foot. “How about it, old man? You want to explain to me how a rhodforch just happened to be in your possession, and how you were the only one who didn’t run?” Another nudge, harder. “Botricas, the rhodforch is destroyed, whatever Menelaus and his pet priest heard before, they aren’t gonna hear anything else you tell me. Talk to me!” She waited. The elderly fighter slowly uncurled and gazed up at her, blinking rapidly; his mouth moved but no sound came. “It’s Avicus, isn’t it?” she asked finally. Botricas nodded. “Did he give you that rhodforch to carry, instructions on what to do with it?”

			He was already shaking his head frantically, and now he scrambled to his knees, shoving himself as far away from the firepit and that flat-bottomed stone as he could. Xena let him go a few paces, then came around to cut him off. “I didn’t—I didn’t—!”

			“Didn’t what?” But he had scrabbled his way around to stare at the rock covering the unpleasant little implement. Xena sighed faintly and squatted next to him. He flinched as her hand gripped his shoulder. “Hey, take it easy, okay? I know you couldn’t have been aware you were carrying something like that. You’d have been dead from fright halfway out of Sparta if you’d known about it.” He turned to give her a wide-eyed look; she nodded. “Anyone would. Just tell me one thing: Does King Menelaus still keep an oracle’s temple, and is the priest in charge called Avicus?” She waited. He swallowed, finally nodded.

			“He’ll kill me now,” Botricas whispered, and his voice trembled. “I—I’ve only seen him once or twice, at a great distance, enough to know by his robes and staff. Men like me don’t ever earn temple duty. But we know what he’s like.” He swallowed hard. “Denos, he headed the inner guard detachment, last two moon-seasons, at the temple. It’s a special assignment, you get extra privileges, more dinars, things like that. Fancy mess where they provide girls, feed you decent food. So—I sort of wondered, when he and Klomos came for me, why Denos wasn’t still at the temple, if maybe he’d done something wrong and been given this job as punishment.”

			“All right.” Xena patted his shoulder and got back to her feet. “I get the picture—enough of it anyway. But Avicus won’t kill you, Botricas; that’s not his style.” It was, but Botricas didn’t need to hear that, just now. Poor old stableboy, in over his head and not his fault, for once, she thought sourly.

			Botricas slowly uncurled. “It’s not?”

			“If anything, Avicus will be angry with Denos for picking the wrong horse tender or for letting you get caught.”

			“Oh.” He edged back away from her, got cautiously to his feet. “I—did you really mean I could go?”

			“I meant it.” She retrieved the now-empty bag, shoved it over the metal end of his javelin, and handed it to him. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t go back to Sparta. I’d go back toward that village and keep walking toward the setting sun. About five days steady travel, you’ll be in Ithaca.”

			“Ithaca? But, that’s—King Odysseus’s land, isn’t it?”

			“The same. There’s a guardsman in charge of King Odysseus’s palace, on the island Ithaca, man named Lemnos. He’s a friend. Tell him I sent you.” Botricas clutched his javelin, incoherent with relief. Xena hauled two coppers from her belt, shoved the coins into his hand, and closed his fingers over them. “Here, you’ll need food between now and then—go on, go!” The old armsman shoved the coins into his own belt, clutched the javelin hard, and stumbled as fast as he could, off into the darkness.

			Xena waited in silence until she was certain he’d gone for good, even though she knew the old fool would never dare to double back to eavesdrop on them. She shoved a skinny log into the fire and settled down next to Gabrielle. “Warm enough?” she asked.

			Gabrielle nodded and held out the other bowl of stew; her own was nearly empty. She mopped up the last of the broth with a chunk of bread, ate it thoughtfully. “I’m warm, I’m fed—and I am very confused.”

			“All right,” Xena said mildly. “You fought, I’ll talk. Can I eat first?” Gabrielle grinned suddenly; the warrior grabbed hold of an end of blanket and vigorously rubbed wet red-blond bangs to dry them, then caught up her stew and bread.

			Gabrielle rinsed out her bowl and began combing the tangled ends of her hair. Xena ate steadily, finally set the bowl aside, and leaned back on her elbows, feet propped up on the stones surrounding the fire. Gabrielle fished her comb out of her pack. “I hope one of us can make sense of this,” she said finally. “All I know is, Joxer’s gone on what he says is a hero’s quest, that three men jumped me when I tried to follow him, and that Botricas was carrying a forky-looking thing that scared him half to death, and that you killed. And that you let him go.”

			Xena recrossed her feet. “It’s a rhodforch, and I didn’t actually kill it. It’s not alive, Gabrielle, not the way you or I understand alive; it’s a priest thing. Some of them, especially priests who serve Apollo, can either create a rhodforch or petition Apollo to create one for them, I don’t know how it’s done. Mostly I’ve heard of them in connection with the high priest who tends the Oracle at Delphi. Each of the hairs in that wad is able to move, to sense sound, and the more of them there are—the denser the hair, the greater distance it can work at. Also, something to do with the length of the stem—I don’t know. Anyway, the priest stays safe in his temple and eavesdrops on people. A device as dense as that one: It could be a very, very long distance.”

			Gabrielle stared at her; a corner of her mouth quirked. “You’re making this up, right? A—a magic furball that could listen to us all the way from Sparta?”

			Xena raised an eyebrow. “What, you can believe in Psyche, but not that thing?” She jerked her thumb toward the rock and the object buried under it.

			“Well, all right. But it doesn’t sound particularly evil,” Gabrielle said. “You acted as if it was.”

			“It’s neutral. Supposedly it can be used for good or for bad. But think about it, Gabrielle. Do you really want someone listening in on what you’re saying?”

			“Ahhh—don’t think so.”

			“Exactly. Besides . . .” Xena sat up to drink a little ale from the leather bottle, then settled back flat, so she could stare up at the deep-blue evening sky and the few emerging stars. “Yeah. My brothers used to give me nightmares, when I was little, telling me stories about the gods standing next to your bed, listening to everything you said—hearing all your thoughts, and you wouldn’t know because they weren’t visible.”

			“Thanks,” Gabrielle said lightly. “I have a nightmare like that tonight, and I’m waking you up.”

			Xena smiled. “Feel free, Gabrielle.” The smile faded. “But it stands to reason if the king of Sparta’s involved with something like that, it’s not for any good reason. And you saw how terrified Botricas was when he saw that thing. It wasn’t the king he was afraid of, either. It was Avicus.” She stared into the flames for some moments, finally roused herself and gathered the pots and utensils together, to one side of the fire, and began shoving wood into the side nearest their blankets.

			“Okay,” Gabrielle gave up on her hair and shoved the comb back into her pack. “King Menelaus I know about—kind of. Married Helen, mostly because everyone else wanted her because she was beautiful and rich, right?”

			“He was old enough to be her father,” Xena said, but Gabrielle shook her head.

			“Not old enough to be her father, if the stories I’ve heard are true. You know, I’ve always wondered how Leda—I mean, how would you try to explain to anyone that you’d slept with a swan? Except it was really Zeus?”

			“Probably Leda didn’t even bother. Why would she? And just because the story’s well known doesn’t make it true. Some jealous rival of Helen’s might have made it up to explain why she was so beautiful, don’t you think?”

			“Possible,” Gabrielle allowed. “So Menelaus was a lot older than Helen.”

			“And like a lot of the men his age, he never bothered to get to know her beforehand. He just got her father’s permission, married her, and carried her off to Sparta.”

			Gabrielle’s brow furrowed. “You never did say how you got to know her?”

			Xena shrugged, shoved the last piece of wood into the fire, and began pulling off her boots. “I didn’t. I was in Sparta a few years ago; that’s when I first met Menelaus. I saw her, at a distance. I didn’t get close to her, never spoke to her until Troy. Don’t remember much about it, really.”

			Doesn’t want to talk about it, she means, Gabrielle decided, and stayed quiet.

			After a moment, the warrior shrugged again, and went on, “Even from a distance, though, you could see the way Menelaus looked at her, the way he looked at any man who talked to her, smiled at her—even the men who smiled just because she was so beautiful. They couldn’t help themselves. He didn’t even want to share any part of her: Not a kind word, not her beauty, not a passing smile. Certainly not her intelligence—he didn’t know that existed because he never even got that far. I thought even then that if he could’ve kept her in a treasure chest, he’d have done it. If there’d been a way, she’d never have left the women’s rooms in his palace.

			“I heard at the time that he wanted her to wear a veil, even just around the servants, in her own private apartments. She refused, just as she refused to stay in her rooms. But each time she went outside, he discovered how she’d left, and he closed that way to her.”

			“No wonder she ran off with Paris,” Gabrielle said softly. “Except—Paris wasn’t that much better, was he?”

			“He gave her freedom within Troy, but he was still obsessed with her beauty. Even after ten years with her, he couldn’t see anything else. He didn’t bother to look.”

			Silence. Gabrielle settled on the far side of the blanket. Xena gazed all around them cautiously, listening and looking. All she could hear was a distant owl and Xena’s golden mare, Argo, shifting from one foot to another a short distance away. She stretched and yawned, then lay down next to her companion, tugging the blanket across her shoulder.

			Gabrielle sighed faintly. “I wonder where Helen is now.”

			Xena settled the blanket under her and turned her back to the fire. “I don’t. Way I figure it, the less I know, the better.”

			The girl came up on one elbow. “Why?”

			“Because if that rhodforch I destroyed had powers beyond just understanding speech, if it could read thoughts, it still couldn’t learn from me where Helen is. Menelaus can still find out somehow, of course. But not from me.”

			Gabrielle turned to study her friend’s face. “But—those things can’t do that, can they?”

			“I don’t know, Gabrielle. Only a priest or a god would know that. But the less I know, the less likely Menelaus will ever learn anything from me. I’d like to keep it that way.”

			The younger woman rolled away and started to settle down, then eased over onto her back again. “Wait a minute. You think all this—with Denos and Joxer and everything else—you think it’s about Helen?”

			Xena sighed faintly. “Gabrielle, I don’t know. And that’s why we’re going to have to find Joxer—and soon. I know Denos. He really would literally die before he told me anything, and he wouldn’t trust any of his companions with any information he didn’t want shared.”

			“Joxer, on the other hand,” Gabrielle said grimly, “we can persuade.” Xena yawned neatly, rubbed her shoulders against the blanket and resettled, one hand under her chin. Gabrielle shifted one way, back the other. “But, Xena, if Menelaus is really looking for Helen, why would he want Joxer, of all people, to—?”

			Xena reached over to lightly tug her companion’s hair. “Gabrielle? Go to sleep.”

			The warrior seemed to doze off between one breath and the next. Gabrielle levered up onto one elbow to gaze down at her relaxed face, smiled faintly and shook her head, then rolled over and resolutely closed her own eyes.

			
			Xena lay still, half-open eyes fixed on the fire, her thoughts busy. What was Menelaus up to? She finally shrugged that aside and closed her eyes once more. She’d find out—and soon.

			
			A short distance from the lake, the trail Joxer had followed joined into the rutted, ill-kept road out of the village where he’d been chosen by Denos. Nearly an hour’s steady walking brought him to where another road joined in and the jointway turned south. For some distance, the surface was smooth and level, except where a caravan of market carts had recently worn two deep ruts in the mud. Now dried and rock-hard, they made for hazardous walking.

			But just short of a league south, the road forked; the cart tracks went left and downhill, toward the sea. So did any semblance of a tamed path.

			Joxer sighed in disgust as he looked up the way he must go. “Right fork, sure, my luck,” he mumbled. He’d already turned both ankles in the cart ruts and they ached.

			The road ahead would have killed a cart within twenty turns of the wheels: Heavy rains had eroded what little dirt there had ever been, and sharp-edged rocks were everywhere.

			He sighed again, but there was no help for it: Nightfall here would be extremely uncomfortable. There was no wood anywhere nearby and no place large and flat enough for a fire and a blanket, and the wind was already cool. Besides, the captain who’d chosen him for this quest had said he must reach Sparta in three days. The only way to be certain of that was to cross this ridge and reach the main south road before midday tomorrow.

			“I should’ve brought a map,” Joxer mumbled, then swore as his already sore toes slammed into another stone. He steadied himself, paid attention to the surface of the so-called road for some moments. “Not that I’m so good at reading a map, but I could have . . . could have . . .” He tripped again, flailed and caught his balance, shut his mouth resolutely and made the top of the ridge without further incident.

			It was definitely cold out here. He could see the sea—deep blue water dotted with white—and feel the steady, harsh wind blowing straight up from the water. There was a nasty drop to his left; he swallowed, eased away from it, and only then turned to look downslope to see where the road went.

			It dropped even more steeply than it had gone up, in a series of uneven, demented-looking steps. But after perhaps forty long paces, it bent to the right and vanished into tall brush. Joxer scrubbed suddenly damp hands down his britches and began slowly easing his way from stone to stone. He only fell twice, but the second time took the wind out of him. He lay still for some moments, narrowed eyes fixed on the darkening sky, rubbing a throbbing elbow. “This is all your fault, Gabrielle!” he shouted angrily. No answer except the wind, of course. He finally sighed, eased into a splay-legged sitting position, and considered the view all around him.

			No one in sight. He tittered nervously and slowly eased his way down to the brush on his backside. Darkness found him squeezed into a hollow between two bushes, huddled under his blankets and wondering whatever had possessed him to listen to the Spartan king’s man in the first place. His attempts at fire hadn’t taken, the little bread he had with him was hard and green along one crust, the water in his bottle old and leather-flavored. “F-f-f-ortune and guh-glory, hah!” he stuttered, and rolled into a ball. It was going to be a very long night.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Gabrielle woke just after sunrise to find Xena already quietly and efficiently breaking camp. As she sat up and yawned, the warrior crossed to the fire, squatted, and fished out breakfast: a quarter loaf and a steaming cup. “Thanks,” she mumbled sleepily. “I think.” She tested the liquid, then downed the herb tea in one long swallow; Xena doused the fire. Gabrielle shoved herself back to the far and still shadowy end of her blanket, pulled her feet under her and began tearing bits off the rather tough loaf. “Xena, please don’t tell me you’re going to become one of those annoying people who wake up before the sun and tell people like me how we miss the best part of the day.” Xena smiled and leaned over to ruffle her hair.

			“Oh, no, Gabrielle, I wouldn’t dream of it. Because the best part of the day for you is gonna be when you finally catch up to Joxer and get him to tell you just what he thinks he’s doing.”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle mumbled, peering blearily into her cup. “Joxer? Why would I want to—?” The words sank in; she sat bolt upright and shook her head. “Oh, no! Oh no, oh no! No way! I already tried that and look where it landed me! And—what’s this you stuff?” She tipped the cup back, too groggy still to realize she’d already emptied it. Xena silently took it from her, refilled it from a small, blackened pot, and held it out. Gabrielle eyed her warily but snatched the cup and drank deeply. Xena stayed where she was, crouched motionlessly on her heels, visibly waiting for some kind of answer. Gabrielle’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. She eyed the contents of the cup, glanced at her companion, then settled back to savor the rest of the liquid. After a silence broken only by loud, long, contented slurping sounds, Xena snatched the mug with a wordless snarl and flung the last few drops across the fire.

			It was Gabrielle’s turn to smile—a wicked, arch, “gotcha!” kind of look. The warrior laughed. “All right, Gabrielle, you win, we’ll talk about it. And I’m not that crazy about this early either, but ya gotta do what ya gotta do, right?”

			“Maybe,” the bard replied cryptically. “What’s this you business?”

			Xena sighed. “I said you, and I meant just that. Look, I know you’d like to strangle Joxer every time he opens his mouth. I would like to strangle him just for breathing. Sometimes.” Most of the time, Xena thought evenly. She bit back a sigh. Until I realize what kind of family would turn out a kid like that—self-centered, odd, a hero wannabe with absolutely no skills to get him there. And an inflated vision of himself that that has nothing to do with what Joxer really is. And—he knows all that. She stood and angrily shoved dirt over the still-smoking fire with the side of her boot. She knew all that herself and still wanted to strangle him.

			Still, he managed, not only surviving all the fights, battles, and other messes he’d waded into, and still remaining—on balance—innocent. Ready to cut his way through dragons to protect the helpless. Of course, the helpless would be on their own, and probably ready to wring his neck.

			She shook the thought off as pointless. Gabrielle was still waiting for an answer. “Gabrielle, you know why we’re up in Thessalonika. I need to find Mannius, and I’ve got to pass that message on to Hercules. Personally. You know how much is riding on both.”

			Gabrielle sighed. But after a moment, she said, “Yeah, I know. A king’s pardon for Mannius, and a salaried position as one of King Theseus’s advocates—and a jail guard’s job and pay for his pal Flyer.” She shook her head. “Ridiculous name for a blind cyclops, if you ask me. I know; no one asked.”

			“I don’t care either way about the cyclops, but Mannius is a friend. If I can help him get out of some warlord’s camp, I owe that to him.”

			“I know. And I realize he has a price on his head; he has no reason to trust a message offering him all that. And then Hercules . . .” She frowned. “Why would King Nestor send all the way up here for Hercules and Iolaus? Nestor’s as far south as you can get—and still keep your feet dry. And he has his own army, doesn’t he?”

			“Not much of it left, since Troy, Gabrielle. Nestor wants Hercules because I turned him down. He wanted me—us—to protect his city and his treasury from Sea Raiders.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle shook out the cloth that had held bread, sending crumbs flying, refolded it, and shoved it in her bag. “And, of course, you told him you don’t work for governments, you don’t work for money—and you wouldn’t—”

			“And I wouldn’t work for him,” Xena finished flatly. A grin tweaked the corner of her mouth. “Exactly, Gabrielle. Also, I know how much you love sea travel, especially this time of year.”

			“Huh?”

			The smile broadened. “Waves three times your height, and the water’s too cold; the squid catch is way down.”

			Gabrielle wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Thank you for sharing! So you have to deliver that message—Xena, you could send that one, you know. I bet Nestor has a dozen or more messengers out there right now, looking for Hercules. At some point, he’s gonna get found.”

			“I know. But remember, Nestor lost a son at Troy. He’s still grieving and not thinking clearly, and he’s just remarried. Imoueye is young, ambitious, beautiful to look at, and utterly without morals. She also has access to her father’s wealth, and she’s thinking about a dynasty at Pylos that revolves around her sons, not Nestor’s grown boys.”

			Gabrielle held up a hand for silence. “Let me guess: She’s altered the messages, right?”

			“She’s altered the messages. Last thing she wants around Pylos is a pair of uncorruptible heroes. That’s why I need to find Hercules and tell him exactly what Nestor asked for, and let him know what the family hour’s like in Pylos, these days. It’s tricky and it’s important.”

			“Because of—” Gabrielle began readily, then hesitated and shook her head. “Because, why?”

			Xena stirred ashes with a broken stick and held her hand over the doused coals. “Because of several things. Nestor was the noblest of the Greek commanders; he stayed above the infighting and kept his men from killing non-fighters. He went to war only because he’d signed the bargain that Menelaus insisted on when he married Helen: to war against anyone who’d take her from Sparta. Nestor kept a cool head and resolved the fights caused by treasure, or bruised pride . . . He was, and is, a good man.” Xena sighed heavily, shoved to her feet, and slung her pack over one shoulder. “And for that, because he stayed neutral, most of the Greek commanders wound up hating him.”

			Gabrielle shoved the rest of her loose goods into her bag and got up. “I heard about his wife. Imagine, getting home after so long, and she barely lived to see him. Then having to fight off Draco’s army before she was even properly buried.” She waited while Xena adjusted Argo’s trappings and strapped blankets behind the saddle.

			“Add to that, he lost his eldest son in battle. He wasn’t in any condition to think clearly when Imoueye’s father offered him a new wife.” She rubbed Argo’s golden throat and murmured against the mare’s ear. “So that’s why I can’t go south right now. But I think it’s important someone stops Joxer before he gets to Sparta, and Menelaus—and Avicus—get hold of him.”

			“Why? I mean, besides that even though I’m ready to murder him, why don’t I want them sending him out to get killed?”

			Xena settled her sword so that it would come free if she needed to draw it but wouldn’t go flying at a full gallop. “Yeah, I know, Gabrielle. But he’s made us his family. Maybe it wouldn’t have been my choice, or yours, but—” She shrugged. Gabrielle sighed heavily. “And remember this: A lot of people know Joxer hangs around us. Maybe Menelaus is using this whole quest as a smoke screen to cover what he’s really up to. It could be his whole purpose was to get his hands on Joxer.” Silence. Gabrielle nodded; her attention seemed fixed on settling something deep in her bag. “Now, I checked back in the village; there’s a boy going south to Katerini with a pair of horses, they should get you on the main south road ahead of—Gabrielle, what’s wrong?”

			Gabrielle blotted her eyes with the back of one hand and smiled brightly. “Nothing! Why should something be wrong? I mean—” she swallowed. “Just because every single time we’ve separated lately, something really exciting has happened, why would it—?” She choked and turned away. Xena took hold of her shoulders, turned her back, and enveloped her in a fierce hug.

			“Gabrielle, hey, it’s all right. Honest, just listen, will you?” She waited; her companion finally nodded. “The times you’re thinking about, that was my fault as much as anyone’s. I tried to—to shove you in a corner like a bag of grain, something to get out of the way and collect later. I had my reasons, and mostly, they were to keep you safe. But you had every right to resent it. And when you had to make decisions, you didn’t have the information to make good ones, because I didn’t tell you anything.” Silence. “Gabrielle, this time I’m not just shoving you aside, I’m asking you to use your mind and your talents, to be an equal partner in getting things done. Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

			A muffled, small voice finally answered. “You can’t know that for sure.”

			“You’re right. Things can go wrong, every single time they can. Let’s say I’m not worried about you. You know when to fight, when to talk—when to run, and how to get out of trouble. Besides.” A corner of her mouth went up. “It’s your turn to beat up Joxer. I got him last time.”

			Gabrielle laughed shakily and rubbed her eyes with the bread cloth. “Yeah, sure.” The laugh faded. “What about this priest, though? Menelaus’s priest?”

			Xena shrugged. “Avicus? You’re no worse off against him than I would be. Just stay away from him; he’s bad news. But if you catch up with Joxer, search him for anything like that rhodforch, okay?” Gabrielle’s face twisted with distaste; Xena mounted, gathering the reins together. “I won’t be that far behind you, Gabrielle, I promise. Bet you an eel dinner I ride in before you get the fire going tonight! If not, it’s your decision, but whether you wait in Katerini for me or keep after Joxer, leave me a message, so I can find you.” Before Gabrielle could form a suitable retort, Argo was gone.

			She sniffed quietly, blotted her face again, and sighed as the last hoof beats faded and were gone. “All right,” she mumbled, and shifted the bag so her staff was free if she needed to use it. “Great. She knows how much I love riding—probably a big old bony-backed thing with a lopsided gait.” Well, Katerini wasn’t that far, anyway. “My luck, Joxer’s been and gone already.”

			Maybe not, though. Maybe Denos’d be with him and she’d get another chance to flatten him good. She smiled grimly at the thought. The smile widened as she neared the village—little more than a few huts, a small inn and adjoining open stable, and a stone pool for washing and watering beasts. “I almost forgot the good part. My turn to beat up Joxer. Boy, he’s earned it this time!”

			
			The sun was still behind the mountains eastward when Joxer woke, stiff, cold, and hungry. The partial loaf he’d carried with him was hard and would need water to soak in before he dared bite into it—but his water bottle held only a few drops, just enough to remind him how thirsty he was. At least he could see a stream just down the trail, once he eased free of the bushes—but the trail itself had deteriorated even from the previous evening. Joxer sat down and stared at it blankly. “He calls this a road? Something carts use? Goats would fall off this thing!”

			He held the water bottle close to his ear and shook it, but of course it was still empty. He looked over his shoulder; brush blocked most of where he’d come down the night before, but he could see enough of the slope to know going back up was not one of his choices. He scowled at the jumble of cracked stone and rubble under his feet; an idea occurred to him, suddenly. “Did he say, right at the fork, or left? I thought he said right—didn’t he say right?” Too late to worry about now. At least there was no one around, not even a goat, to watch him easing a very cautious way down the hill on all five: hands, feet, and his backside.

			He reached the stream without incident, settled at the base of a gnarled oak, and filled his water bottle, drinking it empty twice before working his way through the bread; it hadn’t been very good to start with and water didn’t improve the taste. At least it filled his stomach—mostly. Now, clinging to the tree for support, he eased cautiously to his feet and gazed downslope. The trail still looked bad from here—at least for a short distance. After that, it began crossing back and forth across the slope, and the surface looked as if someone had tried to smooth it. In places, there were even stones edging the downhill side.

			He looked back uphill one last time, rather wistfully. “Sure,” he told himself resentfully as he splashed through shallow water and started out again. “Xena and Gabrielle are gonna be along any time now to haul you out of this mess. Sure they are. Dream on, hero.” He set his jaw, tightened the straps on sword and helmet and the pack holding his blanket and the empty food bag, and began working his way down to where he could stand up again.

			
			It was midday before Xena reined in at the edge of Samnis—a regional market village that served a dozen or more outlying, smaller collections of huts and herds. She’d expected to find Hercules and Iolaus in one of them—there was supposedly a chimera in the crags somewhere above the outlying Krono, but the village elders had directed her here instead. She rode slowly, Argo picking her way neatly through a broad avenue made narrow with carts piled high with goods, bales, small shops selling everything imaginable, and lines that criss-crossed the market, a dyer’s bright-colored skeins hung out to dry.

			Someone nearby was cooking fish cakes, and another stall just behind that had fresh bread. Her stomach rumbled. Small children playing some kind of tag bolted past her, an old woman held up a sheer scarf edged in beads; a man, black as Vulcan, offered a shining array of daggers and spears. A girl, all thick black hair and enormous blue eyes, sat behind a table, a fan of fortune-telling cards spread before her.

			The usual stuff, Xena thought dismissively. But a lot of it, and plenty of aggressive sellers. Probably it would be a good idea to get through all this before stopping to ask after Hercules.

			In the end, she didn’t need to. Emerging from the broad market street into an enormous square, she could see him and Iolaus, talking to someone on the far side of the central fountain and pool.

			The someone turned out to be Salmoneous. She rolled her eyes heavenward, dismounted, and came up behind Iolaus, who sensed someone there and turned sharply, hand on his sword hilt. He relaxed at once. “Hey, Xena! What brings you this far north?”

			Hercules turned; Salmoneous scurried around him, smoothing his robes—rather plain ones, Xena thought in surprise. Not just for him, but for anyone. A heavy brown apron covered most of his body, and a smooth cap of matching fabric covered his hair. “Xena!” he cried and caught her hand in both of his. But just as his lips would have made contact, she snatched it back.

			“Please,” she murmured. “You trying to kill my appetite or something?” She eyed Hercules. “What’s he doing so far north?”

			Salmoneous forestalled the hero’s answer. “Cooking! This—” he gestured broadly—“is it, Xena, the thing that’s gonna make me rich beyond belief and famous all across the land!” Xena looked where he indicated: A woven fence of skinny slats enclosed an area perhaps twenty paces on a side and held half a dozen small tables, two long ones that could probably hold twenty in comfort. Garishly colored cloths covered them, and other pieces of fabric were rigged as shades here and there. A few ratty flowering plants in chipped jugs were placed at random around the courtyard, and others surrounded a water bowl with greened rim. Behind this splendor, a small, whitewashed hut with a sagging door.

			She glanced at the excited little master purveyor, back at the shabby open-air inn. One eyebrow went up. “You’re starting a chain of inns that don’t attract customers?” she asked dryly. Hercules’s mouth twitched; Iolaus laughed.

			“Very funny, Xena,” Salmoneous said evenly. “I’m laughing, I really am. It’s an open-air inn, people can sit outside, watch the market move past, enjoy the view . . . eat my special cuisine . . .”

			“What,” she asked dryly, “sour wine and tough goat haunch?”

			“Everyone’s a comic,” he muttered. “For your information, Xena, it’s just a little more specialized than that! I have personally—”

			Hercules’s hand descended heavily to his shoulder, and the resonant voice cut him off. “Salmoneous, you want to spare the poor woman? It’s not important right now; saving this place and your life is.”

			The would-be entrepreneur seemed to shrink inside his clothing. “Ah, sure! In fact, if you don’t mind, I think I’d better check on my most recent delivery, gotta be sure the tomatoes are fresh, you know . . .” Still babbling, he vanished into the small hut. Xena watched him go, shifted a mildly curious gaze. Hercules smiled.

			“It’s good to see you, Xena.”

			“I’m always glad to see both of you,” she replied. “What’s up?”

			Iolaus shrugged. “We aren’t sure. Salmoneous found out we were over in Krono and sent a message, something about life and death, death threats—”

			“So far as I could get out of him,” Hercules said mildly, “he’s had a death threat on account of this inn of his. He either doesn’t know who made the threat, or he won’t say, and if he knows what form it’s going to take, he hasn’t said that, either.”

			Xena looked over the brightly colored collection of tables and winced at the mismatched hues. “Seems to me he isn’t much competition for anyone, is he?”

			“Oh, you might be surprised,” Iolaus said. “When we got here, the place was jammed, people waiting outside to get in, it was amazing. Once we found out his deadline on getting out of Samnis was midday and that the threat was against not just him but the entire inn yard, we cleared everyone back into the market.”

			Xena turned all the way around, eyeing the broad square with a fighter’s eye. “You’ve checked the tables?”

			“Everything,” Iolaus assured her. “I was about to start on the fountain and the rest of the square; Herc’s gonna check out the windows in line with this place, and—” A wild scream cut him off; Salmoneous came flying through the door, straight for them.

			“Birds!” he shrieked. “They’re out there, I could see them through the back, coming right at my kitchen and storage room! They’re huge and black and they smell like—smell like—” Words failed him. Xena grabbed Hercules’s shoulder and pointed: An enormous flock of huge, screaming, long-beaked birds were stooping on the building; more came across the roof to attack the shade cloths.

			“Stymphalean birds!” Hercules yelled, and drew his sword. Iolaus already had his blade out; he half-turned to bow Xena ahead of him. She grinned, tore her own sword free, and pelted between the tables, through the doorway, Iolaus right on her heels.

			The smell hit her like a blow: like rotting meat and putrid fruit all together. Birds were everywhere, fighting over the long table, pecking frantically at the barred door that apparently blocked the pantry, underfoot and swooping down on each other. Two people in this small area, both swinging swords, were as much a danger to each other as to the birds. Xena yelled, “All yours, pal!” and backed out. Hercules had things mostly under control in the courtyard. Xena kicked her way through fallen, odiferous birds and disgustingly oily and grubby loose feathers and came up behind Salmoneous, who was wringing his hands and whimpering. He yelped as she snagged a handful of robe and apron and pulled him close.

			“So, tell me, Salmoneous,” she murmured, “who’d you upset, and how’d you do it?”

			“I don’t—I didn’t—!”

			“Don’t give me that. Who hates you enough to pull in that kind of favor from the gods? Who’d set the Stymphalean birds on your operation here?”

			“St—?” He gasped, turned, and tore loose from her and pelted through the tables and into the kitchen, snatching a frying pan off the wall to swing wildly at the nearest birds. Iolaus stared at him, then backed away. Xena grabbed his arm.

			“Don’t hit them with that. You’ll never get the stench out. And you’re in the way, you’re gonna get stabbed.” He seemed to be beyond hearing and beyond reason. Xena wrested the pan from his grasp, dumped it in a basket, and hauled him away. “Come back out here and talk to me, Salmoneous.” He would have resisted, but when she switched her grip to a handful of his hair, he gave up and went meekly. Once outside the fence, she eased her hold but didn’t completely let go. “Who?”

			He dithered until she glared him into silence. “Well—you know,” he stuttered finally, “for a town the size of Samnis, there really weren’t that many options, unless you like grabbing something on the run in the market, eating it while you walk—what’s the pleasure in that?” Talking, as always, seemed to relax him. He smiled. “What you need is a theme, something people can recognize, something special in the way of food and drink . . . you know, Xena, what you need, is to try my special.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

			“Funny,” he growled. “No, really, I serve tea, my own special blend of leaves with a froth of whipped goat’s milk on top. Bet you never ran across that before! And Sal-mooshes!” he finished triumphantly. She stared. He tittered, nodded. “It’s this great new thing, I came up with it by accident, but aren’t all the great inventions discovered like that? It’s— you take your meat, your tomatoes and onions, peppers, whatever, a little spicy yogurt, and you moosh it between two pieces of bread! It’s a whole meal in one hand, and by Salmoneous! Sal-Mooshes, get it? Xena, I’m telling you, you’re just gonna love it.”

			“Not with today’s supplies, I’m not,” Xena said flatly. “And maybe not ever. You’re telling me people actually pay money to eat that?”

			He glanced toward the kitchen, where Iolaus and Hercules were joking and piling up odiferous feathered carcasses, and was suddenly very sober indeed. “Xena, I’m making more money than I know what to do with. I’m thinking of setting up businesses in other towns, you know, have people pay me for the right to use the Salmoosh name, pay for the recipes for the teas, all that. I don’t understand this—this vindictiveness, though. I mean, the only other sit-down eatery in all Samnis is run by the Brotherhood of Silenus, and—” He yelped as her grip tightened. “Xena! If you don’t mind, I would really like to keep what hair I have?”

			“Let me get this straight,” she murmured close to his ear. “You set up a business like this against the Brotherhood, and you don’t expect retribution like this? Don’t you know they have a reputation for repaying even the smallest slight in a big way?” She tapped on his forehead with her knuckles. “Anyone at home in there?”

			
			“Ouch! Um, well, but—but this particular branch of the Brotherhood is a little odd, Xena; they have a creed that goes—let me see—you know,” he said suddenly, “I could think better if you’d let go of my hair!” She released him so suddenly that he staggered into the nearest table and fell into a chair, where he remained, glowering at her from under his eyebrows. “It’s not my fault,” he said finally. “They’ve got some head priest who believes all life should be a minor torment, or else you’ll never rise above the petty nature of man. Something like that. So, their food is uniformly bland, unless it’s spoiled. The ale is always warm and sour, the fruit overripe, the meat two days past being fed to the dogs, and the tea—well, forget the tea.”

			Xena shook her head. “Doesn’t make sense. They thought people were going to beat down their door for bad food?”

			He shrugged broadly. “What can I say? People did. Some still do. But a lot of the ones who did—well, they come here.”

			“Great.” She looked up as Hercules and Iolaus came up and held up a hand. “We can talk just fine from here, I don’t have time to wait until you two bathe, okay?” She quickly passed on her messages. Iolaus stirred.

			“Funny you should mention the king of Sparta,” he said. “We—actually I had a message from him, a few days ago. Man in Spartan armor came through Krono, had been looking for us for days, he said. The message didn’t make a lot of sense to me; something about the king only just realized he was missing a family heirloom from the funerary goods; they buried one of his uncles a short while ago and the thing was missing. According to the messenger, the king’s worried that Helen might have taken it, when she left with Paris—it looks like a necklace but it could be dangerous to anyone who isn’t a blood kin of the ruling family. He wanted me to find Helen and persuade her to give it back.”

			“He said he wanted you to find Helen and persuade her to give it back,” Hercules corrected him gravely. Iolaus smiled.

			Xena considered this. “I guess it could be true,” she said dryly. “Funny no one’s heard of this thing before, though.”

			“We talked about it,” Hercules said. “And we came to the conclusion that Menelaus didn’t dare just ask either of us to go find Helen for him. Since we know you, and we wouldn’t be fooled by the message he sent Theseus.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah,” Iolaus said with a broad grin. “Seems he’s turned over a new leaf, he’s changed, he’ll do anything to prove to Helen that he wants to try again, love and adore her, make the marriage work—that he’ll even respect her as a person. Pretty sickening.”

			“He must think Theseus is a bigger fool than Joxer,” Xena said. She glanced at the sky. “I’m reminded, I gotta go, I promised Gabrielle.”

			Hercules smiled. “What? You don’t want to help us talk to the Brotherhood about what the words open market mean, and all that?”

			She glanced at Salmoneous; a corner of her mouth twitched. “Sorry, this is your problem boy. I’ve got one of my own to deal with.” She moved to grip both men by the hand but stopped short as the overripe odor of Stymphalean bird engulfed her.

			Hercules shrugged, grinned. “It’s the persuasive part of the talk.” Xena gave him a sidelong, wary look, then vaulted onto Argo’s back. People were starting to emerge from hiding, and others were coming from the market. She eased through the growing crowd and headed back south.

			The sun was only beginning to drop from midday when she passed through the small village, pausing only long enough to be certain Gabrielle had gone ahead. “By now, she should be in Katerini,” she told Argo. The mare’s ears swiveled toward her voice; Xena leaned forward to rub her neck. Warm as it was, Argo hadn’t broken a sweat; she’d be good for a long afternoon. There were no signs to Katerini from here, but the instructions had been so simple that anyone could remember them. “Stay left,” Xena reminded herself as they reached the first branching of ways. Left every time, who could go wrong?

			
			The pre-midday sun was hot and the air sullen when Joxer finally stumbled off the steep hillside and onto a decent track. Hedges lined it, separating road from grain fields, or a few fat goats, a few skinny-looking, recently sheared sheep, and the snub-nosed girl who kept them together and who eyed him curiously as he passed. On the opposite side, a tight-woven enclosure held pigs. Joxer’s nose wrinkled, and he picked up the pace until the ripe odor of pig was behind him.

			Down the long slope and away to his right, he could make out the clean little town of Katerini: Sun glittered on its whitewashed buildings. At least an hour’s walk from here, he thought gloomily. His stomach hurt. But around the next bend, in the shade of an enormous olive tree and not that far from the sea and the protected port, was a tavern—the kind of small house that would attract the sailors as well as the local herders and farmers of an evening, where food and ale would be nothing special, but always familiar tasting and the atmosphere would be comfortable. He sighed happily and felt his hidden store of coins. “Great.” There was enough and to spare, especially since he could count on Spartan hospitality two nights from now. Enough for a decent meal now, and for food to carry with him. Just maybe, this heroic quest stuff wasn’t so bad after all.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			The horse Gabrielle rode—a black-mane-and-tailed bay mare called Nessa—wasn’t a rack of bones, but that was small consolation: The saddle and pad were poorly stitched and lumpy, and the beast had a trot that could loosen teeth. It was also clumsy and headstrong. At least Grytis, the boy who was taking the brutes south, took no more pleasure in riding than she did. Listening to him sing their praises or coo love at them, now . . . That would have been unbearable.

			They rode at a steady, ground-eating pace for the most part, stopping frequently so both could walk around and stretch out—or, in Gabrielle’s case, limp. Before she’d even swung up into the saddle the first time, Nessa had stepped on her foot. Fortunately, she’d yelled and shoved before the stupid mare could shift all her weight over, and nothing seemed to be broken, but it throbbed constantly.

			The whole morning did nothing to improve her temper. I could be spending a little time with Iolaus and Hercules, but no. I get to go haul Joxer out of trouble. She didn’t begrudge Xena the ride north, though; the warrior had probably put Argo to a full-out gallop most of the way, and once she’d found them and passed on her messages, she’d turn around and come straight back south.

			The boy was quiet for the most part—shy or just not good at small talk, she wasn’t sure which. Mostly, he spoke only to suggest a stop or that they start again; once or twice he pointed out landmarks. For her part, Gabrielle’s mind was full of the problem set up by Denos and his boys. No matter how carefully she worked out what Menelaus might be planning, it still made no sense. Why Joxer? Unless Xena’s right, and it’s some plan of the king’s to find out what she’s up to. What we’re up to.

			But that didn’t make sense, either: We aren’t up to anything. It’s not like we’re hiding Helen or anything! And at the most, Joxer knew only what Xena wanted him to know; he wasn’t the most close-mouthed person around, after all. The warrior put up with his presence, dealing with his sulks or fits of giddiness alike mostly by ignoring them. Anyone with half a wit would realize within minutes that Joxer couldn’t possibly be in Xena’s confidence. No. If Menelaus actually wants to know what Xena’s doing, he should’ve found a way to get my attention. Not a pleasant thought; she’d barely seen the Spartan king when Troy fell, but he’d struck her as a bully and a brute.

			But, of course, getting Gabrielle into his clutches wouldn’t help him much, either. Xena had changed a lot since a very young and virtually useless Gabrielle had tracked her all the way to Amphipolis and persuaded the warrior to accept her company. Xena still kept her own confidences on a lot of things. Probably most things. As if I’d tell him anything, anyway. If the choice were hers, of course. She shivered and decided it was time to think of something else. But her mind kept picking at it throughout the morning.

			The king and his priest wouldn’t know that about me—that even if I wanted to tell them what Xena’s up to, I don’t know that much. Xena could have found Helen a refuge and if she didn’t want me to know about it—. She shrugged that aside. Joxer could tell them even less, if that was the king’s plan. She could only hope, if she didn’t catch up to Joxer on the road, that he’d keep his big mouth shut and not make up a bunch of important-sounding things. As if, she thought sourly. Probably he’d already added another verse to his “Joxer the Mighty” song, so’s to impress the Spartan ruler.

			She sighed, shook her head, and came back to the moment; the boy was some distance ahead of her, and Nessa was exerting pressure on the reins, trying to shamble over to the side of the road where the grass and vetch were a thick, green tangle. Gabrielle dragged back the other way and used her heels; the mare’s ears went back flat to her skull, but she finally moved. Gabrielle leaned forward to make eye contact. “Don’t you start with me,” she growled. The mare’s ears flicked.

			
			She had her hands full on the road down to Katerini; it was steep and winding, and Nessa kept snapping her head down, trying to rip the reins from the rider’s hands. Gabrielle gazed at the dark ears with loathing and finally gave up: At this point, they weren’t moving any better than a decent walking pace anyway. She hauled back hard, dragging the mare to a reluctant halt, threw her leg over the saddle, and dropped to the ground, clinging to the saddle momentarily so that she could put full weight on her uninjured left foot. Grytis eyed her curiously as she held out the reins and gingerly took a few steps.

			She turned, freed her staff from the saddle loops, and leaned against it. “Look, Grytis, I’m really grateful for the chance to get so far, this early in the day. Don’t get me wrong. But I can walk from here, if you want to go on ahead.”

			To her surprise, he grinned, rather shamefaced. “I kept hoping you would dismount, miss. Riding down this road terrifies me, but—well, you know.”

			But he didn’t want to look bad in front of her. “Your secret’s safe with me.” Gabrielle waited until he dismounted, handed over her set of reins with something like relief, and freed up her water bottle. “What’s Katerini like?”

			Grytis took the bottle, drank, wiped his mouth, and recorked it before handing it back. “Clean. A nice town. Quiet.”

			Gabrielle took the bottle back. Her right foot still ached, but only like an old bruise or older sprain—bearable. Better than her backside would feel in the morning. “You mean, it’s a boring place, and there’s nothing to do, right?” He grinned again and ducked his head. “I know; I grew up in a place like that. They have their good points—but not when you’re young. What kind of inns are there?”

			He wound both sets of reins around his hand. “There’s only one tavern, the Blue Bull.”

			“Just one for a town that size?”

			“A distant cousin of my mother’s owns it, white-haired old grouch named Numinos. It could be a pleasant enough place if he didn’t snarl at people all the time.”

			Gabrielle gazed down at the sprawl of whitewashed, thatched buildings. “And there’s still only the one? One tavern for the whole town?”

			The boy shrugged. “Numinos is rich. And he doesn’t like competition, so he can usually find a way to not have any. Besides, his food and drink really are good.” He hesitated. “Actually, there is one other tavern in the area; just over the hill, a—well, it’s mostly the poorer fishermen who go there. And a few—ah—a few women—”

			“Never mind,” Gabrielle said hastily. “I get the idea.” Something like the tavern hosted by good old Meg, a remarkable Xena look-alike: There would be cheap drinks and cheaper girls. The kind of place that had what she’d once thought of as “atmosphere.”

			The boy was following his own thoughts. “Mother says Numinos wasn’t always like that, but all those years fighting at Troy changed him, she says. I only know him from after he came home. I was too young when he left for the war. He had a pocket full of gold coins when he returned, they say, and that was how he could buy the Blue Bull. And his ships, of course. My mother wanted to apprentice me to him, but my father said no, thank the gods. He snaps at everyone, but he’s especially hard on his sons and his help.” He shrugged the subject aside and pointed out the few boats inside the breakwater, describing those who owned them, when they’d changed hands, for how much coin. Gabrielle smiled, nodded when he paused or glanced her way, and more or less tuned him out. Her eyes followed his finger absently; one pale blue boat rocked idly back and forth on the low waves. Gabrielle swallowed and resolutely sent her gaze inland.

			Gold from Troy, huh? she thought. Stolen money, then; soldiers who took only the pay they earned didn’t come home from war with a pocket of gold coins, not even from a war as long as the fight for Troy. It would make her angry if she let it—but there wasn’t any point. It’s between him and the gods, when he’s judged. Meanwhile, you can eat his food, drink his cider, and ignore the rest, she told herself firmly. Besides, it might not be true. Stories like that were often nothing more than family gossip; people in small villages like Grytis’s didn’t have much to talk about except each other. Which, of course, was how it should be. Better than talking about who survived the last raid or how they’re going to feed their families on what some warlord left them of the harvest.

			The sun was much lower in the sky when Gabrielle finished her meal and swallowed the last of a tall mug of excellent new cider. Grytis had brought her to the Blue Bull and introduced her to his uncle—who eyed her clothing and fighting staff with tight-lipped disapproval—then taken himself and the horses off. Good riddance, Gabrielle thought, narrowed eyes on Nessa’s ample flanks. Nice boy, rotten mount. The horse’s ears twitched.

			She turned back to smile at Numinos, but he was already halfway across the large room, snapping his fingers for one of the several younger men to show her a table and yelling at two others who were behind the long counter filling mugs. Not fast enough to please the landlord, apparently.

			Gabrielle kept her eyes open as she ordered and waited for her meal. Grytis wasn’t wrong about Numinos: The man snarled at one or another of the help, when he wasn’t yelling at them. Sons or other kindred, she decided, by the look of them. The few other patrons in the whitewashed room were well dressed and quiet; an older man and his wife, a woman with thick black hair and two small boys; three men who looked as though they could be guards or the village watch. At least, their hardened leather breastplates all bore the same small token—blue badge, white ship.

			She checked with the boy who took her order, the one who brought her drink and the youngest one, who arrived shortly with food: None of them had seen anyone anywhere in Katerini who even remotely resembled Joxer. He’s gotten lost, back up in the mountains, she decided with a sigh. No way he got in front of me, unless he walked all night. In which case, he was probably dead, a mangled heap at the bottom of a cliff. Serve him right, she decided—not completely honestly—and turned her attention to her food.

			One bite and she forgot her surroundings—and even the problem of Joxer—for the time being: Grytis had, if anything, underspoken the quality of the food. She lingered over seasoned, slow-roasted strips of boar laid neatly atop a bowl of chilled young peas and other greens; there was a smaller bowl of fiery, coarse-chopped sauce for the meat and a smooth, tart yogurt to spread over the greens. A fresh sprig of mint came with her cider.

			Halfway through the guard-sized meal, she became aware of the landlord’s astonished gaze; she ignored it with ease of practice. I had nothing but dry bread before the sun rose, and not nearly enough of that, she reminded herself grimly. And I worked for this; I earned it. Of course, a man like Numinos—the older and more set-in-his-ways type who’d scowled at her clothing that way—would assume a woman her size ate like a dryad: One small nut here, one smaller berry there . . . She finished the last strip of boar, washed it down with cider, and shoved the empty vessels aside.

			The landlord’s youngest son was at her elbow immediately. Again. Gabrielle bit back a sigh; his eyes were wide and admiring; a faint smile twitched the corners of his mouth. He could just possibly be her age, but she doubted it, and he acted like a boy ten years younger. And he was betraying signs of an enormous crush—maddening. How come I get this all the time? It’s not like I’ve got the leather, the legs, the blue eyes . . . He cleared his throat, regaining her attention. “I—I hope that—yuh—you liked that. But if—if you desire any—anything else?”

			“I’m stuffed,” she assured him cheerfully. “But I could use some information.”

			“But, I already told you, there’s been no one in Katerini who looks like—”

			“I know. But someone told me there’s another inn—over in the next village, Bacchia, is it called?” She paused inquiringly as his eyes went even wider and he went red to his hairline.

			“I—well, yes, there’s—I mean, it’s a tavern, not an inn, but it’s—I—you can’t go there!” he finished urgently. Gabrielle smiled, and held up the staff; he stared at it, slack-jawed.

			“Well, yes, actually, I can—ah, what’s your name, anyway?”

			He blinked. “Um? Oh, it’s Briax, I’m sorry. You—I mean—that’s a fighting staff! But that’s not—not the point, you can’t go into a place like that! People would—they’ll—I mean, they’ll think that—”

			“Well, Briax, you know what? I don’t exactly care what the people in Bacchia think, or the people inside the tavern. I have someone to find, and it’s important. I’m just trying to figure out how he would have got over to Bacchia without anyone in Katerini seeing him, unless he came through town last night, after dark.” It wasn’t likely, considering the distance Joxer’d had to travel, and the time he’d left her—and that he was most likely afoot the whole distance. But Briax was shaking his head.

			“The guard would have seen him—after you asked my older brother Magris, he asked Chelemon over there, with the guard’s patch. They watch the road after dark, keep an eye on things. They’d have seen a stranger. Unless he managed to sneak through town—”

			It was her turn to shake her head. “Oh, he could have tried. He’d probably have awakened the entire village, though. So, that means he didn’t come through Katerini, but I was told there’s only the one north-south road. Which means, somehow, I’m ahead of him, unless—he went directly to Bacchia.” She looked up at him; he blushed. “This is possible?” she asked crisply.

			“Well—” Briax winced as his father’s bellow temporarily silenced the inn’s main chamber, and two of his brothers or cousins scrambled to clean one of the tables and sweep the floor. “Well, I suppose he could have come down the old road. But it’s not very likely.”

			“No? Why?”

			“Well, if you came down from the high ridges, you’d’ve seen it, up at the very top, where there are no trees, not much but stone?” She nodded. “You can see what looks like a—a trail, except the rocks are all standing on end? It goes to the right, the main road to the left and downhill, toward the sea?”

			She considered this, nodded again. “It didn’t look even a little bit like a road to me, though. Maybe a goat trail.”

			“Even the goatherds don’t use the old road. Though it used to be a regular path, it went through the old olive groves and into Bacchia. But since before the war with Troy, it’s been unused. Now if you want to go to Bacchia from Katerini, there’s a narrow road and a path along the ridge that’s much shorter but no good for carts.” He winced again as his father bellowed for his elder brother. “The old road has been in bad repair since I can remember, but the past year or so, it’s deteriorated to the point that you’d have to be a total idiot to take it.”

			“Total idiot—well, at least now I know which way he went, don’t I?” Gabrielle snarled under her breath. She looked up; Briax was eyeing her with that “O! Beauteous Maiden Thou, Beloved of Artemis!” blindly adoring look she found highly unnerving.

			“Lady—” he began breathily.

			“That’s Gabrielle,” she put in as he hesitated.

			“Guh—Gabrielle. You—” He drew himself up with a slightly shabby dignity that oddly—and touchingly—reminded her of Perdicas when they were children, the time he’d lied to protect her from a beating over stolen corn. “You really can’t go to uh—a place like that. People—they’ll think that you—that—”

			She laid a hand on his arm, silencing him. “Briax, I understand. And it’s all right, really. They honestly won’t believe I’m part of the—ah—entertainment. And I won’t be there long enough for it to matter.”

			“You’d—you would risk so much for this—this Joxer?” His father’s bellow cut through the small room again; the boy winced and began scrubbing at the table with a dampish rag. He glanced up at her from under his brows, and said rapidly, “What is he to you that—that I couldn’t be?”

			She stared at him, momentarily stunned into silence.

			“Ah—Briax? Look, it isn’t like that. He’s—he’s a friend. Kind of,” she added honestly. “But he gets himself into trouble a lot, and this time, it’s my fault—well, kind of, it’s my fault. And I’m trying to keep him from getting into even worse trouble, and the only way I can do that is to stop him from going on this stupid quest, and—”

			“Quest?” Briax stopped scrubbing the table; the cloth fell unnoticed from his hand; his face shone with eagerness. “There was a priest of the sun god, Apollo. He came here when the moon was a sliver, days ago, and talked about a quest! He said there was need for puh-pure young men.” He suddenly went beet-red, and he no longer met her eyes. “That they were seeking—well, he said not to tell anyone about it, but that it—that they—”

			“Briax?” Gabrielle laid a hand on his arm; his sudden smile dazzled her. “Briax, that’s the same story Joxer was told, and it’s not true, okay? There’s no quest, believe me.”

			His mouth took on a stubborn set that reminded her of Joxer’s. “But—but the priest said that a holy vessel had been taken, that it once belonged to Persephone, and that it—”

			“Briax, listen to me. I’m a bard—”

			“I thought you said you were a fighter,” he broke in.

			“Well—I’m both.” His mouth twitched. “Really and truly, I am a bard. I’ve been a bard of sorts since I was a young girl, and I can tell you right now, there is no such thing as a holy vessel of Persephone. Any bard worth her salt would know about it if there was such a thing.” She looked at him; he stared back sullenly. “I’m just trying to save you a long walk for nothing.”

			“But what if you’re wrong about that? What if—”

			She sighed faintly, got to her feet. “I could be, but I’m not. Trust me.” She looked up and the boy stepped back as the innkeeper came stomping over. He gave her and her staff a sour look, then grabbed Briax’s shoulder and gave him a hard shake.

			“There’s work to be done hereabouts, you! I don’t pay you to moon about, do I?”

			“N-n-n-no, sir.”

			“Well, then?”

			“Y-y-yes, sir.” Briax cast her one last, brief look she couldn’t begin to fathom and hurried off. Numinos transferred his glare to her—and the bellow.

			“And exactly what were you telling my boy, just now?”

			You can’t argue with his kind, Gabrielle reminded herself. The mere fact that she was young, female, and traveling alone—instead of home tending half a dozen howling brats and waiting on a brute of a husband—would be enough to anger a man like this. She smiled brightly and enumerated on her fingers. “What was I telling him? What would you think? Wonderful food, good service, but the floor show needs a lot of work.” He frowned. She gathered up her pack. “All that bellowing while people are trying to eat; you’d have more customers without it and probably keep your help around longer.” His mouth sagged; his eyes narrowed, but before he could begin yelling at her, she added sweetly, “I need to leave a message, in case a friend of mine shows up here. Her name’s Xena, and if you’d tell her I’ll be back here before full dark, and not to leave without me?” She waited; he nodded blankly. He was still staring when she turned in the doorway to wave at Briax, but the boy was fiercely scrubbing away at a pile of dirty cups and didn’t see her.

			
			The tavern in Bacchia was definitely a dive, Gabrielle decided. A few tough-looking men huddled over cups in a far corner; near the entry, two blowsy barmaids joked with some older fishermen. The woman behind the counter, polishing cups and handing out ale, looked as disreputable as Joxer’s friend Meg, but not a tenth as pretty.

			Even with one wall open to the sea and a shaded patio with more tables and benches, the place reeked of cheap ale, raw onions, and fried meat. Gabrielle’s excellent meal rebelled briefly; she breathed through her nose and crossed the room to the counter.

			Joxer wasn’t here; she’d seen that already. He’d been; three scarcely clad women near the entry were drinking and giggling and not very tunefully warbling about a “very tidy” warrior. She bit back a groan and headed straight for the barkeep.

			“Joxer, huh? Cute guy, very original armor, sweet smile? Your boyfriend, honey?” the woman asked cheerfully, sending a mixed blast of onion and sour beer in Gabrielle’s direction. “Listen, he’s adorable, you know? Sense of humor, fun laugh, and a real flirt. Brave, too, if half the stories he told are true. I was you, I’d keep a closer eye on him. Someone’s gonna snatch him up when you aren’t lookin’ and then where’ll you be? Sweet little thing like you, hardly any decent curves, you won’t find it easy to replace someone like that Joxer.”

			There are no words, Gabrielle decided grimly. She merely shook her head, found out how long since he’d left (hours, if she gathered correctly), and managed to stem the barkeep’s ecstasies long enough to leave her own message for Xena: “I’ll be back in Katerini just long enough to pick up some food for on the road. If I’m not at the inn, it’s because I’ve gone south. Meet me.” She made the woman repeat the message twice, then left quickly. The earlier breeze had died away and the stale air inside the tavern was curdling before her eyes. Besides, I hear one more word—just one more!—about Joxer the Mighty! I’ll Joxer the Mighty him when I get my hands on him!

			Unfortunately, two of the women had very high, carrying voices; the song followed her all the way to the ridge.

			
			The sun was dipping near the line of western hills when Xena finally found Mannius and passed on King Theseus’s message. By the time she’d convinced him the king wasn’t merely setting a trap, the last rays were lighting the tops of the tallest trees. Time to leave, she decided. There’d be enough moon to illuminate the road for some hours, and she needed to get a head start on the next day’s travel. Gabrielle would worry, and she might need help. With Joxer running loose, she probably does need help. Or will by the time I reach her.

			Mannius walked her from the countinghouse where she’d finally found him, out to where Argo was waiting. “This is great, Xena. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. But I wish you’d stay, have dinner with me. We could talk.”

			She smiled: He’d gotten rid of the beard, but the curly brown hair and warm dark eyes hadn’t changed; nor had his smile—a little wicked at the best of times. “I’d like that, too, old friend.” She gripped his shoulder. “But I have other things to do and besides,” she glanced beyond him, well down the track where the cyclops sat on a high stone ledge, swinging his feet back and forth, “I bet your pal Flyer hasn’t learned table manners yet, has he? I’ll see you in Athens one of these days, all right?” She vaulted into the saddle, waved, and was gone.

			
			A long night and morning later, she reached Katerini and Numinus’s inn, to find no Joxer, no Gabrielle, and an infuriated landlord, though she noticed he was careful not to bellow at her. “Comes in here half-clad like that, gets my boy Briax making a fool of himself, drooling all over her. Well, she eats, leaves, leaves that message for you, then later comes back and leaves another—what I just said, about she’d set up a camp along the Athens road—and not that long after she’s left for good, I look around for Briax and he’s gone as well!”

			The warrior’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not gonna tell me that my friend ran off with your boy, are you?”

			A suddenly pale Numinus swallowed and shook his head. “Ahhhh, no, of course not! It’s—I mean, he was already full of these tales of fortune and glory some priest brought here, some days ago, but when she came in, he—I mean, he—”

			She sighed heavily. “Never mind. I get the picture. I don’t think it’ll do much good, but if I see him—Briax, is it?—if I do, I’ll try to convince him to come home. If it helps, Gabrielle already knew there’s no quest; she would have told Briax that, if she knew what he was up to.”

			“No quest? But the priest said—”

			“Numinus, you’re old enough to know priests lie as good as other men. No quest.” She thought a moment. “You might spread the word, Numinus. In case any other would-be heroes want to leave Katerini. There is no quest; it’s some scheme of the Spartan king’s.”

			“King Menelaus.” The older man nearly spat, only just remembering it was his own just-swept floor he’d be dirtying. “I know him; I was in Troy, you know. Fighting under Agamemnon, I was, ten years and some, gone over there. Long enough to know the leaders for what they really was. For all they called King Odysseus the trickster, it was the Spartan we all knew to distrust. And that priest of his—priest. Wait.” He was silent for some moments. “If that priest who came here was one of his—Avicus, it was, I think?” He eyed her; she nodded. “Avicus. If he sent that priest to Katerini . . .” The anger went out of him in a gusty sigh, and he suddenly looked old, gray and anxious. “Tell the boy to come home, if you see him, will you, warrior? Tell him—tell him the old man doesn’t mean to—” He shrugged helplessly.

			A faint smile turned the corners of her mouth. “I understand, Numinus. And I’ll tell Briax, if I see him.” She started to leave, then turned back. “You saw nothing of the other one I’m looking for?”

			“Your girl already asked,” Numinus said. “I’d’ve remembered him. Likely he went over to Myla’s, in Bacchia, by the fleet cove. More to a—single man’s taste, if he’s not too fussy about his food and prefers strong drink.” She was already on Argo and ready to head west when the innkeeper came out, waving his damp cloth. “Nearly forgot; my eldest boy said he saw the girl in town just at dusk yesterday, hour or so after Briax went. She was just leaving the baker’s, heading south.”

			
			At the branching of ways, Xena hesitated but finally decided to take the detour through Bacchia. Of course, the two were long gone, but Gabrielle’s message gave her a little more information.

			It took time: The barkeep wanted a nice, long gossip, her two servers had come up with a new verse to “Joxer the Mighty” that they wanted to share, and none of them was sober enough to properly remember exactly what Gabrielle had said, until the warrior grabbed two handfuls of skimpy dress and hauled the barkeep halfway across her counter. “I need to know what’s going on,” she snarled. “I need to know when my friend was here, how much earlier Joxer was here, and if you’ve seen one of the boys who works in the Blue Boar in the past two days. Tell me that, and I’ll leave before I get mad not after. Get my drift?”

			“I—if you’d let a lady think!” the barkeep snarled back, and yanked free. Cloth gave with a loud rip that silenced the room momentarily. She rearranged tatters of fabric over her bosom, shifted her skirts around, and settled her fists on her hips. “I mean, who died and made you Ares?” Xena’s eyes narrowed; the woman backed away, tittering nervously. “All right, honey, don’t get your leather in a bind. I’m thinking, aren’t I?”

			“You got me,” Xena said softly, but the barkeep was counting on her fingers, staring blankly at the far wall and mumbling under her breath.

			“All right. The hero showed up well before midday, while it was still fairly cool out and custom was slow. He stayed a while, ate, had a drink or two, talked real nice to the girls and taught them that cute song of his—have you heard it?”

			“Spare me,” Xena said wearily. “All I need to know is he was here before midday. And?”

			“And he left before the heat of the afternoon, with a loaf and a bag of wine. Oh—and you know, I forgot to tell that girl of yours, he said to leave a message for Xena . . .” She caught her breath in a squeak. “Xena. That’s—omigods, that’s—you’re you! I—I mean—!” She clapped both hands over her mouth, and her eyes were wide. Xena cast up her eyes and waved her on. “I—let me think, okay?” A frown creased her forehead. “You know,” she added rather absently, “I thought you’d be taller . . .”

			“The message?”

			“Oh, ah—sure, the message. He told me, Myla, he said, you be sure to remember this—” The warrior snarled; the barkeep hastily recited the message. ‘Xena, I’ll be in Athens in two nights and in Sparta the night after, and I’m sleeping close to the road in case anyone gets in trouble and needs my help, and you and Gabrielle don’t need to bother about me, I don’t need your help this time.’”

			“I see.” Xena sighed quietly. It was as straightforward a yell for help as they’d get out of Joxer. She wondered briefly how long he’d known he was in over his head, then dismissed it as unimportant. Myla was eyeing her avidly. “All right, anything else?”

			“Your girl said she’d go back over the Katerini, to the inn . . .”

			“All right, never mind, I know the rest—”

			“You did ask about Numinus’s boy, too. Don’t you want to know about him? Numinus is gonna be furious. Two of my girls were down waiting for the last fishing boats to come in when they saw him—the youngest, Briax, I think it is? Anyway, he went on down to one of his father’s two-man boats and last they saw, he had it out around the breakwater and was heading south.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			I’ve lost count of the days, Gabrielle realized as her gaze fixed on the sliver of moon just cresting the rugged peaks east of Sparta. It did nothing to improve her mood. “That makes it at least seven, or more probably nine days since I let Xena talk me into this—this—” She shrugged sourly and went on.

			The journey south to Athens had been frustrating—no sign of Joxer, though it was obvious she never did miss him by much; those arrogant-sounding little messages he left for her and Xena that didn’t fool her one bit. He’s in over his head, and he knows it, and he’s scared silly—sillier than he normally is, that is. Not that he’d ever admit it, turn around, and head back, oh, no!

			From Katerini south, she’d seen the insides of more shabby or downright unpleasant taverns than in all her early and totally notionless days with Xena; she’d been pinched four times (and left all four pinchers moaning on the floor, wishing they’d thought before reaching for an armed young woman, however small and helpless she might otherwise appear). Twice, she’d left an entire common room full of thugs flat on the floor, one landlord angrily ordering her to move on, the other on the floor, whimpering in chorus with his customers. Been there, done that, she thought tiredly.

			The food had ranged from almost as good as the Blue Bull’s to something even a starving cyclops wouldn’t touch. She’d been ordered out of yet another inn for suggesting the woman change the name of her place from Phoenix Rising to Stymphalean Death Wish. People were actually eating that stuff, bad as it smelled—. All right; drunken people. She grinned crookedly; it had smelled worse than her first whiff of raw squid, aboard that ocean-going eternity of Cecrops’s, before Xena’d found a way to break Poseidon’s curse.

			One good thing on the whole journey south, trying to catch stupid Joxer: At least she hadn’t eaten any of that woman’s food; raw squid had been bad enough coming up.

			Ordinarily, travel from Athens to Sparta involved two fairly walkable roads (or so she understood, having never been to Sparta before). Unfortunately, Joxer had for whatever reason taken a ship across the Gulf of Saronica, which meant that unless she cared to chance losing him after this long a journey, she had to take a ship as well.

			The sea was every bit as rough as Xena’d predicted; she came ashore with a raging headache, a queasy (and empty) stomach despite pinching her earlobe nonstop during the crossing, and she still had to deck two of the common sailors who thought what a very seasick young (armed) woman (who wasn’t wrapped in a blanket from nose to ankles) needed was an amazingly simple distraction they’d managed (how astonishing!) to think up all by themselves.

			Yeah, she thought angrily as she remembered the extremely direct approach made by the older man. She slammed the staff end into the road, digging into the dirt and leaving gouges with each step. Like nobody every thought of that one before, and like anyone would be interested in theirs! Well, one of them would have a long-lasting reminder not to come up with such an “original” notion in the near future.

			Unfortunately, land—once her legs had adjusted to land—hadn’t been that much better. Apparently Menelaus couldn’t spare troops or be bothered with the land more than a league away from his chief city and his palace: The Spartan maps should have had “Here Be Bandits” printed all over them in large letters. Fortunately, most of those who preyed on travelers stayed close to the ships’ landings, but by the time she was certain she’d left the last bands behind, it was nearly dark, and the landscape had taken on the look of bear and chimera country.

			There hadn’t been a chimera—none she had seen or heard, at least. And bears didn’t like fire. She knew that much, because she hadn’t slept a wink that first night, and she watched at least one enormous, hairy brown brute out beyond her camp, drawn by the smell of bread and fish but not willing to argue with the long blazing brand she kept handy.

			Another two nights saw her high into the mountains, mostly above the forest line, though a few stunted trees somehow managed to survive the cold and the harsh wind. One more night of utter desolation in a high, narrow pass that seemed to hold the complete hopelessness of a battle fought against horrific odds—and lost. She tried twice to set up camp, and each time moved on, unable to bear the sensations of fear, loss, remorse, and death that pressed around her.

			The next day, the path wound down, and by dawn she was again in trees, protected from the constant icy blasts of wind. Worn out, she’d slept the entire day, only to waken with a start at sunset to the distant but unmistakable echo of Joxer’s voice. Nearly impossible to gauge direction, but she thought he was on the same road as she, some distance ahead of her. Now and again throughout the evening hours, she heard him—or an echoing refrain as he tried to firm up yet another verse of his wretched little song.

			I’ll Joxer the Mighty, he’ll cure your plighty, him! she thought savagely as she reached blessedly level ground and a nearly straight road that widened as two more joined it. One of those two, she was willing to wager, was the direct route from Athens.

			The sun’s last long rays rested on the city gates and the armed guards flanking it, as she came out of the belt of trees separating wild country from tilled fields and herds. There were no houses out here, no huts except what might be grain storage, and certainly no inns. But Sparta had always been a walled city, and whether there was still need for siege mentality, Menelaus obviously practiced just that: The setting sun picked out heavy metal reinforcing the gates; the walls were high and smooth and appeared to slope outward.

			Her attention was caught by movement just in front of the gates. “Joxer!” she snarled under her breath. He was a tiny figure in the distance and against the massive Spartan wall; so were the two guards who blocked the narrow opening with crossed spears, and the third, who wore one of those ridiculous horse-crested helmets: He moved behind Joxer, sword drawn to keep him from retreating. Gabrielle ignored aching feet and picked up her pace. “Hold him there for me, boys, that’s right.” But before she’d made it past the first narrow fields and crossed the first irrigation ditch, the three had made room for him and pushed the loose gate enough for him to enter the city. The would-be hero went in, and the guards hauled the gate shut—and resumed their stations.

			“Aaugh!” Gabrielle slammed the butt of her staff into the road so hard it bounced. She stood where she was for several moments, breathing deeply. “All right,” she said finally. “At least I know where he is now.” As she started forward again, the sun dropped behind the craggy peaks behind her, and an icy wind sprang up. She shivered and picked up the pace. “Not that I ever heard anything good about Spartan cooking, but bread’s bread and at least I’ll be warm.”

			Warm—if she could get through the gates. Unfortunately, the guards weren’t eager to admit her. In fact, Gabrielle decided as the two circled her, eyes narrowed, they were downright unfriendly. She leaned against the staff as if its only use were for walking and propping up an exhausted body and managed a smile for them. “Look, if we could finish talking about this inside, a friend of mine’s here, I’m sure he can vouch for me, if you’ll just—”

			“No one enters the fortress of Sparta between dusk and dawn,” one of the two intoned. She smiled at him; he blinked, but otherwise his face remained a blank: dull brown eyes, a full-lipped mouth that sagged slightly open so that he could breathe through it when he wasn’t talking—make that, reciting, Gabrielle thought, and smiled some more, taking in both of them this time. The other guard didn’t look any brighter, or any less bored. Or any more capable of thinking for himself.

			“Well, yes, I can see how that would be a good rule. But sometimes, rules can be bent just a little, especially for one lone woman traveler out here by herself, someone who’s out of food, hungry, and—you know, I’ve heard such good things about Spartan cuisine! People sing the praises of your soups all the way to Ithaca, and I’ve come so far, just hoping to—”

			“No one enters the fortress of Sparta between—”

			“I know, dusk and dawn,” she finished hastily. “But it’s not like it’s that dark out yet, is it? Look, up there, there aren’t even any stars out yet, to me that says ‘not quite dusk,’ don’t you think?”

			As if, she mentally added. Neither one looked able to think. They eyed her warily, glanced at each other, and began in unison, “No one enters the fortress—”

			“. . . of Sparta between dusk and dawn, okay, fine!” The smile felt tight. “Nice song, dull lyrics. I’ll talk to you boys tomorrow, sometime after sunrise, all right?” She turned and strode off, back up the road toward the distant line of trees. After maybe a hundred steps, she glanced over her shoulder—they were watching, all right. Suspicious. Probably they were gonna watch her all the way back to the trees. Gabrielle swore under her breath, turned to give them a bright, toothy smile and a little bow, then spun away and walked off.

			“Okay,” she mumbled to herself. “What would Xena—no, never mind that, what is Gabrielle gonna do now?”

			Obvious answer: get inside, somehow. Now. How was another matter.

			
			Once she reached the line of trees and blended back into shadow, Gabrielle moved off the road to examine what she could see of the walled city, a task made easier by encroaching night and the torches lit upon and behind the walls. The two guards now paced before the gates, which were flanked by lit torches—and above them, she could see the horse-crested officer—Denos, perhaps; if not, the one who’d welcomed Joxer or another. Beyond that impressive display, to either side of the gates at a distance of maybe fifty paces, there were towers, a torch on each and what might be stationary guards. And at least northward, where she could see best, no more towers and no guards. Few torches except what light shone from down inside the city. And several places where the walls seemed to be under repair or simply lower for some reason.

			“Could be guards posted there, too,” she mused as she started across stubbly fields and squeezed through a prickly hedge. Well, if there were, too bad. She spun the staff in a neat twirl, tucked it under her arm in a slick, well-practiced move, and picked up the pace, angling north as much as possible to put as much distance between herself and the gates by the time she reached the walls.

			Once there, she leaned against still-warm stone and listened, letting her breathing get back to normal and waiting for the sound of anyone nearby. Nothing, not even wind at the moment. A burst of distant laughter from well inside, and high and away to her right, a gravelly voice cursing—apparently someone was dicing and rapidly parting company with his month’s pay.

			“Fine,” she muttered. “They’re on duty and playing games; they aren’t too worried about being attacked—or snuck up on.” She moved along the wall, checking for the best place to climb quietly, and finally found a section where there’d apparently been a recent earthquake: Recent at least, if this really was a walled city because the stones were all out of line with each other and much of the grouting was loosened or gone. If Menelaus really considered Sparta a fortress, he wouldn’t permit damage like this to stay unfixed for long. She wedged her staff through her belt, snug against her back, settled her pack over one shoulder so that the strap was tight across her body, and began slowly and quietly working her way up.

			She paused now and again to listen, but there was no indication she’d been seen. Smart soldiers would just wait down inside the wall and grab me when I landed, she thought. Not a pleasant notion. And the Spartan army might actually have a smart soldier or two.

			She edged flat onto the top stones and stayed put for a while, catching her breath once more. It was dark down there, but not so dark she couldn’t make out the immediate area: A narrow alley ran along the wall, and if there were doors along the opposite side, she couldn’t see them. Light some distance to the left, and from there more laughter; probably a tavern, but possibly a barracks. She could smell a stable, but not close by.

			Still, she hesitated. “It’s hardly a drop at all,” she whispered to herself. It wasn’t the drop; she knew that. It was coming down in a locked-up city full of Spartan soldiers. There were plenty of nasty stories about the Spartan prisons. Add in the Spartan king and a twisted priest . . . “Nothin’s like that’s gonna happen,” she ordered herself flatly. “’Cause no one’s gonna see you. Provided you get down there and out of sight.”

			“Not a bad idea,” came a throaty murmur against her ear. Gabrielle drew a harsh breath and tried to pull her staff free; one long arm dragged her close, the other hand clamping down hard on her mouth. Familiar—she went limp as she recognized Xena’s hands, the feel of her armor and her unmistakable scent: a mix of soap, leather, the herbs she used on her hair, and the polish she rubbed into Argo’s saddle and the grip on her sword. The hand against her mouth relaxed. “You picked a good spot to go over the walls, Gabrielle: There’s nothing down there but a back street leading to the old barracks; nobody’s around here, most of the time.” She let go of her companion, eased to her hands and knees. “Come on,” she said quietly, and let herself over the edge.

			Gabrielle cast her eyes skyward and ground her teeth. “Was it something I did? I mean, is there some god’s curse on me for something I did?”

			“Gabrielle . . .” Ominous whisper. “Geddown here.” Gabrielle swore tightly under her breath and began the descent.

			It was quiet and dark where she finally landed; Xena’s hand gripped her shoulder as she righted herself; the warrior’s breath was warm against her ear. “Turn this way, stay close to me. There’s an old stable just up here. Better shelter and we can talk if we’re quiet about it.” Behind them, muted sounds of yelling and cheering. Gabrielle turned to listen; Xena tapped her arm, hard. “Come on, that’s just a buncha drunk Spartan soldiers busting benches and heads. Place has even more atmosphere than you’d like.”

			“Thanks,” Gabrielle hissed, but Xena was already moving. Give it up, she told herself, and followed.

			
			The stable doors hung ajar, creaking in the fitful breeze that reached this sheltered spot, and there were visible holes in the roof. Still, it was reasonably clean: a mound of straw in the nearest boxes, a few straps hanging on hooks near the entry. Xena pulled her on into the darker regions, scooping up an armful of straw as she passed. She dumped this in one of the farthest corners. “Here, sit.” She plopped down herself, settled her assortment of weapons, and pulled the sword and sheath free, dropping them in front of her crossed legs. Gabrielle could barely make out the gleam of teeth as the warrior grinned. “So, how was your trip?”

			Gabrielle scrambled onto her knees. “I just wanna know when I collect on that dinner,” she hissed. “Do you know—do you have any idea how many messages I left for you? And in case you’ve forgotten, I don’t like taverns with atmosphere anymore, you know how many of those I went through trying to catch up to Joxer?”

			The smile was gone; Xena’s eyes narrowed. “Matter of fact, yeah, I know how many messages, because I not only got all of yours, Gabrielle; I also got most of Joxer’s, and I heard from probably every last person who talked to you about the whole mess. You got any idea how many people that is?”

			Gabrielle waved that aside. “I have been—I have been cooed at, I have had the scum of the earth and Tartarus pawing at me! I have eaten some of the filthiest—no, I don’t want to know what any of it was, it’ll spoil my appetite for that dinner you owe me! I—did I mention I have been pinched? Have I mentioned lately that I hate being pinched?”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena began warningly; she shifted suddenly, then pulled the girl down into the straw with her. “Guard!” she hissed. Gabrielle, who had somehow wound up on the bottom, was too winded to more than nod when the warrior edged back up and finally whispered, “Okay, must be a regular, he didn’t even look in here. Gabrielle?” She tugged at her companion’s arm, helped her sit up, and brushed straw off her. “So, I’m guessing Joxer’s already in here, huh?”

			Gabrielle tugged free and finished brushing herself off. Now that her eyes were adjusted to the gloom, she could see Xena smiling that bemused smile that meant, What? What’d I do? As if she didn’t know, Gabrielle thought, shaking the last loose bits of straw from her top, one-handed, as she leveled a finger at Xena’s nose. “Don’t you start with me,” she began flatly. To her astonishment, her companion clapped both hands over her mouth and rocked back, spluttering with laughter.

			It was infectious, as always. Gabrielle fought to contain her own laughter but finally gave up. Xena grinned at her. “You’re scary, Gabrielle. You’re starting to sound like me.”

			“Naah! I can’t get my voice that low, hurts my throat.” She shook her head; amazing, still, how little it took to neutralize ordinary anger between them. Ordinary—sure. She shoved that aside and murmured, “Yeah, Joxer’s in. Got here before sunset. If that isn’t a Spartan ploy to keep single women outside the gates.”

			“They lock them at sundown,” Xena said. “And a single woman in Sparta isn’t someone to protect; she’s someone to carry burdens, do all the work, and bear sons, remember?”

			“Nice guys,” Gabrielle said. “Helen must have loved this place.”

			“Why d’you think she left with Paris, because Aphrodite was having a hissy fit? It probably wasn’t that, and it for sure wasn’t his great manners. But even a self-absorbed pretty boy was a step up compared to Menelaus. At least the Spartans are no longer keeping a count of girl babies to boy babies and exposing the excess girls,” Xena added flatly.

			Exposing—such a nice-sounding word for laying a naked newborn out on the rocks and leaving it to die. Her throat suddenly tightened. No! she ordered herself fiercely. Don’t! What she could see of Xena’s face mirrored her own feelings. Too soon, too close—despite everything they’d been through, there were still some things that couldn’t be set right with words. Some things that would need time. Don’t leave it there; you can’t just leave it there. She reached, caught Xena’s hands in her own, and just held them. Xena’s grip was hard, almost painful. Reassuring. Finally, she let go; Gabrielle cleared her throat, sat back on her heels, and fought for something normal to say. The thing that popped into her mind surprised even her.

			“You know? I keep forgetting to ask you—how come that thing’s called a rhodforch? It doesn’t look like a road, a fork—what gives?”

			“Huh? Oh—that.” Xena shrugged. “You know about the island of Rhodes, right?”

			“I know there is one.”

			“Know about the statue?” Gabrielle shook her head. “Enormous thing, huge brute of a bronze male in full armor, with a foot on each side of the channel where the ships go out to sea. The common Rhodsians say he’s ‘forking the channel’ . . .”

			“Not going there,” Gabrielle said hastily.

			“Yeah, me, too.” Xena grinned. “Rhodsians have a really earthy sense of humor. And I have no clue what they mean by that. But the possibilities . . . never mind. Supposedly the statue was imbued by Apollo with the ability to test those aboard incoming ships, to feel out whether they meant good to the island, or not.”

			“I get the idea. Although the move from a bronze brute to a little hairball . . .”

			“Both look like something that wouldn’t be a weapon, don’t they?” Xena asked reasonably.

			“Point,” Gabrielle conceded. “All right. Joxer got in just after the sun went down.” For a wonder, her voice was back to normal. “I had to wait to make a move on the city walls until those two idiot guards couldn’t see me out there; they were watching, too.” She considered this. “Hey, you don’t suppose—?”

			“I don’t think they were necessarily watching for you—or for me, Gabrielle. Men who guard Menelaus’s gates aren’t picked for their brains; they can be taught to follow orders, and they don’t question anything they’re told to do. Let this guy in, keep everyone else out, no one in after dark—anything more than that would just confuse them.”

			“All right. Fine. So, I guess we need to find out where the palace is, and—”

			“I’ve been there, remember? Well,” Xena considered this and finally shrugged. “I’ve been in the palace. But somehow, my company wasn’t good enough for the king’s table.”

			“Probably your manners,” Gabrielle replied gravely, but her eyes were wicked. “I keep telling you, Xena, you just can’t do stuff like pick your nose at a banquet.”

			“I know,” the warrior replied drearily as she got to her feet and held out a hand for her companion. “You only get to pick your nose after dessert, right? Come on, let’s get this done and get out of this city,” she added flatly. “Sparta gives me the creeps.”

			
			It wasn’t that far in a direct line to the palace, or so Xena later told her. The route they took followed every back road across uneven bricks and over nasty, muddy potholes, via long-unused (but not de-scented) sewer pipes, and along what had to be every last single skinny passage between buildings in Sparta. Oh, of course, there was plenty of room for passage, Gabrielle decided halfway through their cross-city trek—if one turned sideways and didn’t take a deep breath. She emerged from the last such passage scratched, hot, and bruised; her hair had caught on every splinter, shard of stone, metal bar, and other encumbrance, and now hung down her back in a massive, dirty tangle.

			Xena was waiting to grab her wrist as she had so often the past hour or so and haul her on—this time across open ground and into a low mass of bushes. Something jabbed her shoulder; she fought not to yelp in pain and slewed around to free herself. Thorns—a heavy, heady scent . . . ?

			“What,” she hissed angrily against Xena’s ear, “is the king of Sparta doing with roses?”

			“Gift to Helen when they married,” Xena hissed back. She sounded merely annoyed by comparison. “He still has them tended because they cost so much when he bought them. Lucky for us; there’s nothing else anywhere close to the palace to provide shelter.” She eased cautiously up onto one knee and listened for some moments, then let herself back down. “It’s okay; the guard pattern’s the same as I knew it and one went by a short while ago. We’re fine for maybe an hour.”

			“Fine?” Gabrielle freed her skirt from another welter of thorns; the fabric ripped. “Fine? Xena, this is a whole new way of defining fine, as far as I’m concerned!”

			“We won’t get found,” the warrior corrected herself with obviously strained patience. “If we don’t start yelling and calling down the guards! All right?” Silence. Gabrielle slewed around to sit cross-legged, staff across her legs, and waited. “All right, fine. Now, look over there, where the lights are. We’re at the back of the palace. The pale yellow curtains over there? That was Helen’s apartments. The dark opening beyond it was Menelaus’s—probably still is, he’s too cheap to change rooms for anything less than an earthquake. That way,” she eased her companion part-way around and pointed, “where you can see torches? That’s the main reception—probably where Menelaus and Avicus are interviewing heroes. If,” she corrected herself dryly, “that’s really what they’re doing.”

			Gabrielle shrugged gloomily. “I’ve given up trying to figure it out. What next?” Xena hesitated; so long, that Gabrielle turned to eye her with rising suspicion. “I said, what next?”

			“You wait here, I’ll go get Joxer—and if I can’t catch him in there, you’ll have to follow him, so I guess— damn, I’ll have to show you how to get around to the main entry . . .”

			Gabrielle shook her head fiercely. “Oh, no! Have we been there and done that before? He-llo! Yes, we have, and oh, no, you don’t, Xena! I am not, for your information, waiting anywhere while you go somewhere else—or the other way around! In fact, I—” A deep masculine voice broke the flow of words.

			“Hey, what’s this? Get up! Hey, you, girl!” He prodded a startled Gabrielle with his foot. “I said, get—” Before she could bring the staff around, he went limp, nearly landing across her legs. Xena knelt beside him, grinning widely.

			“Funny,” Gabrielle said shortly as the warrior hauled the unconscious guard aside and shoved him under a rosebush. “I thought you said they—”

			“Okay. They changed the rotation, so? Now you’ve got another hour before someone comes looking for him.” She rose to her feet, squeezed Gabrielle’s shoulder, and was gone.

			“Xena! You come back—oh, Hades,” Gabrielle snarled under her breath. “She’s—” She broke off, startled, as the warrior suddenly dropped back next to her and pulled her down flat. Her nostrils were suddenly full of dust, compost, and rose petals. “Xena, I can’t breathe down here, do you mind?”

			“Gabrielle, will you shaddup?’ The girl nodded cautiously; Xena released her and helped her sit up. “I just saw Draco, over by Helen’s old windows—” She squawked breathlessly as Gabrielle snatched at her armor and hauled the warrior down flat on top of her.

			“Draco? Xena, tell me you’re kidding.”

			“You really think I could mistake Draco, even in the dark?”

			Gabrielle snorted, clearly irritated. “I’m not going there!” Her fingers tightened, her voice rose to a squeak. “Xena, don’t let him see me!”

			“Gabrielle—it’s dark enough out here, no one could see you unless he tripped over you!” the warrior whispered. It was her turn to sound irritated.

			“Well, golly gee, I’m sorry!” Gabrielle didn’t sound sorry at all. “But if you happen to remember, the last time I saw him was when we were trying to protect all those virgin priestesses, and he—ah, he—”

			“I know, Gabrielle. He decided you were the hottest thing since Vulcan’s forge, right?” Xena bit back a smile; Gabrielle clearly found no humor in the entire incident. Nor had she ever fully accepted Xena’s explanation about Cupid; his son, Bliss; all those arrows, the most unlikely types falling for each other. Draco and Gabrielle; no more likely than a village boy and his neighbor’s cow . . . “It’s been a while since Draco went nutty over you, Gabrielle. Maybe he’s lost interest.”

			“As if. If you don’t mind, I’m not taking the chance,” Gabrielle retorted. “Listen, I’ve changed my mind; show me how to get around to the front of the palace in case I need to. You go get Joxer and bring him out, okay?”

			“If you insist,” Xena replied gravely, but she quickly gave the necessary instructions, then turned away, her mouth twitching. “I’ll be as quick as I can, Gabrielle, and I’ll get him out. But just in case I don’t—stick with him, will you? I mean, he’s Joxer, but, still?”

			“What, do I get another dinner out of this?” Gabrielle demanded sarcastically. The guard moaned and began scrabbling around; she brought her staff around and down on his head, hard. Xena winced, then waited as the silence stretched. Gabrielle shoved the staff aside, where she could reach it quickly at need and sighed heavily. “Xena, I—all right. I understand, it’s important—”

			“Gabrielle,” the warrior said quietly, one hand on her shoulder. “It really is. Do you think I’d put you at even the least bit of risk to keep Joxer safe? If there wasn’t an incredibly good reason for it?”

			“I—all right.” Gabrielle smiled up at her. Their eyes met; the smile faded. “Xena?”

			“Yes?”

			“I—be careful in there, will you?”

			Xena came back to one knee and drew her friend briefly close. “Gabrielle, it’s me, remember? Careful isn’t part of what I do. But I’ll be all right. I won’t leave you alone, not here or now.”

			“Good.” Gabrielle swallowed hard. “Don’t, all right? Not now. Not—any time soon, if you don’t mind.” She forced a smile. “I mean, it’s so hard to get you to pay up on these meals.”

			Xena grinned broadly, wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders, ran hard knuckles across her bangs. “Yeah, I know. Especially when it’s eel, right?” Before Gabrielle could find anything to say besides “owwww!” or “cut it out!,” the warrior was gone, crouched low and moving in utter silence. Gabrielle caught one brief glimpse of her, sliding past the darkened windows of the king’s apartments, and then she was gone.

			Behind her, the guard stirred again. She cast her eyes heavenward, clubbed him back into Lethe, land of forgetfulness. Or, is it a river? she wondered. Didn’t matter. By the smile on his silly-looking young face, the dream must’ve been a good one.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			Xena moved quickly and quietly, gliding from shadow to shadow, easing her way through the formal gardens until she stood on the low balcony to Helen’s apartments. Once there, she froze, holding her breath, listening for any least sound. Nothing. Still, she decided finally not to chance it: With all these supposed heroes crowding the palace, Menelaus might have left a guard inside the chambers, to keep his motley assortment of guests from getting inside to savor the atmosphere and perhaps gain a vision of some kind. Of course, Avicus might actually encourage that kind of thing; it would fit with his supposed service to the god of visions. In which case, again, the chamber wouldn’t be empty.

			She rolled her eyes heavenward, leaned against the wall. “I hate second-guessing a lousy priest,” she snarled under her breath.

			All of that supposed that Helen was the goal. “Who knows, maybe Menelaus really has started collecting expensive and pointless little bits of pottery and gold.” She sighed. “You’ll know soon enough. Go.” She stalked quietly past the billowing curtain and moved on.

			Draco had been a familiar, backlit form two balconies farther along from Helen’s. Odd, Xena thought as she eased her way along the deeply shadowed wall, pausing now and again to listen intently. He’s a warlord, not a prince. Why house him in a royal’s apartments? This palace had plenty of guesting chambers, but most of them had the least favorable northern view, and they were some distance from the west-facing suites.

			As she had good reason to know. No reason to tell Gabrielle that I spent a night in one of those chambers, while Menelaus tried to convince me to use my army against rebel forces high in the hills. He hadn’t convinced her, of course—even though he’d offered her a fortune for the job. Even then, she had felt no urge to put her men at the beck and call of the noble and powerful, who were often no better than the warlords she called allies or enemies. They’re still scum and pigs. They just dress better.

			The corner of her mouth quirked; if not for Menelaus trying to use her the way he used almost everyone, she possibly would never have seen the fabled Helen at the supposed height of her beauty. Even though, as she’d told Gabrielle, she never did get to sit at his table. My table manners were bad back then, my taste in food worse . . . Menelaus’s real reason, of course, was that he didn’t want gossip to spread, or word to reach the rebels about his potential ally.

			A Spartan banquet was never anything to brag about, anyway.

			She let that go, eased beyond the king’s long balcony, waited silently on the far side for some moments. No sound from within, but at an hour like this, the rooms would be empty: servants using their little free time to eat or relax, the king entertaining guests or closeted with his commanders or his priest.

			She moved on. The drape where Draco had been was just another dark shadow. In the distance she could hear a horse moving quietly toward the gates, two guards passing in the distance, their spears clattering against their bronze-clad legs. Menelaus’s guard-captain was getting lax; she shouldn’t have heard those two until they were right on top of her.

			Behind her, a sudden, sharp clack! that might be a hardened wood staff slamming into another guard’s hard head. Xena sighed. Gabrielle was certainly in a sour mood—though she had reason for it. It would definitely be a good thing if they made it out of Sparta together, Joxer firmly in tow.

			Unless I learn something in here that changes all that. The king’s garden would not have been the best place to explain such a strategy to Gabrielle, though—not while she was so angry. Some of that little problem could be solved by a decent meal and some serious sleep. She glanced back toward the rose garden: nothing to be seen there but plant shadows, moving in the light breeze. At least it was quiet.

			You’re stalling, she suddenly realized. What, you’re afraid of Draco? She grinned wickedly, flexed her hands, checked her weapons to be certain nothing was too loose or too tight, and pushed past the curtain, immediately backing against the nearest wall so her eyes could adjust to a deeper darkness. But it wasn’t, really, that dark. There was a small oil lamp set in a deep niche against the far wall; it cast very little light her way but illuminated most of the room—enough that she could tell she was the only person in it. The main room itself was large, with two smaller alcoves flanking the niche. The walls had been whitewashed, and the furnishings were of quality but plain—which was useful. No gauzy drapes, no tables set at awkward intervals with flowers, baskets, or vases atop them, no heavy hangings around the bed or anywhere else, except the single cloth across the balcony opening. Useful, since it meant there was nowhere anyone could be hiding in here.

			She waited another long moment anyway, to be certain the alcoves—a privy and a linen store—were also empty, then edged along the wall, eyes moving between the double doors on the inner wall, the curtains over the balcony entrance that billowed out as the wind shifted, and a small pile of goods on the room’s single table—a simple black slab of wood, highly polished. She crossed to it. At one end, a flat gold-and-black-worked dish on a pedestal held a small bunch of fruit: a few cherries, some dry-looking dates, a brownish banana peel. Some long, crisp-looking grapes. She broke off one of the grapes, bit into it and let her eyes close as she savored it: It was sweet, fragrant, and crunched under her teeth—pure bliss. She snatched up the rest of the bunch and squatted to check out the goods at the other end of the table as she ripped the individual fruits from their tethers and popped them into her mouth.

			The pack was Draco’s, she’d know it anywhere—it and the black leather vest strewn carelessly onto the floor. The room smelled faintly of the oil he rubbed into his muscles and the stuff he used on his hair, anyway. She closed her eyes briefly, inhaled. Nice. Even if the entire package included Draco—his arrogance, his swagger, his absolute self-assurance of how pretty-boy cute he was, never mind his utter certainty, she’d come back to his side of the coin, return to her old, dark ways—she’d spent some extremely pleasant hours surrounded by that scent.

			Get a grip! she ordered herself, half amused and half irritated. She shook her head to clear it, dropped the empty grape stem next to the banana peel, then crossed to the door to listen. Somewhere, faintly away to her left, she could hear armor clattering—another of the king’s crack guard squadron, no doubt. But it was probably sound coming from the other side of the palace, if not on the grounds outside the north-facing windows: The notoriously cheap Menelaus had never bothered to post guards in his household quarters and in fact was known to dislike having soldiers around the one place where he could close himself off from the world and relax. She began counting on her fingers, ears still attuned to the world beyond the doors: The last time she’d been in Sparta, there had been a barracks of no more than fifty to patrol the walls and man the gates and another, larger barracks half a day’s ride away, guarding the frontier to the southeast, near the sea. Most of his fighting force was kept there or in the beacon towers that connected his mountainous realm. Ten or so guards were all that were needed to keep peace within the city walls—which included the men who made an hourly circuit of the palace—and about that many again who dealt with the farmers, herders, and minor nobles outside the gates on what little arable land surrounded the city.

			And another ten—sometimes fewer, and all of them older and specially trained—who served inside the palace. Menelaus wasn’t the type to have patience with young, awkward arms men who couldn’t keep from tripping over their pikes.

			She edged the doors open slightly, listened, and finally peered out. The hallway was as she remembered it: long, narrow and straight, the ceiling high and vaulted. A few large decorative clay urns dotted the tiled floor along the plain walls, no apparent pattern to the arrangement. Other than the urns, and oil lamps or torches set every twenty or so paces, there was no ornamentation—no place to duck out of sight.

			Which meant, if a warrior wanted to remain as unnoticed as she had her last trip through this end of the palace, she’d better move quickly, once out in the open.

			She paused another long moment, reviewing what she recalled of the palace layout: The main reception, with its massive circular fireplace, the king’s throne—and a small, secret chamber just behind that throne for the king’s priest—were to her right. Left: The corridor that led to the guest apartments, and to the priest’s grubby little single chamber. I won’t trust that last one; Avicus probably has his own royal suite these days, across from the king’s—with hidden doors and a tunnel to connect them.

			The clatter of armor came again—this time she could place it, outside the palace, moving back toward the main gates. Good, she decided. Unless it was the guard she’d left with Gabrielle. The mood Gabrielle’s in, I very much doubt he’ll be awake before midday tomorrow.

			The next question was how to find Joxer, which way to go first? She considered this, finally opted for the right. Chances were good that at this hour, Menelaus was in one of the public chambers, possibly eating with his potential heroes or testing them, and that would mean one of the banquet rooms or the reception.

			And Joxer might be just about anywhere in this warren of hallways and rooms. Unless he’s back in that tavern near where we came over the wall—or another. You don’t know Menelaus is keeping them in the palace, or even why Draco’s here. It might be he’s here for something completely different—another bunch of rebels to be smoked out of the hills, maybe.

			Joxer could even be somewhere here in the royal wing, set up in style like Draco. There’s a picture, Joxer wrapped in silk, sprawled across a rich man’s bed, choosing which fruit to devour next . . . Now, that’s scary! Worse: It would give him inspiration for more verses to that ridiculous song of his. The verses she’d heard coming south, trying to catch up to Gabrielle, were bad enough.

			She looked both ways one last time, checked the release on her chakram, and slipped into the open, moving sideways as quickly as possible, back to the east wall, glancing often back the way she’d come.

			Spooky, she decided as she slid into shadow near the main reception. It’s been much too easy getting in here. Hope that doesn’t mean it’s gonna be a lot harder getting out. Because it would be better to get out unnoticed, if possible. She bared her teeth in a mirthless grin as she eased into a darkened corner, behind an enormous, badly done gold statue of Apollo—the god’s shoulders weren’t the same height or size, and he had a definite squint.

			There were guards at the main double-doored entry, of course. But she knew there was another way: the hidden vantage Helen had sought on the evening a younger Xena was staying in this palace and had decided it was only sensible to learn as much about the building—and its owner—as possible. Apparently, the queen used the ancient and forgotten opening to learn what Menelaus was up to.

			I shoulda talked to her, then. Should have . . . It didn’t matter, at this point. The warlord Xena hadn’t had any patience with the notion of a young pedestal bride, especially one as slender, honey-skinned, and incredibly beautiful as the extremely feminine Helen. As if I hadn’t known even then that no woman of her class gets to choose the man she marries.

			The heavy curtain still lined the north wall and covered the narrow passage that ran behind the reception; it unfortunately could not have been shaken out or dusted since the last time she’d seen it. Pinching the bridge of her nose with one hand, the other moving constantly to keep cobwebs out of her hair and eyes, Xena covered the narrow little passage in record time.

			At its far end was a window opening at waist height—a now-interior window that might once, when the palace was much smaller, have been part of the outer wall. Xena eased up onto the broad sill, drew her legs in close so that they couldn’t be seen if someone should just chance to glance down the passage, and eased down flat, edging slowly forward until she could see down into the reception.

			The room was an enormous square: The ceiling was flat, relatively low, held up by rows of plain stone columns. Directly across from her, Xena could see the glow of fire some distance away—a thin, flickering ribbon of it in the enormous circular fireplace that was open to the outdoors on one side and overhead. Previous kings had doubtless held banquets around the hearth or allowed their trusted soldiers and officers to cook skewers of meat over those flames, as a sign of favor or as a reward for some special service. As a way to bind men to them with more than a pay packet.

			She’d been at one such meal in Pylos, when a distressed Nestor had tried to get her to resolve the disappearance of Helen before war was declared. Yeah, you couldn’t have made a difference, even if you’d wanted to, back then, she told herself sourly. When hard men want to go to war, there’s no force can stop them. Nestor was one of the old kings; he should have known as much.

			Menelaus left his own great hearth cold and dark most days of the year, or so she heard. Too cheap to send men to bring in the wood for it; too mistrustful of his men to allow them even the pretense of that kind of trust and closeness between a ruler and his protectors.

			So far as she could tell—it was difficult to see much, for the rows of pillars and the shadows everywhere but the central rank that led from outer doors to throne—there were only two men in the room at present.

			Menelaus stood half-turned toward her. He was unmistakable: tall and gaunt, a granite shard of a man. He still dressed in his favored blood-red knee-length tunic under bronze and leather armor, and even within his own house, he wore a broad-bladed sword and two thick-hafted knives in a wide, black leather belt. But the once-dark brown short beard and moustache, and the close-cropped hair, were shot with gray.

			The king suddenly began to pace, gesturing broadly, angrily; his brows were drawn together. Something, apparently, not going as he wanted it to go.

			Facing him, a study in stillness and confidence, arms folded across a bright sun-yellow robe, the priest Avicus stood in midchamber, only his head moving to keep Menelaus in view as the king paced. At his back a tripod of wrought black metal and atop it, a black stone bowl filled with water or oil—liquid of some sort that oddly gave no reflection from her vantage, though it should have at least shown the shadows as Menelaus paced.

			Xena’s eyes narrowed and her fingers curled into the stone sill. Avicus. All these years, and you haven’t changed one bit, you bastard, she thought flatly. At least, not from this distance. The priest was a full head shorter than his king and in much better condition: there was good muscle under that robe, she knew from their last enounter—and indeed from their first. But it was obvious: expensive, filmy fabric clung to impressive shoulders and upper arms. Avicus, you’ve come up in the world since you ran the god-machines for the Athens theater, deceiving the public with your tricks and cheap magic. You’re wearing silk.

			His neck was as solid as ever, and it was clear he still tapered from a muscled torso, much as Hercules did, even though the priest was noticeably shorter. This was a man who kept himself in top fighting condition, even though Apollo never asked that of those who served him.

			His light brown hair was cut like the king’s—battle-short. Pale, intense blue eyes were hooded at this distance, but she could readily see the slightly upturned corners of his mouth; she’d seldom seen him without that half-smile in place, in his eyes if not on his lips. He stood with his back to the black stone bowl, flanked by two lanterns that suddenly spluttered, then began to burn with a bluish flame. They cast odd shadows and made strange shapes across the liquid, which itself moved as if a faint wind blew across it. Xena wrenched her eyes away from the fascinating surface: So far as she could tell, there was no air moving at all.

			Two angry voices out there—one harsh, the other genial, even, slightly resonant and higher in pitch. She eased herself even flatter, fingers clinging to the stone as she edged forward, ears straining to make sense of their conversation. There seemed to be a trick to the air in this niche, though. No wonder Helen had used it, because once her chin rested against the inner ledge, she could hear nearly as well as if she stood between the two men.

			The king’s harsh Spartan accent and the priest’s habit of speaking quietly and quickly would require total concentration, though. She glanced behind her to make sure the area behind the niche was still dark, then fixed her whole attention on the chamber below her.

			“ . . . and I still fail to understand, Avicus, why you chose to send my men on a personal mission for you, to find this person, this—this—surely no grown man could possibly be called Joxer? What kind of name is that?”

			“It was either his mother’s sense of humor, or his own, Highness,” came the smooth response. “I didn’t care enough to find out; what matters is, he’s here.”

			“You’re mad, priest! Even I have my resources beyond my dead brother’s lands, and I know this Joxer travels with—”

			“—with Xena, and the nattering little companion she seems to have traded for a dark army, Highness. Yes, I know that also, are you surprised?” The priest widened his pale eyes; the smile stayed where it was, small, neat and secretive. “Don’t be—isn’t that why you recently moved me from that hellish, narrow little chamber the size of a tomb, all brown rough walls and badly woven brown goat-hair carpets, and put me in surroundings where I can more properly work the god’s wonders, and interpret his visions? I mention that to remind you that I realize my indebtedness to you, Highness.” His eyes crinkled at the corners; the smile broadened. “But in this matter, I’m hardly practicing insurrection, Highness. I knew of the man Joxer, I knew he could be reached and suborned if he were dealt with in the right way, of course, and so I had your men approach him—and they in turn sent him on to you. A—a gift, if you will.”

			“No, thank you. Priest.”

			“He could be useful, Highness.” Silence, as the two locked eyes. Finally, the priest shrugged. “Well, yes, he is traveling most days with Xena. And he seems to have a child’s concept of truth, right, and good: There aren’t any in-between areas where a lie is bad here and good there, if you will. Still: If he’s given the right vision, he’ll be ours. And if you recall, you were the one who wanted an insight into the warrior princess’s actions. Because of her journey to Troy, those last days, and her—”

			“Because it was Xena who stole Helen from under my nose, you needn’t lesson me, priest!” Menelaus spun away from his companion and began pacing between the throne and the end of the length of carpet leading to it. Avicus watched him steadily, his expression giving away nothing. “All right,” the king snarled finally. “He won’t know anything useful, you realize. Unless the woman’s changed greatly, she’ll hardly be confiding in an oaf.”

			“She hasn’t changed that much, Highness,” the priest replied steadily. “I’ve seen her recently, her and the girl. You might be amused to hear—”

			“Gossip, Avicus?” the king broke in harshly. The priest shrugged broadly and turned away; his eyes, Xena thought, were full of dark secrets; involuntarily, she shivered. She’d seen eyes like that before: the Furies, the Bacchae. She shook herself back to the moment; Menelaus was speaking again, less angry this time. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t care what the woman does, so long as she leaves me alone. Bringing this Joxer here will scarcely assure that—do you think?”

			The priest’s voice was suddenly sharp edged and commanding. “Hear me out, so please you, Highness. The facts are simple: You want Helen back, and Xena is no fool. Even if you cloak your search for the woman under the guise of a quest for the Ewer of Persephone, the box of Pandora, or the flaming cloak of Medea, you won’t confuse her; she would eventually hear of it, and she would know your goal is Helen. And she will move to counter you.”

			“She’ll fail,” Menelaus gritted out between clenched teeth; his color was high. “Because nothing will keep me from fulfilling the promise I made before Troy—the promise I made when I wed the woman and brought her here.” His eyes went distant; he paused, staring off into darkness. “Do you remember her, Avicus? When first I won over her family and brought her here? She was slender as a reed, with eyes that could drown a man in their dark pools, beauty that had even my cold-blooded brother Agamemnon ready to give over his wife and children and challenge me for the right to wed her.” He snarled a curse under his breath. “As if he or any other man could have won her or taken her home, once I saw her! As if any other man in all the world had earned the right to call her his wife! I knew from the very first moment I set eyes upon her that bastard child or no, daughter of Zeus or no, she was mine and would never be any man’s but mine!” He considered this, laughed briefly; his voice sounded like chill water over pebbles. “Agamemnon knew; he understood when he saw us together, and still he would have taken her, if he could—why do you think I made that pact, that any man who stole her from me could expect to see all the suitors and all their armies march against him? Did you think I meant it against Odysseus, all devoted to his whey-faced Penelope and their newborn whelp?”

			“Your brother has paid,” Avicus pointedly reminded the king. “Not just for his lustful appreciation of your wife, but for his choice of measures to set the fleet against Troy, and for his choice in Trojan captives.”

			The king snorted. “My brother thought with his loins, and his desire for glory blinded him to what good things he had. He had a good family and he had Mycenae in all its fertile glory. For him to sacrifice his only child in order to turn the winds, when there might have been another way—ah, blast it to Hades!” he snarled, and turned away, fingers tight against his nose, clasping his tight-closed eyes.

			Xena, in her hiding place, raised both eyebrows. What: The bloodless, heartless Spartan king just possibly cared for his brother’s daughter? The girl had come from Mycenae expecting to marry one of the Greek heroes; she’d died as a blood sacrifice, because men believed they’d never reach Troy otherwise. At least Helen hadn’t known about that. She could hope the woman didn’t know.

			Xena closed her eyes briefly, swallowed, then turned her attention back to the matter in hand: Learn what Menelaus was up to; get Joxer out of the middle of it. Do all she could to be sure the king didn’t find Helen . . . Though how I’m gonna do that, when I don’t even know where she is . . . She was no longer sure ignorance of the queen’s whereabouts was her best course—but she could worry about that later, once she and Joxer were out of here; once she had Gabrielle safely out of Sparta.

			Agamemnon . . . you died too easily, ugly as it was. I hope you rot in Tartarus! She eased back from the opening to draw a deep, steadying breath, counted to twenty, then moved back where she could see and hear.

			King and priest had moved on to other matters: Menelaus now sat on his throne, and Avicus moved seemingly at random—up the three steps and down again, over to his brazier or mirror, back to the steps, a few paces down the carpet, back again. “Remember that if we are to succeed, we need to keep the entire plan, my king.”

			“I plan to,” Menelaus replied shortly.

			The priest stopped on the second step. “You have the purse, then?” Menelaus merely looked at him, the set of his jaw stubborn. “I thought as much,” the priest went on evenly, and produced a large leather pouch. He tossed it up, caught it one-handed; it jingled agreeably.

			“I fail to see the reason I would pay those who fail to pass the test,” Menelaus growled.

			“For the same reason you and I will both gently let down those who do not pass it. Remember whom I serve, Highness! Despite your choice of allies in this last war, He has chosen to back you in this.

			“Achilles and my brother, fighting over a chit of a girl—”

			“Over a virgin priestess who served Apollo, Highness.” The priest’s voice hardened; the king eyed him narrowly. Avicus shrugged. “It doesn’t matter; Apollo will feel as he chooses about the matter, and our feelings regarding this ‘mere chit’ count for nothing to him. He does not care greatly for Greeks, and not at all for Sparta.” Silence. The king finally gestured for his companion to go on. “My reasoning is practical: Young men who are not chosen to quest for wonders will feel ashamed. But they will more likely return quietly to their villages and homes, and perhaps speak of the gracious king of Sparta to their friends and families, if they are treated well. Those who are scorned by such a king and sent upon the road without any hint of the ancient Greek courtesies—they will complain loudly and bitterly, and for long.” The priest fixed his ruler with a chill eye. “You have many enemies outside Sparta’s boundaries, Highness, and not just those who resented your battle against Troy—for a mere woman. Do you really want them to learn you are about to embark upon another mission to seize that woman?” Silence again; a chill one this time. “Remember you were given this throne by Helen’s father, when he chose you as her mate—do you believe Tyndareus will allow you to . . . ?”

			“Allow? Allow?” Menelaus slammed both hands flat on the arms of his throne with a ringing slap. “How dare you suggest such a thing, priest? Remember that although you serve Apollo, there are others who do so as well!”

			Avicus inclined his head, but when he brought it up again, Xena could see no submission in his eyes or the set of his jaw, though the faint smile was gone. “Perhaps so, Highness,” he murmured. “But if you wish this quest to begin any time soon, I would suggest you utilize the tools you have, and not seek for others. They might be some time—some years—in arriving.” Menelaus stirred; Avicus held up a hand. “I don’t threaten you in saying that, nor does the god. Practically speaking, it would be difficult to find a priest of Apollo who would serve the king of Sparta, whatever the god bade.”

			“We waste time,” the king growled finally. “Everything takes too long, every day she is away from me, I know she grows older . . . a day less beauteous . . .” He drew a deep, steadying breath and the fire went out of him. He settled his chin on one hand and waved the other. “Bring in your candidates, priest. I remember as well as you the plan we created, and why. I won’t break it.”

			For answer, Avicus turned away and strode swiftly down the aisle between the throne and the great doors, pushed one aside, and stepped briefly out of sight. When he returned, he was still alone, but just as he reached the dais and took his place behind the tripod and its odd bowl, the doors opened to a pair of household guards clad in impressive red and bronze, fully armored and armed. The boy between them looked very young; his clothing and the roughly cut thatch of reddish hair proclaimed him a villager. Round brown eyes stared in awe around him; the guards had to nudge him to get him moving.

			It was Xena’s turn to stare as Menelaus rose from his throne and came down from the dais to hold out his hands. The boy stared at the fabled king, at his extended fingers; one of the guards had to nudge him and whisper something to him before he held out his own hands, which the king clasped. The second guard approached the king and murmured something against his ear. Menelaus smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile; probably he didn’t have a nice smile, but the boy seemed dazzled. “My thanks, Eteocles, that you braved the roads and took such a journey to come to my aid. I can only hope that the sun god will read your heart truly and accept you as his own, for I have need of all such strong young heroes.”

			Behind them, unnoted by any but Xena, Avicus’s mouth twisted slightly, and he cast up his eyes. But he was all smiles, charm, small pleasantries as the boy was brought over to him, to stand before the bowl. Eteocles’s color was high; as the priest spoke reassuringly, the blush faded and the boy seemed more at home. Avicus brought him around to stand facing the bowl and across it, the king’s dais; behind the boy, he made a small sign, crossing last and next-to-last fingers. The king inclined his head the least bit. The priest meanwhile was talking urgently and in a voice too low for Xena to catch more than a few isolated words: “ . . . vision . . . and if you . . . pure of heart . . . fitted for such a quest . . .” His voice rose suddenly. “Understand, such a quest is not for everyone, and we could not tell if you were qualified until you came to this place. And that is why you were asked to travel here in secret, so that the god might test you.”

			“And—um . . . if I fail?” The boy’s voice was too high; he cleared his throat. Avicus gave him a bland smile.

			“You do not fail. There is no failure, though you may not be chosen for this quest. That you were picked to come this far means you have courage and heart and strength, and that doubtless the god will call upon you in the future. When he has need, and the quest is one suited particularly to you.”

			“Oh . . .” The boy considered this; a smile twitched his lips. “Then—then I’m ready to try, sir.”

			Avicus passed one hand across the bowl. “Look at the water, think of nothing, and tell me what you see.”

			“Water,” Eteocles began doubtfully, then caught his breath in a gasp. “I—it’s my mother, my village! She’s—she’s fallen, on the street, the bundles are scattered everywhere!” He jumped as the priest touched his arm.

			“Allow me, Eteocles,” he said as he smoothly switched their positions, so he could stare intently at the water. “Your mother, you say. Has she been ill?”

			“N-no. But I—when I was chosen, I didn’t want to tell her. My father died in the war, sir, and there’s only been me and my two older brothers to help her, and then last winter a tree fell on my eldest brother, Eponium, and he only died after a long and horrid winter. Suh—so, she’s clung to me, and, and I knew if I told her, she’d cry until I said I’d never go, so I made my brother Markus swear not to tell her until I was half a day gone—and not to tell anyone else, sir,” he added unhappily.

			Avicus nodded absently; his attention was on the bowl, where now Xena could see odd little flashes of lights; she averted her eyes. “It was brave and right of you to come, boy, and Apollo thanks you for such courage. The God bids me say, though, that this is not the quest for you. He says that there will surely be another, and it will be in your homeland, where there will be no need for you to make such unhappy choices. The lives of many, and not just your mother, will hang on your actions.”

			He turned from the tripod, drew a small bag of coins from the purse now lying on the dais nearby, and held it out to the boy. “There is a room for you to rest for the night, and food; the guards will see you safely there. This is for your trouble, and for your journey safely home.” He smiled; the boy smiled; the king rose from his chair and smiled. Xena’s mouth twisted. It looks like one of those stupid comedies Avicus used to do the smokes and flying gods for, all the actors wearing smiley masks. Disgusting. “Go in peace, and wait for your glory, Eteocles; it will surely come to you.”

			The boy drew himself up straight; if he was disappointed, it didn’t show. “Sirs, Majesty—I shall.” He returned to the guards and went out with them. Avicus watched them go.

			“Village puppy,” Menelaus growled as the doors closed. “I hope they won’t all be so green, Avicus. Allow me to applaud your waste of time and ten coins!”

			“On the contrary, Highness. The boy entered this chamber as a village oaf, but he left a hero, awaiting a quest. You may hear of him one day.” He drew himself up straight as the doors opened again, and another village boy with a rough-cut shock of hair—black this time—came in between the guards.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Several would-be heroes followed, in quick succession, and Xena fought not to doze on the ledge: It was warm and stuffy up here, and she’d had little or no sleep the past nights, trying to catch up to Gabrielle before her close companion reached the city walls. Fortunately, she’d learned years earlier how to sleep upright in the saddle—a trick made simple when the mare was Argo. It had helped on the long journey south—but it wasn’t enough.

			The men below her weren’t helping, either; the pattern between king and priest was repetitive, slow . . . dull. Most of the hopeful candidates were cast in the same mold as the first village boy who’d looked into the liquid, most not even as likely, though a few at least wore swords that looked as if they’d been used—and used by the current owners. I hope that bowl of god-water isn’t making me sleepy! she thought, suddenly apprehensive—but she had actually only looked at it the once, and if Avicus’s voice was having any effect on her at all, it was only to make her angry.

			An older man named Cadmus was chosen, as was a boy who called himself Helarion; at that name, Xena eased forward to get a better look, but it wasn’t the gangly young Athenian thief who’d believed himself the son of Hermes. Better not be, she thought grimly. As much as Gabrielle and I both did to convince him to stay home with his mother and behave himself.

			The guards went back out, and Xena could hear raised voices beyond the open doors. Avicus turned at the king’s angry question; he shrugged and went to check. He returned moments later, himself and a boy who looked even greener than Eteocles, but unlike that first village boy, this one wore a grimly determined look and a battered sword in a worn leather scabbard—the belt had been cut for a larger man. He advanced to the dais and inclined his head; at the priest’s whispered comment, he nodded and bent one knee. The king eyed his priest over the boy’s hair.

			“This is Briax,” Avicus said mildly. “He was not one of those initially chosen. But he claims to have heard the summons and asks the God’s judgment.”

			Silence. Menelaus transferred the blank look from priest to Briax, who stood and gazed levelly back at him. Too young and naive to be afraid, too village-green to know how to address a king, Xena decided. “Briax, are you?” Menelaus asked finally. The boy nodded. “And tell me, Briax, why should my priest give the test to one who has come here unasked?”

			“But—but there was no asking in my village of Katerini,” Briax replied in a resonant voice that wobbled a little and now and again threatened to break. “The priest of the sun god, A-Apollo, he came to the small temple we have, but not when he usually does, at mid-summer. He—went among us early in the day, and he asked s-some of us to come to the temple at midday. And—and he told us of this quest.”

			“What did he say?” Avicus prompted when the boy fell silent.

			“He—told us the king in Sparta needed help, that something of great value to him and—and to Apollo had been lost, and that he had come to seek out young men—unmarried, he said, because they should be puh-pure.” He swallowed; his color was rather high. “And brave, he said. Because they—they would need to dedi—desi—give their lives over to Apollo, and that still only one would be the man chosen to find the Holy Ewer of Persephone. And—and then he gave us a prayer, and then he left.”

			Avicus laid a hand lightly on the boy’s arm. “If the priest named you to come to the temple that morning, then he chose you to come here, Briax. Didn’t you realize that?”

			The boy shook his head. “He didn’t say. Besides, I am—” he spread his hands, taking in his appearance. “I am no hero, I’m my father’s youngest son. I scrub tables and cups in a tavern, I milk his goats. It seemed—foolish to even think—”

			“You wear a sword,” Avicus said mildly. “Can you use it?” Briax nodded; his mouth quirked.

			“I can use it. It was—is—my father’s. He’ll be very angry when he finds it gone. He and my oldest brother have given me some lessons with it. But I will not lie, sir; I am no swordsman.”

			“Apollo did not ask for fighters, boy, only for those who had the courage to seek a lost thing of great value to Him. And yet, you are here now. Why?”

			Briax drew a breath, let it out in a long sigh. His face shone, and so far as Xena could tell, he was no longer aware of his surroundings. “Because I must. Because a maiden came to Katerini, in search of a hero. Oh, she was wonderful—glorious! All golden hair and storm-colored eyes—a smile radiant as the sun itself!” He suddenly blushed, swallowed, and ducked his head. “She also spoke of the quest, huh-Highness. And it was at that moment I knew, as if the god himself had told me, that I must come, to serve her, to honor her, to somehow make myself—ah—worthy, in her eyes. A little. Even if she never knows of it.”

			Menelaus stirred and would have spoken, but Avicus held up a warning hand. “You would take up such a journey—for love? Even knowing that the object of your love is unaware?” His voice was sardonic. Briax didn’t seem to notice; he nodded. “To encounter dangers, monsters, the ire of the gods—all the pitfalls of such a quest—and for a woman who does not even know you care for her?” the priest asked. The boy paled at that, but he nodded emphatically, wide eyes fixed on the priest’s face. Avicus smiled faintly and laid a benevolent hand on Briax’s head. “Such bravery should not be turned aside now; nor would I dare shame you so. You shall indeed face the test, and let Apollo judge you. But tell me two things: First, does this maidenly vision have a name?”

			Briax smiled brilliantly; king and priest blinked and up on her hidden perch, Xena groaned. Wait for it, she thought drearily. “Gabrielle,” the boy breathed. “Her name is Gabrielle, she has hair of red-gold, a mouth—uh, a mouth—” He stuttered to a halt, drew a deep breath. “She passed through my village days after the priest, and she is both a bard and a warrior, if you can imagine it. I can, for when she spoke, even my father, who fought for Troy, dared not answer her. And—and she is—she is the most beauteous maiden I ever—”

			“I have no doubt she is all of that,” Avicus broke in with a genial pat on the boy’s shoulder and a warning gesture that stopped a red-faced Menelaus from bellowing out what would surely have been a very unpleasant remark. “Also, you say the priest spoke of a need for purity. Are you?”

			Briax blinked. “Am I—what, sir?”

			“Why—pure. Remember, we two men do not judge you, but the god does, and he sees your heart and mind.” Briax blushed a painful red.

			“I—my father was a soldier, before Troy. A—a hard man. He—he told me so often since I had ten winters, as did my older brothers, a man was not a true man until he lost his—uh, his innocence. I—uh—I mean, um—” His face was very red, but suddenly he drew himself upright and announced in a rush, “Last year I spent one night with a woman at the inn in Bacchia. For—for two copper coins.”

			“Two copper coins.” Avicus was visibly fighting hard not to laugh; fortunately, the boy didn’t seem to notice. “I see. Well, I believe the God will judge your heart pure, whatever your body may be. So, let us see, shall we? Come with me, and let us put you to the test.”

			High on her ledge, Xena let her face down onto her forearm and groaned again. “It’s the hair, the eyes, the smile—Hades, it’s the damned little stick, who knows?” Poor Gabrielle had scooped up another live one, and she wasn’t even fishing. She shook her head and edged back to where she could watch—and clearly hear what was going on.

			“Gladly,” the boy said with a rather sweet dignity. He squared his shoulders and went with the priest to face the depths of the stone bowl. At the priest’s soft urging, he gazed into the water for some moments. “How strange! I see—it appears to be a dish on a pedestal, like the good dish my father uses to serve fruit to the well-dressed. But this is—it is not plain pottery. It shines.” He hesitated, glanced sidelong at the priest, who went somewhere behind the king’s dais and brought back a red-and-blackware vase, a ruddy background with black figures upon it—a wrestling match, Xena thought. Hard to tell at a distance. But Briax was already shaking his head. “No, this—in there—it was black, but a black that shone, and gave off odd-colored reflections, greens and purples and—” He shrugged as words seemed to fail him. “Black without any people, sir,” he said finally.

			“Ahhhh.” The priest smiled; the boy looked up expectantly. “And within the dish? Was there anything—or nothing?”

			“There was—” Briax closed his eyes, considered this, finally nodded. “There were three tiny pieces of fruit—pomegranate seeds. I have seen them, though my father won’t put them at his table; he calls them common. Three bright red seeds—nothing else,” he said finally. And stared at his feet, waiting.

			“You,” Avicus said softly, “have seen the Sacred Ewer of Persephone.” Silence. The boy considered this with a frown.

			“Oh,” he said finally. “Was this Persephone a hero? My village has no tales of . . .”

			“It is an old tale, only important because the god of the underworld stole Persephone, daughter of Demeter—ah, you have heard of Demeter?” he asked warily. The boy nodded; he seemed to be on safer ground here. “The girl ate a single seed of the pomegranate while she was in the dark god’s keeping, and because of that, she could only return to earth three seasons of four—which is why we have winter, young Briax.”

			Xena’s mouth twitched. The priest made a smooth-voiced, half-decent story of the ancient tale, but he was clearly annoyed by the young man’s ignorance. Menelaus merely looked bored, his hand propping up his head and his eyes glazed. The smile—a toothy gash between nose and chin—hung there forgotten.

			Xena’s mouth quirked in an irritation of her own. So he doesn’t know the old stories. So what? He has a life, and memorizing all those tales about the gods wouldn’t put food in his family’s mouths. Come on, let’s get this moving, get Joxer in here and back out again, so I can grab him and go!

			But the priest was finally finishing up with the boy; the king straightened and managed a slightly more natural-looking smile as Avicus gave the boy back over to the guards for escort to wherever they were keeping the winners of this little contest for the night. The doors closed behind the three.

			Avicus sighed heavily and turned his eyes ceilingward. “What do they teach them in those villages?” he asked.

			Behind him, the king snorted. “I hope you had a good reason for that little show. You were practically cooing at that boy. It was obscene!”

			“It was also useful, Highness. You heard what he said. Remember the name he spoke?”

			“I wasn’t listening. Why should I?”

			“Fortunately, one of us was,” the priest said evenly. “How many blond warrior-bards named Gabrielle do you suppose there are? I know of one—and she travels with Xena.” The king came halfway to his feet, but before he could speak, Avicus turned away; there was a commotion beyond the doors.

			Menelaus was aware of it now, too. “Why are my guards singing out there? I don’t permit that kind of noise! Avicus, see to it, shut them up!”

			High above them, Xena gritted her teeth and moved back from the edge as the priest strode across the reception and flung open the doors. It didn’t help much: She could still hear the horrid cacophony of untrained male voices bellowing out a familiar refrain—and overriding them, a reedy tenor voice shouting, “No, no, no! It’s ‘Joxer the Mighty’! Try it again, all—right?” The last word came out as a high squeak.

			The warrior leaned against the wall and briefly closed her eyes. “That’s it, I’ve had it,” she snarled softly. “Nobody should have to put up with this. I’m gonna walk outta here, right now. I’m gonna go find a ship and sail off to—no, I’m gonna go find a lake, nice high-country lake, and I’m gonna fish for the next moon-cycle and a half!” She bit her lower lip, drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, and let herself down flat again to see and hear what was happening in the reception. Sure, you’re gonna do just that. Gabrielle’s down in Helen’s roses, waiting for you, and Helen’s out there somewhere . . . And even though Joxer probably deserved a good mangling, she couldn’t just stand back and let someone else mangle him. That’s Gabrielle’s job. But if we get through this and I find that lake, I’ll throw him in and hold him down until he—naah, it would kill the fish.

			Down in the reception, Joxer had removed his ridiculous helmet and now bowed very correctly before the dais. Apparently, Avicus had given him a rough coaching on the way up the room, because he was surprisingly terse, answering questions with a simple, “Yes, Highness,” “No, Highness,” and “Joxer the Mighty, Highness.” But even that last was delivered without fanfare, and he looked almost meek as he took his place by the bowl.

			To Xena’s Surprise, however—and apparently to Joxer’s—what he saw in the bowl wasn’t the supposed Sacred Ewer. “I—it’s a woman,” he said, and he stared intently. “Gosh, is it ever a woman!” Avicus held up a warning hand, and Menelaus sank back onto his throne. “She’s—there’s a stone wall behind her . . .” He went on for some moments, then added, “Wait, it’s—she’s crying. I mean, I think she is. Maybe she’s just got something in her eye . . .” Avicus hissed something against his ear, and he fell quiet for some moments.

			“Tell me,” the priest said softly. “What is she wearing?”

			Joxer tittered. “Not much, that’s for sure, because, you can see all the way down to—oh. I mean, it’s a dress! Well, something white. And a necklace of some kind—”

			“Describe it,” the priest demanded.

			“Well—it’s gold, I guess. Long and skinny, with a big red stone at one end hanging right between her—”

			“And the other end?” the priest asked hastily. Menelaus’s eyebrows were drawn together and his knuckles white where his fingers dug into the arms of his throne.

			“The—oh, I see it, it’s kind of in her hair. It’s a flat piece of gold with—with letters on it, or something. And—uh, it looks like a pile of wood or something, like a bonfire? Maybe?” He stepped back from the bowl as the priest pressed him aside; he frowned at the far wall, then transferred the perplexed gaze to Avicus. “So—who’s she? I—excuse me, but I thought there was—it was this sacred bowl, or something? With three gold pomegranate seeds? I mean, if she had anything like that with her, I didn’t see it.”

			Avicus moved his hand, urgently indicating something to the king—probably Menelaus was supposed to say something at this point. But a glance let him see the man was fighting a full-blown jealous rage. The priest drew his latest bowl-gazer aside and said, “That? The ewer, you mean? That was—a story we came up with to hide the real quest, Joxer. Only those the god Apollo blesses with a genuine vision—such as you—can be allowed to hear the truth. But you must swear first, here and now, to reveal it to no one.”

			“Well—yeah. Sure,” Joxer replied. He looked even more bewildered than ever.

			“Swear,” the priest said flatly, “upon this.” He held out a small disc, a golden sun in splendor that was half the size of his palm.

			“Ah—okay.” At the other’s indication, Joxer laid his right hand on the thing, then snatched it back. “Oww! That’s hot!” He sucked his fingers. “What is it?”

			The priest looked amused, Xena thought; his pale eyes were very wide and that secretive little smile turned the corners of his mouth. “It is not hot, merely warm. A surprise, no doubt. It is Apollo’s gift to you—and his warning. Remember the god sees everything, and he will know if you break your vow. The heat—well, the sun is hot, isn’t it? Hot as fire? Which can shrivel a man to nothing but a pile of ash?” Joxer stared down at the bit of gold and swallowed hard. “Come,” Avicus said, and now he also sounded amused. “You need only swear the oath, and keep it, to tell no one—even those in the guesting chambers you see tonight, or later on your journeys. Remember that—easy enough, isn’t it?” Warily, Joxer laid his hand palm down on the priest’s upturned one and mumbled the words. “Good. Now.” Avicus passed one hand over the badge and suddenly slapped it onto Joxer’s shoulder armor, where it shimmered briefly, then faded to silver. All at once, unless she looked hard, Xena couldn’t see it any more. From a much closer distance, by his startled expression, neither could Joxer.

			“It is also a token of King Menelaus’s trust in you,” Avicus went on after a moment. “And there are those you may meet during your journey who will be able to see it and will name it.” He glanced cautiously around, tugged at the ties of Joxer’s leather jerkin, and pulled his head down so he could whisper against the taller man’s ear. “Remember that word—but keep it to yourself! Apollo will not need the badge to cause you great pain, if you speak that word aloud to any, except the man who gives it to you first, do you understand?”

			“Ah—got it.” A rather pale Joxer nodded vigorously and loosened the ties a little. “I remember the word, but I don’t use it, except if someone else uses it on me first—and if I get it wrong, Apollo hurts me. Right?”

			“Exactly.” The priest smiled at him. “By that exchange, you will know they are his men, or mine, and you can trust them. Though even to them . . . ?”

			Joxer nodded as the priest hesitated. “I know, I get it, I say nothing—right? Except the word—except only after they use it?”

			“Exactly.” Avicus drew the erstwhile hero with him, away from the bowl and back over to the front of the dais. “You asked who the woman was. My king—Highness, I think you can tell him best.”

			Menelaus had control of himself again—more or less, Xena amended to herself as the king cast his priest a black look. His mouth twitched then, and he shielded his eyes with one hand. “That,” he murmured in a broken voice, “was my wife. Helen.”

			Joxer stared for a long moment, his mouth slack; the priest nudged him and he blinked, then smiled hugely. “Ahhh—that was Helen? I mean, that was Helen? I mean—wow!” He thought this over; a nervous smile twitched his face. “I mean, that was your—wife, Helen. I—ah—well, you know, if I said anything that sounded a little, um, disrespectful. I mean—if you—I mean—” He probably would’ve gone on like that for the rest of the night, Xena thought tiredly. The priest allowed him to stutter to a momentary silence, then gripped his forearm to get his attention—a hard grip, by the pained look on Joxer’s face.

			“You did indeed see Helen, fairest woman in all the lands, and the queen of Sparta,” he intoned.

			Joxer nodded eagerly. “Yeah, and of Troy, too, right?” Avicus eyed the king sidelong and eased Joxer around, where he couldn’t see Menelaus’s suddenly savage face; with his free hand, the priest gesticulated sharply, a complex gesture. Menelaus clamped his teeth together, sat back, and began breathing deeply, eyes closed.

			“Allow me to tell you—without interruption, please!—” the priest added sharply as Joxer drew a breath. He lowered his voice a little and drew his companion a few steps away from the dais. “King Menelaus was broken-hearted when he returned from Crete and found her gone—kidnapped by the Trojans. He still is. I know!” he said, as Joxer would have spoken again. “Ten years and more. But is it so hard to see?”

			“Well—actually,” Joxer began apologetically. Avicus gripped his arm again.

			“Please. Close your eyes, let me create it for you. See yourself and the woman you love—or a woman you could love, the very ideal of woman—see her married to you and then, suddenly, one day, you return home from a journey to discover the man you received as a guest has left your home—and taken your wife with him. Imagine your pain, your anger, knowing she is a captive, stolen by a younger man who believes all he must do is bed her, and she will come to love him instead. Imagine you cross the sea with a fleet of ships and all the allies you can find, to bring her home. But the other man also has an army and great walls to keep him safe while he works to turn your beloved against you.

			“Imagine how long ten years are; you fight and sometimes you win ground and sometimes the enemy does, but at last the gods are with you, and you overcome the enemy’s city.” Joxer, eyes closed, was swaying in place, clearly caught up in the story. “And then, one of your allies creates a plan that will let you reach her with the least chance of harm coming to her—and only then do you learn that she has come to believe the lies her captor told her: that you married her only for the chance to be king of Sparta, that you cared for her only as an object of beauty, like an expensive vase.”

			“Even worse: Imagine they have hinted to her—your wife, who once loved you and came happily to your bed—imagine that now she believes their lie that you would have preferred the company of her brother Pollux to hers.”

			“You mean, Paris or someone woulda told her that Menelaus was—”

			“Something like that,” Avicus put in quickly.

			“Wow,” Joxer breathed. He considered this, his brow furrowed. “But, ah—you know, not to doubt your story or anything, but that’s not exactly the way I heard it.”

			“Of course you heard another side of the story. From Xena or her companion Gabrielle?” Avicus smiled, man-to-man; Joxer’s mouth twitched in a nervous smile and he shrugged. “Well, Xena fought for the Trojans, you know; she’s hardly an unbiased source—she has her own reasons to make the king look bad, don’t you think? And think about it. Xena’s a warrior. This Gabrielle, wouldn’t she be more likely to tell the story so it made Xena happy? Just how good would Xena look in a story where an older husband discovered his young bride stolen by a handsome young man—but after long trials, the girl returned home to her loving husband, to remain a happy wife? Especially when the older man is a man Xena hates as much as she hates King Menelaus?”

			“She does? I mean—yeah . . . that makes sense, I guess,” Joxer said doubtfully. Avicus smiled broadly and clapped him on the back, driving the air from his lungs.

			“Don’t take my word for it, Joxer; unlike Xena or her companion, I don’t want a quick, emotional reaction from you. Just—think about it.”

			“All right.” Joxer looked up. “So—what am I supposed to do about Helen? I mean, if she didn’t come back from Troy, doesn’t that mean—ah, well, you know?” He glanced at the throne and more or less discreetly drew a hand across his throat.

			Avicus was already shaking his head. “I have my ways of knowing she lives. Trust me. But I also know she will not return to Sparta of her own will.”

			“Wait—I thought you said she was in love with King Menelaus?”

			“She was and is. She has been lied to by the Trojans, and because she is young and was emotionally upset, she believed the lies. Once she learns they are lies, however . . .”

			“So—what? Am I supposed to tell her all that? Or do you want me to drag her back?”

			Xena bit back a grin, even though the overall situation was far from humorous. By the set of the priest’s shoulders and the tendons standing out along the back of his neck, he’d had about enough of Joxer—and it served him right. But he somehow kept the tension out of his voice. “Of course not. King Menelaus’s heart is broken, but he understands her fears, and he would never wish to force her in any way.” As if, Xena thought flatly. “Though—if you would be willing to carry a message from him to her, I know he would be grateful.” Joxer’s brows drew together; Avicus spread his hands. “Merely a vow of his continued love and his hope that she will at least agree to meet him in some neutral kingdom, to listen to what he has to say.

			“No, it’s another matter entirely, something the king only recently discovered. The necklace she was wearing—the piece you described? It is not jewelry. It is an heirloom of the king’s family, an artifact from ancient days—nearly as ancient as the royal house of Thebes itself. It was—a gift, from Zeus to the woman Europa, when he carried her away. For Europa, it was protection, but it only protects the Atreidae—members of the king’s family,” he added in explanation as Joxer stared at him blankly. “It was only recently discovered missing when I conducted a funerary offering for the king’s dead parents.”

			“Oh—okay. But why would Helen want a weapon or whatever if it wouldn’t protect her anyway?”

			“Because—you saw it, warrior. It resembles a necklace. No doubt on Helen, it is very striking. She was drawn to it from the first and never accepted the king’s explanations why she could not have it or even wear it. The danger, you see, is that—well, if Helen were to grow angry with her husband and the chain was around her throat? Even if she were a great distance away? It would kill her.”

			“Ahhh—I see.” Joxer considered this briefly, then cast the priest a wary look. “Um—and what happens to the guy who is trying to talk her out of it, if the guy says something about Menelaus and she gets mad?” Avicus raised one eyebrow. Both Joxer’s went up. “He—gets, ah—he gets—”

			“You have an excellent grasp of the situation,” the priest said smoothly. “The trick will be to present the subject so she does not become inflamed—but that should not be a problem for a man so, ah, attractive to women as you are. The greater danger is that once you have the chain in your possession, there will be those who learn of it and want to steal it from you . . .”

			Joxer dismissed the latter with a wave of his hand and a smirk. “That,” he said loftily, “will be their problem. Not mine.”

			“I see we understand each other,” the priest said, and turned to walk back toward the dais. “Come, let us at least offer you food and wine before you return to your quarters for the night.” He gave the king a small nod, then snapped his fingers. Two servants came from the curtained alcove behind the throne first with two chairs, then with a small table and refreshments. Another servant brought a separate table for Menelaus, poured him wine, deftly arranged a cut loaf and fruit and left.

			When the three men were alone again, Avicus gestured Joxer into one chair and took the other, poured wine for both, and offered him a plate of sliced meat and bread. “A fighter of your class must have worked up an appetite, coming here,” he said, helping himself to a single piece of bread. Joxer nodded; his mouth was too full for speech. “But I wonder that you would leave your two woman comrades behind . . . ?” He let the question hang between them and under cover of the table made a slight gesture in the king’s direction that, to Xena, clearly said stay out of this and keep your mouth shut! Couched in less infamatory style, obviously.

			Joxer shook his head, chewed and swallowed, washing food down with a deep swallow of wine. It must have been a strong one: He fought not to choke as his eyes bulged. “Ah—companions? Oh—yeah. Xena and Gabrielle. Well,” he shrugged. “They have important things to do, they don’t need—I mean,” he amended carefully, eyes fixed on the table now, “I mean, I left them attending to a few—minor problems that were too—ah, petty for me to bother with.” He shrugged; a corner of his mouth twitched. “You know how it is, a man like me can’t solve everyone’s problems, I gotta keep myself free and rested for times when—”

			“When?” Avicus prompted as his companion scratched his head, suddenly at a loss for words.

			Joxer glanced up and gave him a cavalier smile. “Oh, you know,” he said easily. “Like the time Draco tried to steal the virgin priestesses of Hestia, to sell to a slaver? Well—” he visibly expanded. “Of course, he had to get through me.”

			Avicus smiled; his light eyes were very wide. “Really!” he said. “You amaze me. I had heard that Xena—”

			Joxer preened. “Of course, I let her take the credit. She likes having the reputation—you know.” High above him, the warrior’s eyes narrowed as her fingers dug into stone. No, Joxer, I don’t know—but you’re gonna know. “So,” Joxer went on expansively, “anyway, I don’t think there’s any problem—if you really do need my services on this quest, I mean. Of course, I’m still a busy man, you know, even with Xena and Gabrielle handling the—petty stuff for me.”

			“How odd,” the priest murmured. Xena had to crane her neck to catch his words. “Because I clearly saw a vision last night: Gabrielle, passing through the village Katerini, following you.”

			“Katerini? Gabrielle?” Joxer started. “You mean, she’s—”

			“Behind you, yes. She might even have reached Sparta by now.”

			“Sparta?” Joxer echoed. His eyes darted nervously as he considered this; then he sat back and gave the priest a would-be worldly smile. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Not to—ah—speak out of turn, but frankly—” he lowered his voice, “—I can’t keep her off me.”

			I’m gonna kill him; this time, I’m really gonna—no. The warrior smiled grimly. No, I’m not. I’m gonna tell Gabrielle exactly what you just said, Joxer. The smiled widened briefly; her eyes glinted.

			“Ah, of course—hardly surprising. I understand.” Avicus finished his wine and rose in one fluid movement; Joxer blinked up at him, then staggered to his feet, nearly overturning the table. The priest righted it; Joxer, who’d half-tripped on his boots to get out of the way or catch the table, flailed and righted himself. “Well, Joxer,” Avicus went on blandly. “We will rest more easily, knowing you are laboring to resolve this terrible situation.” His free hand gestured in the king’s direction, but he had to repeat the sign twice—sharply indeed—before Menelaus was capable of speech.

			The king finally cleared his throat. “Yes, we—certainly shall.” Avicus glanced at him but Menelaus’s face was suffused and he clearly wasn’t going to say anything else—anything else in the program, at least. The priest shrugged faintly and broadly gestured for Joxer to precede him back toward the outer doors.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			The night was growing cool, and a chill wind blew across Sparta from the northwestern crags, sending whirls of dry leaves across the king’s courtyard. It sounded, Gabrielle decided uncomfortably, like someone trying to sneak up on her. Great. Because right now, the way things have gone so far, someone probably is sneaking up on me.

			The guard who’d tried to arrest her stirred and mumbled something under his breath. Gabrielle rolled her eyes heavenward before cracking him one across the helmet with a short swing of her staff; he went limp and quiet once more.

			What to do about the guard was beginning to bother her. Because unfortunately, he’d seen her—he’d possibly seen Xena, too. She couldn’t simply let him get back on his feet and hope he’d keep his mouth shut. Even back in Poteidaia, even before I met Xena, I was never that naive. But she couldn’t keep swatting him upside the head, either; already she was less irritated with the poor little idiot than she’d been when he first showed up, and a lot more sympathetic to the headache he was going to have when he finally came to.

			Besides, she’d been hit like that more than once: The flat crack of wood against bone made her wince. Especially at a moment like this, when there was no ongoing battle, no “flatten or be flattened.” Hitting’s okay—but not like this. She sighed heavily. Why am I worrying about some dumb Spartan? Would he care if I was there and he was here? Give it up! she ordered herself. You don’t have any choice, okay? Pretend he’s Joxer, why don’t you?

			That helped. A little.

			A better solution would be to find somewhere else to wait, somewhere preferably less open and not right in the middle of the guards’ rounds. Somewhere she could could stay out of sight and still watch for Xena—and, yeah, also watch for Joxer.

			She drew up her knees and gloomily settled her chin on them. Of course, she realized, at the moment, she was assuming that once the stupid guard woke up, he’d yell his head off, calling in every fighting man in Sparta to find her.

			What if that weren’t the case, though? She glanced at him, considered what she knew of Sparta and its armed-camp mentality, everything Xena had told her. It was very possible a guard who’d been flattened while on duty would keep his mouth shut—it wouldn’t be the kind of information you’d want your captain to have. Especially after being caught off guard and flattened by a mere girl. Getting flattened by Xena herself probably wouldn’t even be an excuse.

			In which case, maybe she should go ahead and find somewhere else to wait for Xena. She considered this, hesitated. Sure. You wanna take that chance? she asked herself sourly. This guy had sounded too dumb to think all that through. So, what would Xena—? “Never mind that,” she whispered to herself. “What are you gonna do?”

			What Xena’d do was easy: head for the main entry, find someplace well out of sight and wait for Joxer to emerge. Xena knew Sparta, knew the palace; and if she said Joxer would leave by that set of doors, she was probably right. If I’m not here when she comes out, she’ll head there. She might go there first.

			But the main entry would surely have more guards around than here, especially if all these strangers were coming to accept this quest.

			Another thought occurred to her: If those city gates really were closed for the night, where were all these hero wannabe types staying? The king wasn’t likely to shove Joxer into the queen’s old apartments for the night; probably there were guest chambers or barracks in there somewhere. So I’m supposed to hide in the bushes until sunup? Great!

			Well, she and Xena could talk about that when the warrior came outside again. A safe distance from that entry.

			Gabrielle shifted; rose thorns prodded her and one jabbed deep into her arm—for probably the tenth time. She swore under her breath, gently freed her skirt, and plucked the thorn out of her skin. The puncture itched fiercely; they all did. Time to move, she decided.

			Besides, if King Menelaus had any brains at all, Joxer would be out on his ear momentarily, and she’d miss him. If she did miss him, by the time morning came, he could be anywhere from a cheap inn to halfway down the road to the coast or up into the mountains. If for some insane reason Joxer was chosen, it was just possible the king was storing his heroes in the common barracks along the outer wall. All the times you’ve missed him so far, Gabrielle, you do not want to miss him this time.

			If he did come out tonight, and she got hold of him, she might have her hands full. Joxer’s voice was very carrying, and he didn’t have the common sense to keep quiet—especially if Gabrielle was trying to convince him. I can whack him one, and when Xena comes, she and I can haul him over the city walls and beyond the open fields. And once we’re out there, we can make him tell us just what he thinks he’s up to.

			It made a satisfying picture.

			At that point, it wouldn’t matter if the guard came to and yelled his head off. She glanced over at him; still out cold. And who knows? Maybe our luck will change. Xena just could come back out that window any time now. Sure, she will—as if!

			Gabrielle drew her staff close to her side, cast a practiced eye at the heavens: The faint blur of stars that were the Pleiades—seven sisters pursued by Orion. If Orion’s above the eastern sea, it’s late: midnight, or close after. She considered this with a frown and counted on her fingers. All right: It’s been nearly as long as you feel like it has, Gabrielle, but it’s still a long time until sunrise.

			It didn’t really surprise her that the palace was so well lit at such an hour. The same thing had been common in Athens, where King Theseus and his family and household had been up until the coolest hours of pre-dawn, sleeping through the cool morning hours. No doubt King Menelaus did the same, though the climate here wasn’t the same: At least, the past few days hadn’t been muggy and hot until middle night, the way it had been in Athens. Here, it seemed to get downright cool as soon as the sun went down.

			As someone who’d grown up in a village, Gabrielle still found this odd. The sun made a perfect sandglass: You rose with it, you ate as it set, you slept as the sky grew too dark for anything that didn’t need light—and light could often be hard to work or expensive to maintain. There had to be better things to spend money on. Of course, most kings didn’t think that way. Xena did; she and the warrior often bedded down at full dark and were up with the sun.

			But royals and nobles could afford torches, candles, and expensive lanterns, people to keep them lighted; the fact of affording both the goods and the servants made them important, a part of the prestige. And Menelaus—a first-generation royal who’d only become king of Sparta when his new father-in-law granted him Helen and a crown—would no doubt take full advantage of such a status symbol.

			Clearly, in fact, he was doing just that: Nearly every window of his palace shone. Even if the daytime temperatures were comfortable enough for conducting business, Gabrielle thought sourly, a man like Menelaus would prefer to eat and interview “heroes” for his quest at an hour like this. Late hours, such as kings keep.

			If there really was a quest.

			If Joxer has actually been— Her mind balked; she clutched her hair. Let it go. It’ll never make sense, okay?

			Another thought intruded: Had Xena really seen Draco? He was as unlikely a hero as Joxer! She let her head fall forward onto her hands. But why else would a warlord occupy a guest’s apartments in the Spartan palace unless Menelaus was also planning on acquiring more territory and hoping to use Draco?

			That didn’t make sense, either. Draco had a reputation, and it wasn’t one for being used. She shoved the matter aside. So long as she didn’t have to deal with Draco again. . . . Especially not if he still had A Thing for her. “Cute, maybe—just not my type. Makes sense he’d be here, though,” she mumbled. “Everything else has gone wrong, so why not?”

			And to top everything, Xena was in one of her moods. Like the day we went after that nasty giant and that stupid warlord on the same day—what was that scuzzy warlord’s name? Didn’t matter; with a few exceptions like Draco, they were all pretty much alike in looks, actions, and everything else. This one had shaved his head, and a huge tattoo covered most of it. It was on one of her scrolls somewhere; not worth digging out.

			What mattered was from the moment the two of them had been rudely wakened at dawn by half a dozen of Tattoo-Boy’s men attacking their camp, Xena had been in that strange, giddy mood—hard to fathom, impossible to deal with.

			Gabrielle sighed wearily. “At least there aren’t any eels around here for her to toss at me; and she is not gonna get hold of my new frying pan to beat up Menelaus’s guards.” The pan was still a bone of contention between them: The new one wasn’t nearly as good as the original, and Xena couldn’t see what the difference—or the big deal—was.

			A grin tugged at the corners of the younger woman’s mouth. “At least no poor village sap’s fallen in love with her this time—at least, that I know about,” she added hastily, and crossed her fingers to ward bad luck. No sense tempting Cupid and his incredibly warped sense of humor.

			She scowled down at the guard who just now sprawled bonelessly at her feet, a silly grin pasted on his face. “Maybe if I could drag him over there by the palace, maybe even onto Helen’s balcony—where he doesn’t belong?” It might not work. But if he came to someplace really off limits, and if he was already disoriented and headachy, he might temporarily forget how he got the headache . . . It wasn’t a good plan, just the best she could come up with at the moment. She finally shrugged, set the staff aside and bent down to snag him under the arms. A cloud of sour, wine-thick breath enveloped her. She wrinkled her nose in distaste and leaned away from him to catch her breath. Her eyes suddenly glinted. “He’s been drinking on duty. Has to be! No one lets their guards get away with that. And I’ll bet anything—” She drew a deep breath of fresh air and leaned forward to pat him down.

			The wineskin was hooked to his weapons belt, hidden under the small leather-covered wooden shield. She tugged it free, shook it experimentally: It was not quite half full. She drew the stopper, then dribbled liquid along both sides of his mouth before emptying the contents on his neck, the bit of shirt sticking out above hardened leather torso armor, and his hands. She dropped the empty skin on his chest, dragged one hand up to cover it. He murmured something she couldn’t understand, and his fingers closed over the empty bottle. Gabrielle got stiffly to her feet, stretched cautiously, and began casting about for the best way to get from where she was to where Xena’d told her to go. Behind her, the guard began to snore softly.

			
			My legs are going to sleep, Xena thought gloomily. With Joxer out of here, maybe it was time for her to go as well. But there was Draco . . . I should find out what he’s doing here—if I can. And Gabrielle could handle Joxer just fine. Then again, Gabrielle had been in one of those moods ever since Joxer’d gone off on his own. Like the day I fried that rotten giant. I wish she’d quit giving me grief about her stupid frying pan. It’s as pointless as me maybe giving her grief because she couldn’t get Hower off me and I had to fix things between him and Minya myself.

			She shifted forward again as the king’s voice suddenly rose. “Avicus, I tell you I have had enough! Enough fools and dolts, enough—!” He was pacing again, arms flailing as he bellowed at his priest. Avicus’s eyes moved, and now and again his head, to keep his king in sight, but he was otherwise motionless. Menelaus finally stopped. “I,” he said evenly, and in a clear attempt to rein in his temper, “am going to my chambers, where I will have food and wine brought to me. Good wine, a full pitcher of it. And nothing short of an armed revolt or Apollo’s descent from the heavens will bring me back out tonight! If you wish more of these—these—” He drew a ragged breath, expelled it in a gust. “If there are more ‘heroes’ for this quest, then it is entirely up to you to choose them, priest.”

			But Avicus was already shaking his head. “My king. Highness. I agree that you should take an hour, enjoy a proper meal, drink a little wine. Relax. But remember what I told you about that bowl!” A gesture took in the tripod and its vessel. “It will only work correctly if we are both present.” Menelaus sighed heavily and turned away. “And recall the bargain that was set, when you told me your desire, and I petitioned the god on your behalf.”

			“Yes, of course,” the king answered impatiently. He turned back. “I intend to keep my bargain with Apollo, priest.”

			“And the pact you and I made, Highness?” Avicus asked steadily. “I cannot pick your—ah—‘heroes’—by myself; that is partly the god’s decree and partly sense on my part. I will not risk your wrath if somehow this goes awry and if, because of a man I alone named, you fail to retrieve your woman.”

			Menelaus bared his teeth, slammed one fist into the palm of his other hand and began pacing again. “Then let us say we have enough! Enough heroes, enough idealistic young wanderers—enough of whatever you choose to call them! Because I refuse to deal with more village puppies and wide-eyed would-be Jasons!” He stopped short, drew another harsh breath, and let it out slowly. “Did you receive any message from that—what was his name?—the one who travels with Hercules?”

			“Iolaus? No,” Avicus said. “I scarcely expected to, Highness. Though there was just enough of a chance to make it worthwhile, sending the message. Hercules will have heard a different story from Xena, no doubt. But the god will see to it that those two don’t have the time to interfere with us, if they won’t join us.” Momentary silence. “As to the other matter—there are two men left. I believe it—important to test them both.”

			“Another village boy—and the man Draco,” Menelaus spat. “This Draco is a warlord, Avicus! Why should I trust him?”

			“I’m not certain we should, Highness. But I am unsure enough to want the test. As for the other—I don’t know,” the priest said softly. He shook himself, brought up that lips-only smile. “We shall see—but not until after a proper meal, I agree.” Menelaus looked wary, but he finally spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture and then waved his priest ahead of him.

			Xena waited until the two men reached the outer doors before checking the passage behind her and gingerly slipping from her ledge. Her legs were prickly from being up there so long, but not too bad. So—Draco’s gonna go be a hero, huh? She grinned as she stretched her back, checked her weapons. Well, it might be fun to watch him take that test, see what the priest had cooked up for him to see—but she doubted it would be that useful overall. It was enough to know the man would be out there, up to no good for Menelaus instead of just on his own account.

			Gabrielle’s just gonna love it, she thought; her mouth quirked as she eased back up the narrow passage behind the dusty drape and stood silent and still at the other end, listening for the least hint of movement in the hall. In the distance, the way she’d come, she could hear Avicus’s voice and the deeper rumble of the king’s, but the men were too far away for her to make out the words. Moments later silence, then a door closing. And then another, a little distance further on.

			All right; time to leave. She glanced cautiously down the hallway toward the king’s apartments, back in the direction of the reception. No one moving anywhere. With a little luck, she’d be out of here, back in the courtyard, before servants came with the king’s meal.

			Best way to do this, though . . . She eased back into hiding, briefly considered. Neither priest nor king had said how the two remaining men were to pass the time. Maybe food would be sent in to Draco and this boy, wherever they were waiting. Since Draco had not been in the apartments with his pack, he was likely waiting in one of the small chambers close to the reception. She knew of at least two used by the king to entertain a select number of close friends or allies.

			The guards might send or return both to the rooms where they would sleep. Meeting Draco in that long, open hall would not be a good idea—not if she intended to keep her presence here a secret.

			She could hear voices down that direction, suddenly: two bored-sounding men, an older woman with a high-pitched cackle of a laugh. A door opening and closing, then silence. Xena considered the possibilities briefly, decided that food had been brought for Draco and this unknown boy—and from the sound of things, also for the guards. She eased out of hiding, sprinted down the hallway in record time, and paused only to catch her breath when Draco’s door was closed behind her. She leaned against it briefly, then crossed the chamber, listened just long enough to be certain no one was on the other side of that billowing drape, and edged around it, onto the balcony, where she crouched down and pulled the chakram from its clip.

			She could hear someone moving, all at once: not the guard, and not Gabrielle, who could be almost as utterly silent these days as Xena herself. No, this was at least two men—she eased quietly back into deeper shadow, fingers tight around the circular weapon, her wrist cocked, and held her breath.

			It was two men, dressed in full Spartan guard uniform, those silly horse-crested helms and all, and that incredibly uncomfortable full-face helm that covered everything but the chin, with a crossed slit for eyes and nose. I’d go nuts inside one of those, she thought. Menelaus must be nuts, or whoever dresses his guards. How do they expect these guys to keep a decent watch with their vision and hearing messed up like that? She held her breath again, listening intently as booted feet shuffled to a halt on the sandy path.

			“Hey, Miklos!” one of them hissed. “Lookit! Isn’t that—?”

			“Sssst!” Miklos hissed urgently in reply. Xena watched as one of the two knelt, the other stooped over him. “Gods damn him to Tartarus, it’s Meritos!”

			“What—ya think he’s sick, or something? That fish they fed us tonight, all that salt to cure it, and it still tasted kinda funny to me.”

			Miklos got heavily to his feet. “Thessalo, this is Meritos, remember? Put your head down there and get a whiff. And anyway, I can see the wineskin from here.”

			Thessalo swore under his breath. “Awww, Miklos? Ya sure? On account of, he promised me, he swore he wasn’t gonna do that anymore, after the last time. I mean, he and I got stuck scraping skins for the tanner for so long I thought my nose had died.”

			“You mean you wished it had. He’s drunk, Thes.”

			“Awww, man? What we gonna do with him, Miklos?”

			“Get him out of the path, for one thing,” Miklos said grimly. “And keep your voice down! You want to get caught out here, with him like this?” Silence. “Let’s see. All right, you get that arm, I’ll get this one—no, grab that Ares-blasted wineskin. You don’t wanna think what’ll happen, the next shift comes through and finds that.”

			“Ah—no. Okay—awww, man, he’s heavy! Okay, I got it. Wait a minute, lemme get my breath, get under him a little better, okay?” Sounds of feet slipping on the path, a muted grunt or two, a startling and startlingly loud snort from the fallen man as they levered him upright. “Okay. Where to? Ya know, maybe if we hauled him over to the cells, tossed him in for the night? Teach him a lesson, maybe?”

			“Blessed Ares, are you nuts, Thes? We don’t go within half the city of the cells, or the main barracks! We haul him off to the old stables, all right? And we keep him there until he’s sober once more, Okay? And we keep it quiet, you got that?”

			“Well, yeah, I got it. I guess. Because, wouldn’t he be better off if he finally had to see what happens to a guy, drinks while he’s supposed to be on—”

			“Nuh-uh. Nuh-uh! You know what Captain Celano would do to us, he found out one of us had been guzzling wine on watch? You know who they blame? Every last gods-blasted one of us, that’s who, ’cause of, we’re supposed to keep each other from doing something like this! Especially an idiot like Meritos! And then Captain Celano strings every last bleedin’ one of us out on a barren peak for harpy chow!” Silence. “All right, you got that side of him? Can you haul him up, onto his feet?”

			“Geez, you asking me?”

			“C’mon, Thes, we can do it. Blessed Ares, we’d better. Hey, brace up, c’mon, you can do it, all right? Slow and easy now.” The three-headed, awkward, stumbling shadow turned away from the palace.

			Xena watched the shadowy movement as the two dragged their comrade down the path and out of the rose beds. She was fighting laughter as they struggled off. Gabrielle. She found wine on the little jerk and doused him with it. Had to be, she decided. However her companion had come up with an idea like that, it was inspired. Better yet: It seemed to have worked.

			Time for her to get moving; Gabrielle would be worried, which meant she’d be cross. As if she wasn’t cross enough already, Xena thought. So I’ll make it up to her later—as soon as I can. She eased to her feet and, crouching, ran across open ground, past the rosebushes, and slid into the deep shadow of a tall, prickly hedge. Around this, she could make out the main entry, still some distance away, but well lit enough for her to pick out familiar details.

			The bronze gates on the inner wall were for show, she knew: Commissioned by an earlier Spartan king less miserly with his dinars, they depicted an elaborate battle between the Titans and the gods and would probably break in half if anyone tried to move them.

			A broad path of crushed stone led from the gates to several low, wide steps and the torch-lit palace portico. The wide doors of the main entry were also bronze, but the doors were strictly utilitarian: plain, solid metal that needed a hard shove from a well-muscled arm and could easily withstand a direct attack.

			Now: To find Gabrielle in all this. Xena kept her back against the hedge and let her eyes move slowly across the space before her. There wasn’t much cover on the other side of the path, but Gabrielle wouldn’t have tried to cross that expanse of open ground anyway. Most likely she’d have picked a spot where the ground was soft, the shadows deep. Far enough from the portico that anyone coming out wouldn’t spot her; probably nearer the fancy gates, so she could grab Joxer as he passed her.

			Her eyes lit on a likely candidate: a low tree with branches that swept the ground, closer to the path than to the hedge. The long, leafy streamers swayed gently as a chill breeze swirled over the palace grounds. Xena went back into a crouch and covered the distance quickly and silently. Once she could reach out and touch the nearest branches, she held her breath, listened intently. Someone was in there, a slightly lumpy shadow against the trunk, barely limned by the fluttering torches on the portico. Whoever it was, was breathing deeply and regularly.

			Xena felt cautiously with one hand; her fingers closed on the end of her companion’s fighting staff. Gabrielle started, clutched at the other end, and with a faint mumble subsided against the trunk. “Ssst!” the warrior hissed as she crawled forward. “Ssst! Gabrielle, wake up!”

			“Hmmmm—huh?” The younger woman started again, and this time her eyes opened. She muffled a yawn behind her hand, the other tugging at the staff. Xena let go; Gabrielle caught her breath sharply as the end of the hardened, polished weapon slammed into her knee with a loud “clack.” “Owwwwww! That hurt! What’re you doing?” she demanded. Gabrielle snatched at the staff and slammed it down next to her thigh. “Xena! Do you have any idea how long you were in there?” Xena sat next to her, grabbed a handful of hair, and tugged, bringing the other’s ear over close to her mouth.

			“Will you keep it down? There’s guards around here, remember?” Gabrielle scowled at her.

			“I know there’s guards around here, remember who got left out here with one of them?” she whispered angrily. “While you were in there—Hey—are you sitting on my staff?” She yanked; Xena shrugged and shifted her weight.

			“Yeah. Wondered what that was.” Gabrielle gave her a look and moved the weapon to her other side. “Anyway, keep it down, will you, Gabrielle? There’s two more of ’em around here, dragging your little pal off to hide him out until he sobers up.” Silence. Gabrielle went back to rubbing her knee. “Good trick you came up with, that wine. I like it.”

			“Yeah, well, I had to do something, with you being gone so long—”

			Xena sighed heavily. “Give it a rest, Gabrielle. You seen any other guards out here?”

			“No—no one.”

			“You’re sure you could’ve seen anyone? I mean, with your eyes closed—” the warrior began. Gabrielle snorted.

			“Are you saying I was asleep?”

			“Did I say that? I just asked—”

			“Not that I’d have any reason to be sleeping. It’s only night and I’ve only had almost no sleep at all for the past five days, but—”

			“Gabrielle, don’t get started with me, all right?”

			Gabrielle sighed heavily and cast her eyes heavenward. The smile she turned on her companion wasn’t a friendly one. “Get started? Me? Why would I—?” She drew a deep breath. “Look. Let’s save this for later, huh? Is Joxer in there?”

			“He was. He probably still is,” the warrior replied shortly.

			Gabrielle waited a moment in silence. Then: “That’s it? Just—he was and he probably still is? Xena, do you have any idea how long—?”

			“Gabrielle . . .” Xena growled. “As a matter of fact, I do! Because I spent all of that time hiding on a ledge, listening to just about every single idiot King Menelaus and his pet priest talked to in there! Including Joxer! And you know what? When we get outta here, I’m gonna tell you exactly every lousy, irritating, annoying thing Joxer said, okay?”

			Gabrielle eyed her warily, then laid a hand on her arm. “Look—all right, I’m sorry. Let’s try this again—”

			“Told you I heard something!” Large male boots, four of them, were suddenly visible just beyond the low-sweeping branches. The voice was familiar; Thessalo, Xena realized gloomily. And his pal Miklos.

			“All right, we can just see you,” Miklos said. He was, Xena noted, keeping his voice low and noncarrying, just as Thessalo had. She tapped Gabrielle’s shoulder, gestured at the two dim shadows with her chin. Gabrielle drew the staff over her legs and nodded, then crawled forward, hissing as she put weight on her sore knee. Xena eased off to the other side, emerging in a low crouch, arms flailing.

			It worked: The wild movement caught Miklos’s eye, and he half-turned to see her, one hand pulling his short sword free. By then, Gabrielle had erupted into the open, staff already a high-speed blur. It caught Thessalo in the gut, driving the air from him in a harsh gust; back around, over and down, she slammed it rapid-fire across his throat, into the side of his helmet, and, as he finally sagged at the knees, hard across the back of his neck. He landed flat and hard and didn’t move.

			Miklos was no fool, despite being caught by surprise; he immediately brought his attention back to the leather-clad, dark-haired woman now rising to an impressive height. “You’re Xena!” he snarled. “I remember you—from Troy!” He brought his sword up. “Well! This time you won’t—”

			“Won’t what?” she asked softly. “Miklos, isn’t it? Hard to tell when all you can see of a man’s face is a couple of eyes and part of a nose. I saw you back there, picking up your drunk little friend.” She glanced beyond him. They haven’t had time to get rid of him and get back here. She couldn’t be certain, but that low shadowy mound a few paces behind the two guards certainly looked like another unconscious man. “You know, I bet you’d like to keep things quiet out here—wouldn’t you?” He stared, sword momentarily forgotten. “Well, Miklos, maybe we’d like to keep things quiet, too.”

			“Yeah, I’ll bet you would,” he spat, and winced as Thessalo moaned and Gabrielle snarled wordlessly and slammed her staff across his helmet. “But I got no reason to keep quiet about you, do I?”

			“With your drunk little friend right behind you? Go ahead,” she said throatily, a sly smile creasing her lips. “All I gotta do is yell, and then, guess what? Captain Celano shows up and—” He looked wary, all at once, then squared his shoulders and brought the sword back

			up.

			“All I gotta do is kill you and her; Thes and me can deal with Meritos and then we can call the captain.”

			Xena bared her teeth; her eyes were wicked. “That’s it, huh? Well, come on, then. Uh-uh,” she added and held up a hand as he cocked his wrist. “You’re not gonna use that, are you? Nasty sharp blade, make a big cut. Someone gets cut with that, they’re gonna yell, right?”

			“Ah—ah—” He stared at her blankly, then shook himself. Xena drew her own sword, set it on the ground, spread her arms wide. Half-dazed, the guard dropped his sword and kicked it aside, then drew a long-bladed dagger.

			“You really don’t get it, do you?” Xena asked, as if she really wanted to know the answer. “Long, pointy blade, big, nasty cut—loud yell of pain—? We getting through here?” She unclipped the chakram and drew two open daggers, then slipped one from her boot and the other from her cleavage. The guard’s jaw sagged briefly, but he grimly pulled his remaining blades, tossed them aside. Only then did he grin nastily as he hauled a bolos from his belt.

			“Hold still,” he snarled, “and this won’t hurt much at all.” But he was talking to the tree. As his fingers tightened on the waxed cord, Xena had already launched herself, completed a tight and utterly silent double backflip over his head, to land behind him. Her arms slashed down, catching his neck in a savage double-blow that dropped him, already unconscious, in a boneless heap next to his comrade. The warrior’s mouth twitched in a pleased little smile; she stepped over him and knelt to collect her weapons, one ear attuned to the fallen Miklos.

			He still wasn’t moving when she finally stood, sliding the small dagger back into her top and clipping the chakram at her hip. Gabrielle was gazing at her wide-eyed. “You are really something, you know that? I mean—what if that guy was—what if he’d yelled?”

			Xena shrugged. “He didn’t. What else counts?” She went to one knee, checked both men; neither was likely to regain consciousness for some time. “You got any more of that wine, Gabrielle?”

			“What—when have I ever carried wine? Xena, this is me, remember? I drink cider?” Her brows drew together. “Why?”

			“Your idea—I like it.”

			“There was only a bit in that one guy’s skin, and I used all but a swallow. Xena, look, all you need to do is—”

			“Gabrielle, I’m not gonna just drag them off somewhere to sleep it off. We could be here a while yet. They might decide to ditch their friend somewhere to sleep off the wine and come back—with reinforcements. We’re trying to keep our presence here a secret, remember?”

			“I remember,” Gabrielle replied grimly. Xena ignored the implied comment.

			“So I heard them talking—those two,” she nudged Miklos with one boot. “Their captain isn’t the kind would give someone drunk on duty a second chance. They wake up smelling like the bottom of a wineskin, they aren’t gonna do anything but hide out and clean up, right?”

			“Maybe.” She caught hold of Xena’s arm as the warrior turned back the way they’d come. “Where are you going?”

			“You stay with these two, make sure they don’t wake up ahead of time. I gotta find some wine.”

			Gabrielle’s fingers tightened. “Are you nuts?” she hissed. “You’re telling me you’re going back in there—Draco’s rooms?”

			“Unless you want to,” Xena retorted with a wicked grin. “He’s got cherries—”

			“Cute.”

			“Hey—I try. There’s also a full wine pitcher in Draco’s rooms. It’s close, and he’s not there right now.” Well, he wasn’t last time I checked, she told herself, more honestly. “Look, Gabrielle, I won’t be long, okay? Then we’ll get out of here, all the way out of Sparta.”

			“Xena! Look—Xena, this isn’t exactly safe, you know?”

			The warrior bit back spluttery laughter. “Gabrielle, you know what? Being in Sparta is not exactly safe!” Momentary silence.

			“You’re going in there anyway, aren’t you?” Gabrielle’s grip didn’t loosen, but now she sounded tired. Resigned. “And if the two of us are getting out of Sparta, then what about Joxer?”

			“I know more or less where he is, and I know where he’s going. I know where we need to be to catch up with him. Fair enough?”

			“There’s something wrong with this; it sounds too easy,” Gabrielle grumbled. She released Xena’s arm, but before the warrior could move, she leveled a finger at the woman’s nose. “Listen—don’t let your creative juices get in the way of your common sense, will you? Just—promise me, all right?”

			Xena caught the younger woman’s shoulders between gentle hands. “I promise. But only if you promise to take a few deep breaths and relax!”

			“Relax—are you nuts?”

			“Relax. Look—Gabrielle. When did this little journey start getting to you—about the time Joxer walked away from camp up in Thessalonika, right? You should know by now, these things happen sometimes—”

			“Yeah, sure. Every time Joxer’s involved. Like when Aphrodite roped him in to break up that marriage—?”

			Xena lightly tapped her forehead against Gabrielle’s, silencing her. “Old story, Gabrielle. Forget about it. When things get this weird, you gotta let it go, all right? You find the laughs where you can, and you don’t let it get to you, unless you want to turn into Fury bait.” Silence. Gabrielle gazed at her; Xena gazed back, fingers tightening slightly on her friend’s shoulders. “Besides, c’mon. You really want to waste a perfectly good hissy fit—on Joxer?”

			“A—a hissy—? Xena, I do not—!” the younger woman began indignantly; her mouth quirked and she suddenly clapped both hands over her mouth to contain laughter. “Yeah, all right. You’re right, I know that. Except—”

			“I know.” Xena’s voice was warm. “You don’t do hissy fits. I’ll be careful, Gabrielle, and I’ll come back to you. And I won’t be long.” She was gone before Gabrielle could find anything else to say.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			As Xena eased silently across open ground, she could hear Gabrielle muttering something. Just as well she couldn’t catch the words, she decided with a brief grin. The smile faded; the situation really wasn’t amusing. We get outta this mess in one piece, I need to do something nice for her. She doesn’t deserve this.

			The rose garden was quiet and empty, darkness nearly complete here, and the wind had died away. There were still no visible lights through the drape separating Draco’s rooms from his balcony, and though she held her breath and listened for some moments, no sound in there, either. With a swift glance around her, she loosened sword and chakram and slipped into the chamber, back set against the wall until her eyes adjusted. The lamp in its niche was flickering as if the oil supply were low. Nothing seemed to have been moved; the jug was where she remembered, right next to the fruit. She stole across the room, picked it up, and turned to leave, but a flat, expressionless voice stopped her in her tracks.

			“Xena. I just had a feeling.”

			
			Gabrielle watched Xena vanish around the hedge, then sighed heavily. “All right, let’s get this done,” she mumbled. She leaned her staff against a thick branch, grabbed Thessalo by the wrists, got him turned the other direction, and dragged him across to where they’d dumped drunk Meritos, then went back for Miklos.

			Miklos was unfortunately heavier. A lot heavier. By the time she had him sprawled out next to the other two, she was panting for air and her hands ached. Thessalo shifted and whimpered faintly; she retrieved her staff and clopped him one.

			“All right, Xena,” she whispered angrily. “As long as it took me to move those two idiots, you coulda gone to the outer gates for wine. Where are you?”

			
			Xena bit back a sigh, but when she turned she was smiling, and her eyes were warm as they moved up and down the superbly muscled, dark-skinned man who’d just emerged from the linen storage, fingers absently twirling a dry grape stem.

			“Draco,” she murmured throatily. “You’re looking—good.”

			He tossed the stem aside and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Save it, Xena. I want to know what you’re doing in Sparta and what you’re doing in my rooms—with my wine, I might add.”

			She gave the jug a surprised look and set it back down. “Doing? Here? Waiting for you, of course.” She smoothed leather with both hands and crossed the room. “So,” she said softly as she reached him. “You been in to see the king yet?”

			He looked down at her warily and kept his arms crossed. “Yeah, just now. What do you care? You gonna ruin another good deal for me? You still owe me for those Hestian virgins, you know.”

			“They weren’t yours, they were Hestia’s. I didn’t want to see you get in trouble with the goddess; that’s all.”

			His mouth twisted. “That’s a laugh. I know you better than that. What’s the deal this time?”

			“Why would I ruin anything for you?” Her hand slid up his left arm and along his shoulder; he watched it, rather as if it were a spider, then searched her face. Good, she thought, and licked her lower lip. Keep that attention right here, fella. Her questing fingers brushed Avicus’s patch.

			The little scrap of metal felt warm, and she kept her hand on it with an effort. It did nothing else, and Draco seemed unaware of it or her interest in it. Her nails pried it loose. When the warlord finally sighed and made a show of removing her hand from his armor, the device came with her. She stepped back, casually let her hands down to her sides, dropped the thing, and set her heel on it. Something made an unpleasant little “squnch”; Draco glanced at her and then beyond her, frowning suspiciously.

			She glanced over her shoulder, then raised her eyebrows and shrugged. Worked—I think. Nasty little thing’s gone, and he’s no wiser. “What?”

			“Nothing—I guess. I thought I heard a noise.”

			“Well, I didn’t hear anything,” she said, her voice a husky whisper.

			He held up a hand. “Save it, okay? You’re always up to something when you act like this, and it’s never anything I’m gonna enjoy.”

			“Me? Up to—?”

			“I said, save it. Besides, I’d rather we just talk. Because I still haven’t heard an explanation of what you’re doing in Sparta, Xena.” He leaned back against the wall once more. “Don’t tell me you’re in this for the king, either; everyone knows how much he hates you. And I’ve heard enough to believe that you’d—never mind. Talk to me.” Momentary silence; he suddenly seemed to remember something else and came away from the wall in one smooth move, eyes searching the gloom beyond her. “Where’s Gabrielle?”

			“Gabrielle? Oh—her.” Xena looked suddenly bored; she twisted a strand of hair around one finger, shrugged. “I don’t know. She isn’t with me anymore.”

			“That’s bull—”

			“It’s not. We—well, all right, we broke up over you.” She eyed him from under her lashes. “That make you happy? ’Cause it sure doesn’t please me; I gotta eat my own cooking again.”

			“Too bad,” he scoffed. “Or it would be—if it was the truth.”

			She tapped her breastplate with one long finger, gave him her best innocent smile. He rolled his eyes and waited. “Aw, hey, come on, Draco—would I lie to you?”

			He closed the distance between them with a bound and took hold of her shoulders. “Is the sea wet? Are your lips moving? Where is she—out there?” Xena shook her head. “She’s—she better not be with that Joxer! Is she?” The warrior raised an eyebrow and shrugged. Draco’s grip tightened. “She is, isn’t she?”

			“How would I know?” Xena broke free of his grasp with no effort at all. “I guess she could be, but she wasn’t the last time I saw her.” Draco’s mouth twisted in disgust. “It’s the truth—what d’you want me to swear by, huh?”

			“She’s with him. You can’t lie to me, Xena. I can always tell when you lie! Where are they?”

			“Why should I tell you?” Xena countered in a sulky tone. “I didn’t come here to talk about Gabrielle.” He started as her hand slid along his jawline. “I came here to talk about you—and me . . .”

			She got no further; he covered her hand with one of his to hold it still as his mood shifted suddenly, as it always did around her. He broke into a low, throaty chuckle. “Yeah, sure you did. Xena, if I had a dinar for every time you’ve pulled that lousy trick on me, I could buy Ithaca from Odysseus!”

			“I thought you didn’t want Ithaca, and maybe it’s not a trick this time. What do I possibly have to gain?” She took a step toward him. “And hey, just because we aren’t allies anymore doesn’t mean I don’t—ah—appreciate some of your—ah—finer points.”

			He snorted and retreated a pace, her hand still firmly clutched in his and flattened against his armor. “Sure you do. And how would I know what you have to gain? Why would I care, come to that? You aren’t getting between me and this quest, though. Even if—never mind that.”

			“Whatever.” She tangled the fingers of her other hand in his hair; he swatted it aside. “So, if there’s nothing I can do to keep you from this quest, and I have nothing to gain—” His eyes were wide, his look calculating; this time when she closed the distance between them, he stayed put. Xena wrapped her fingers in his hair, drew him close, and brushed her lips against his. Both his hands suddenly came up to rest against her jaw, and he drew a shuddering breath; his mouth was trembling. Before he could tighten his grasp, though, she eased her face just out of reach and murmured, “You got any wine?”

			He laughed quietly. “You should know; you were trying to run off with it just now. But—what do you need wine for?”

			“To get me in the mood, of course,” she murmured huskily.

			Draco eased away from her slightly, suspicious again. “In the mood? What are you talking about?” But as he reached for her, she eased out of his grasp entirely.

			“C’mon, Draco. Indulge me, okay?” She waited while he crossed to the table, poured wine into two tall cups and handed her one. She took it, smiled at him over the rim, then headed for the balcony.

			“Hey! Xena—what in Hades are you doing?”

			She turned, one hand on the drape, and gave him a dazzling smile. “Gotta do it alone, sorry. Keep things warm for me. I’ll be back.” She slipped under the drape and crossed the balcony and hesitated briefly before cutting through the rose beds again. Behind her, she could hear Draco steadily, furiously cursing.

			She was grinning broadly as she fetched up next to the prickly hedge and looked around it. Good; Gabrielle was standing close to the tree, and it was quiet out there. Things are finally starting to go right.

			

			She undoubtedly would not have thought so if she had been back on the ledge overlooking the king’s reception.

			After downing a mug of warmed, spiced wine and listening to his serving man’s latest tale, Menelaus had relaxed enough to decide he should deal with the last two would-be heroes before eating and had sent for Avicus. Draco had come, had been given a special story and a vision, had accepted the quest and the priest’s little device, then left. But when Avicus would have sent for the last of them, Menelaus shook his head.

			“Wait a moment; we have something to discuss.”

			“Yes, Highness?” The priest was gazing into his bowl, apparently amused by something he saw there.

			“Xena is here. In Sparta.”

			Avicus was smiling as he looked up. “Yes. I know she is.” A wave of his hand took in the bowl. “I have planned for that possibility all along, of course.”

			“Yes, priest,” the king replied grimly. “So have I.”

			
			“Sst! Gabrielle!”

			“Xena?” Gabrielle came to her feet, staff at the ready. “Well, that was fast—for once.”

			Xena gritted her teeth. “Gabrielle, don’t start with me—”

			“Why would I? They’re over there.”

			The warrior held up the cup; a little liquid sloshed over her thumb and she sucked it off. “Good. I got it. Where are they?” Gabrielle was already moving. But when Xena would have dumped the contents over the three, the younger woman clamped on to her wrist.

			“Don’t—let me do it, okay? You just slosh it. They’ll look like they were set up, not like they’re drunk.”

			“Okay, good, fine. You do it.” Xena glanced around and turned to leave, but Gabrielle still had hold of her.

			“Where are you going?” she whispered sharply.

			“Back in there. I gotta find out what Draco’s up to, all right?”

			“All right?” Gabrielle stared up at her. “No, it is not all right! You are gonna get caught!”

			“No, I’m not.”

			“I—remember the plan, Xena? We get Joxer, we get out of here?” Silence. “Xena, you’re the one who said being in Sparta is a dumb idea, remember?”

			“Hey, hey, hey!” Xena set her fingers on her companion’s lips, silencing her. “All right—look. You wait right here for Joxer—he’s gotta come out those doors; they’re the only ones open after dark. Okay? Okay. You know where I’m gonna be. If you get Joxer and have to leave to follow him—I know where he’s going. He’s headed southeast and there’s only one road. So you can’t lose him and I can’t lose you, and . . .”

			“Xena, I am not leaving Sparta without you, and I am not leaving Sparta to follow Joxer while you try to catch up to me! We did that! And I was not amused!” Silence. “I’m still not amused!”

			“Okay. So, if he comes out, you grab him, keep him quiet and drag him over—”

			“What, into Draco’s bedroom? Oh, sure, I’m gonna go there, and with Joxer in tow. I get to strangle Joxer myself, remember? I’m sure not gonna let Draco have him, after all this!” She swallowed and added in a small voice, “Or—ah, have me, all right?”

			The warrior sighed gustily. “Gabrielle, will you just let me finish? No, I am not offering you to Draco. Why would I? Think about it. What would I do? You drag Joxer onto that balcony, and you warn him first that Draco still wants his head for stealing your heart.” She waited; Gabrielle’s mouth opened, but no words came. “Fine. I’m not gonna be long. I just gotta find out what Draco thinks he’s up to.”

			“What’s Draco always up to. He’s a warlord, remember? And why should you care?”

			“Because he’s been picked for this whatever-it-is . . . this quest. Like Joxer and all those others—”

			“Others? No, wait, tell me about it later. When we’re out—of—Sparta!”

			“Fine. I’ll do just that. But I really need to find out what Draco saw—no, tell you about that later, too, remind me. I need to know what he thinks he’s after. And I have to know that he isn’t going after Helen—I mean, what if he got a real vision from Avicus’s little fountain thingie and actually found her for Menelaus?”

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh. “Fountain—no, forget it. Okay. Draco hunting Helen down would definitely be a bad thing.”

			“That’s all I gotta do, I swear, Gabrielle. Then I’m outta there, and you and I are out of Sparta. If you and Joxer are waiting close to the balcony or in the roses, you’ll see me come out; you signal and I’ll see you. If you’re not there, you’ll be over here, still waiting for him to come out, right?”

			Gabrielle considered this, reluctantly nodded and let go. “This better work,” she warned.

			Xena grinned. “What could go wrong?” And she was gone before Gabrielle could more than open her mouth to protest.

			
			Draco hadn’t moved, so far as she could tell, but as she slipped back under the drape, he smiled and came toward her. Wow. That smile. It warmed his whole face, transformed him into someone she could actually. . . . she shook her head to clear it and met him just short of the narrow bed. But when he would have wrapped his arms around her, she planted both hands on his chest and shoved, hard. He staggered back and sat. “All right, I’m back,” she said flatly. “Let’s talk.”

			His dark eyes were suddenly furious; she closed the distance between them with a bound and slapped a hand across his mouth as his jaw muscles bunched, and he drew a deep breath to bellow at her. “Don’t—do—it. This isn’t your camp, remember? This is a place where you yell, and a lot of guards who are not loyal to you come looking to see what you’re up to.” She gazed down at him; his eyes were all pupil and his neck corded; he was far from happy. Surprise, surprise. Considering what he’d expected from her just now—and what he’d got instead—she wasn’t too astonished. But after he glared at her for a long moment, he finally nodded; she withdrew the hand and took a step back, folded her arms. “Good. Okay, talk to me, Draco. Tell me what King Menelaus and his pet priest are sending you after.”

			
			Some distance away, Joxer tried to find a comfortable spot on the narrow, hard pallet that filled most of the small room where he’d been brought after his meeting with the king. There didn’t seem to be a comfortable spot, and the room itself was depressingly plain: Other than the bed—such as it was—there was only a small table and a chest stowed under the bed. The chest turned out to be empty, the interior smelled faintly moldy, and one hinge was rusted through.

			“Great,” he mumbled. “They choose me to take on this really important quest for them—and then shove me in a lousy servant’s room.” He tossed his helmet onto the bed and tried to push the chest back where it had come from with one foot. It stuck on the rough, uneven floor; his foot slipped off the lid and slammed into the underside of the bed. He flailed wildly for balance; one arm caught the rickety little table, upending it. He rolled his eyes, hauled the table up and set it with down exaggerated care, making sure it was pushed up against the bed, so that it wouldn’t go anywhere.

			He settled on the edge of the bed, considered removing the rest of his armor, rejected the notion. There was nothing to see, nothing to do, and he was tired from so many long days of walking the unpleasantly steep roads of the past few days. But sleep was out of the question at the moment, and he couldn’t sit still, even though the room wasn’t made for pacing: five steps one way, eight the other. There was one narrow door, one window. The walls were unfinished, just plain dressed stone, two oil lamps mounted with leather straps to opposite walls, and a rough curtain over the window. He turned slowly in place, eying the chamber with rising dissatisfaction, then eased around the end of the bed to peer out the window. The sill was deep—the view nothing to brag up, at least at this hour. He could just make out a bare courtyard and beyond that, barracks or stables. The moon had set earlier—he thought it had—and it was dark enough that he couldn’t be certain what he saw.

			Things were very quiet, which meant it probably wasn’t a barracks. And it didn’t smell like stables.

			The window itself wasn’t barred, and it was big enough he could go out that way if he needed to. Or wanted to.

			He looked both directions, along the palace wall. Not much to see here, either, except off to his right, two very young-looking men were doing the same thing, checking out their surroundings. When they saw him, one of the two pulled back out of sight at once; the other brought up a hand as if to wave, then seemed to think better (or worse) of it, shrugged, and vanished.

			What’s this? Joxer wondered, suddenly indignant. I thought this was my quest! Unless those are new servants or something? After all, this room couldn’t be anything but a servant’s quarters—a low-level servant at that. But it didn’t make sense, combined with the rest of the evening. Something didn’t feel right all at once.

			“Yeah. Great. Story of my life, huh?” He edged back off the sill and went over to the door, listened intently for a moment, then gripped the handle; he yelped as it turned in his grasp, staggered back, and fell onto the bed. Someone rapped once sharply, then hauled the door open without waiting for an invitation. An elderly woman hobbled in, a tray clutched in wrinkled hands. She brushed past him and set the tray on the table, then turned and left without saying anything to him, though he could hear her talking to someone in the hall. Her voice was harsh and low, the words so accented, he couldn’t understand a thing she said. The door closed as something with a squeaky wheel moved on up the hallway.

			Joxer frowned at the door, then experimentally touched his left arm with his right forefinger, turned his hand back and forth before his eyes. “Okay. I’m here, all right. And, yeah, I’m visible. Well, I’m visible to me, anyway . . . ?”

			Maybe she’d had a long day and feeding him hadn’t been on her original agenda. Maybe she’d had orders not to talk to him. Maybe her feet hurt. Who knew? He dismissed the matter as unimportant—or at least unsolveable—and turned to check out what she’d brought.

			The tray held peasant food: a thick red soup and several roughly torn hunks of dark bread. A leathery-looking apple was almost lost between a heavy mug of dark wine and a small jug of water. Joxer sniffed the cup cautiously, then sneezed: The stuff was unmixed, strong and sour and slightly off, as if the grapes had been moldy when harvested. That kind of wine, even mixed with all the water in that jug, would give him a foul headache. The soup didn’t smell any better—possibly made the way his grandmother’d made soup, liberally overdosed with garlic and wine to keep her family from tasting meat that was off and wrinkly vegetables past their prime. Your grandmother made the soup because your mother was off playing tough guy with your dad and your brother Jett. Joxer shook his head fiercely, clearing it of ancient family history (and the faint, distant, squirming memory of his two brothers singing: “Joxer the tidy, never goes out-sid-ey!”).

			Finally he shrugged, and a superior little smile curved his mouth. “Well, some of us have risen above the past, haven’t we?” He cast a scornful glance at the bowl of soup, shoved the cup of wine aside. “And just as well I ate with the king, didn’t I?”

			
			The bread seemed all right and actually smelled good. He tossed a piece of it high, caught it deftly, and eased over to the door. Might as well see if he could figure out what was going on here.

			The hallway was about as he’d remembered it: plain, dark, and all stone—no carpets, no paint, no hangings, no statues—nothing but barren, cheaply worked corridor. Torches in stone holders burned steadily every twenty paces or so; there were doors every ten paces, both sides of the hall—a regular hen coop of rooms eight paces by five paces, one window, one door.

			To his left, there was nothing to see except torches and, well down there, the cross corridor he’d come up earlier, after his interview.

			The other direction, an ugly one-wheeled hand truck stood midpassage, a large, bald man holding the back end up by its handles. At least ten trays like the one sitting on Joxer’s table were stacked on it, a number of jugs and cups visible and one enormous wine keg. Joxer ducked back out of sight as the old woman emerged from the door two down and mumbled something as she edged around the cart. The wheel shrieked; Joxer gritted his teeth and clapped both hands over his ears. “I hate that noise, I really hate it!” he whimpered. It stopped; he cautiously removed his hands and listened to the faint clatter of a tray being loaded, the sound of a door unlatching. When he eased back to where he could see into the hall again, the cart was another torch-worth distant—and someone else, two doors up, was leaning into the hallway, gazing at the big servant. Joxer pulled back into his room at once and eased the door quietly shut. He leaned back against it, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

			“This is stupid,” he told himself aloud. “No! No, this is worse than stupid, this is—this is annoying!” Those men he’d seen at the windows and the boy in the hall just now—they couldn’t be servants, new or otherwise, because why would a servant bring meals to them? Servants went to the kitchens or the barracks and ate there. They couldn’t be soldiers; kings didn’t house soldiers inside the palace; that was what barracks were for. And why would a servant bring food around to soldiers? Unless the soldiers in question were officers—and the fellow he’d just seen wasn’t much more than a boy. Probably too young to grow a beard, from the look of the back of his head and that skinny neck.

			“So.” Joxer shifted his gaze from the ceiling to the tray and began enumerating on his fingers. “So, maybe the king decided he needed one hero and a lot of guys to help him on this quest—no, that doesn’t make sense, because he’d’ve let me pick my own helpers, right? Or if I didn’t get to pick them, he’d at least introduce them to me. So why all this secrecy?” Because, if there wasn’t any secret involved, why weren’t all of them eating together? Why individual little rooms, and individual trays? He shook his head, eyed the bread in sudden disgust, and tossed it onto the tray.

			“Great. So I got at least three guys for competition—probably a lot more, if all those trays mean anything.” A lot more; there were plenty of doors between this one and that cross-corridor, if he recalled right. “Well, this is just great! Terrific!” He started pacing again, yelped as one too-long step took him into the wall. “Owwww!” He rubbed his scraped nose. “All right, that does it. Now I’m mad. Now I’m really mad. Think they can pull one on Joxer the Mighty, eh? Well—we’ll just see about that!” He scooped up his helmet and set it firmly on his head, then strode to the door. But as his hand gripped the latch, he hesitated. Too well lit out there, and at least two witnesses, if he decided to slink down the hallway. Besides, he needed a better idea of what time it was and exactly where he was in relation to the city gates. After all, the important thing was to get past the city gates and get on the road, so that he could find the queen, warn her, take the relic from a (grateful) Helen, and return it here. All that would be a joke if he couldn’t get past the gates before those—those— “Bah,” Joxer hissed under his breath. “Buncha babies. No-beard babies. What chance they got—against me?”

			He eased over to the window, ducked under the curtain, then hauled himself onto the ledge, shaking the curtain back into place. A little light still shone through it and onto the ground just beyond the wall, but not much. He cautiously poked his head beyond the sill and twisted around so that he could look at the sky.

			The Water Cup—what Gabrielle claimed she saw as an enormous bear—was completely visible, the handle pointing up. Okay, that meant late, which would be almost middle night, this time of year. Which meant there probably wouldn’t be too many guards on the streets and only the two at the gates. He leaned back against rough stone, thought hard.

			Those two guards at the gates had seemed friendly enough; they’d talked to him about a lot of things, including that they had just come on at sundown and had guard duty until first light—which would be a full hour, maybe two, before the sun rose. And he still had the city gate pass that Dreno had given him, up in Thessalonika. Trying to pull a fast one on me, are they? Well—sorry, King Menelaus and your Apollo priest, whatever your name is. Joxer the Mighty is in charge of this quest. So if anybody’s gonna find Helen and make sure she isn’t zapped by that family whatchamajoogie, it’s yours truly. Joxer. Joxer the Mighty. Not one of those green-looking boys.

			He eased back into the room, checking his weapons, settling his armor. His fingers encountered the badge Avicus had attached to the mail, and he swallowed. But it didn’t feel hot or anything. “That settles it,” he told himself firmly. “If Apollo didn’t want me to leave right now, that thing woulda—it woulda—anyway, it didn’t do anything. So that must be a sign.” He briefly clasped it, considered hauling it off and tossing it aside. “Naw,” he muttered finally. “Think about it, Joxer. That priest-guy sends someone to help you when you—well, things are going bad and you could use someone to watch your back while you clean things up? Except the someone doesn’t know you’re the guy he’s supposed to help, because you aren’t wearing the badge-thingie. He gave it a fond smile and a pat, scooped up the bread and dumped it in his bag, then edged back onto the windowsill and slid quietly—for Joxer—to the ground.

			One problem, he realized as he crouched low, back to the palace, and gazed all around: From here, he didn’t have a clue which way the city gates were. Obvious answer: Follow the palace wall around until he found somewhere familiar and go from there. “Let’s see,” he murmured. “There was that wide path and the big doors, and those fancy gates—yeah, and lots of light.” Even just short of dusk, there’d been a couple guys by the doors, lighting torches, and there’d been other torches by the fancy gates.

			Swell. Now, if he could mentally coordinate the sun’s ups and downs and those of the stars. “Forget that, you can work it out later, all right? Bottom line is, you don’t wanna be seen and have to stop and explain to anyone around here why you aren’t back in that room, okay?” Just because there hadn’t been any guards around when he’d come here from the main gates didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any at this hour. “Yeah. Or more guys to talk to the king and look in that bowl of water,” he added sourly.

			Well, it had been just light enough when he’d reached the fancy palace gates, so he’d taken his time. After all, how often did a man get the chance to just look around someplace like this? So—he thought hard. Yes. There had been a big hedge to his left as he cleared the palace gates, and beyond the hedge, some kind of garden.

			He tried to figure how far and in which direction he might have to go, to get close enough to see the fancy gates and the double doors, and whether the garden would come first; he finally gave that up as a lost cause, mentally flipped a coin, and turned left.

			
			Gabrielle watched as Xena ran, light-footed, around the hedge and across the rose gardens, until shadow covered her. She sighed, swore an oath that would have left her sister Lila red-faced and howling for their father to wash her elder sister’s mouth out, then turned to glare down at the fallen guards. She crouched down next to Meritos, who was snoring softly, then eased past him to scowl at Thessalo, and across him at the massive Miklos. She smiled then and slowly, carefully dribbled wine across the corners of Miklos’s mouth and onto the backs of his hands. A little extra on his trousered thighs, where a drunk guardsman might just wipe his hands.

			She eased around to perform the same maneuver on Thessalo, then sat back on her heels, considering the moment as she swirled the cup. There was a lot of wine left. She sniffed it cautiously, shook her head. “Yuck. Nasty stuff. No way I am drinking any of that,” she told herself flatly. Pouring it out here could be a mistake, too, though.

			And the cup itself was probably part of a set that normally stayed in that room where Draco was housed—if she left it here, it would cause more trouble than it solved. She eyed the vessel with active dislike, finally shrugged and poured part of the contents into Meritos’s thick, wavy black hair—he was drunk enough already, who could tell the difference?—and retreated, the still partly filled cup in hand.

			Back at the tree, she eased the staff back into her right hand and considered her options. This really was not a good place to be: There was too much light and not enough decent shelter. She glanced around appraisingly: The tree where she’d hidden before wasn’t bad, but anyone with a torch out on the main path could make out her shadow, even if she went flat to the ground under the weeping branches. Move behind the palace wall or the fancy gates, and she could conceivably miss Joxer.

			The hedge? She slewed around to eye it. It was a greater distance than she’d like to be from the main doors, but it was well beyond the torches, and it was very dark over there. Dark enough that she could stay in front of the hedge if she sat very still, and she could still see if the Mighty Warrior himself emerged any time soon.

			That was another consideration. She glanced at the sky, and at the bear: Her paw was pointing straight up. That meant she had some hours to go before it started getting light in the east, but she knew from experience those hours could pass all too quickly—especially when she needed the cover of dark.

			And who knew if there were more palace grounds guards, who’d come looking for Miklos and company when they didn’t return to their barracks? “Okay, what would Xena do—never mind that! What are you gonna do to keep from getting caught by the king’s guards?” Being rescued by Xena from the Spartan prison cells, after tonight, would be one of the more unpleasant experiences she could think of.

			Ugly reality—and truly dreadful recent experience—thrust itself into her mind, the way it so suddenly and often did. Gabrielle gasped and fought it aside—and with it, the vision of Xena’s son Solon, dead; young, red-haired, sweet-faced Hope dead and by her own hand. Don’t! she ordered herself fiercely as she tugged at her hair. Don’t see it, don’t think it! You can’t change the past! And here and now, right now in Sparta, it won’t help anything!

			It wouldn’t help Xena, who was doing her best to keep Leda’s beautiful but clueless daughter from being found by her hateful, brutal mate. Xena had to be right: Menelaus was one of those males who wouldn’t let go. Even Draco isn’t that fixated: He wants me, sure; but he doesn’t push his life aside to devote everything to me.

			Fortunately. And Xena: She is in there, in my place. Probably trying to suh—seduce him—and not just because she has the hots for Draco, but because she needs to know what’s going on, just like she said. Men like Draco, men like Menelaus—Hades, even men like Joxer. They could deny it. But for many women, there were events more important than just—well, that.

			Xena did what was necessary. She still hurt, she had to. But she did what she had to.

			Admit it, she told herself angrily: You left Poteidaia to follow her to the ends of the earth as much for her inner strengths as for her weapons skills. That kind of inner strength wasn’t common; only certain heroes were able to keep going no matter how they felt. Like Prometheus, who had defied the gods despite the torture they placed on him and on mankind.

			“But if I call her a hero, she laughs at me,” Gabrielle whispered. “Not like she’s making fun of me—well, no. Just—she laughs.” Her own blue-green eyes were warm as she clasped the fighting staff in both hands, glanced over her shoulder to make certain no one was trying to sneak up behind her, and eased backward into the hedge.

			It really was as prickly as it looked; she swore under her breath, then shifted cautiously onto her backside, ankles crossed, staff across her knees, so that she could wait. In this position, she could wait indefinitely. As, she gloomily thought, I may well have to.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			She didn’t actually have to wait very long for something to happen, however; moments after she reached shelter, the palace doors opened and two guards emerged, both armed with long pikes and swords. The shorter of the two also carried a bow. They turned back briefly; Gabrielle could just make out the shadow of another man inside—probably their captain, giving them final orders. The doors closed then, and the two squared their shoulders and marched down the path and out to the ornamental gates. Once in place, the shorter guard set his pike aside to string his bow and set that against the gate along with a quiver full of arrows. The two men conversed very briefly, so quietly she couldn’t make out what they were saying—except for one, unmistakable word. “Xena.” The taller man shushed his comrade vigorously; the two turned to face out into the night, pikes at the ready.

			Behind, she clearly heard a heavy thud: Someone inside the palace had barred the entry.

			Great, she thought. What else can go wrong? Apparently, someone in there knew Xena was in Sparta, though from the looks of things, they didn’t seem aware she was actually in the palace. And I’m gonna have to go find her—in Draco’s rooms, is this my lucky day or what?—and tell her.

			One major problem and a minor dilemma had just been solved, though: Joxer wasn’t going to be coming out that way anytime soon. Which meant she wasn’t going to mess up at catching him here by going to warn Xena. And now she had a strong reason to persuade Xena it was time to get out of the city, like two sensible women who didn’t want to spend time in the king’s cells, and snag Joxer out on the road. After all, hadn’t Xena just said she knew which way Joxer was heading when he left the city?

			“Fine,” she muttered. “So what exactly are we doing here? Still?”

			With luck, they wouldn’t be for much longer. Besides, she’d already decided this part of the palace, grounds was no place to be when day broke: too open. It hadn’t been that good a location so far anyway. She slowly tipped her head back to study the sky—remember what Xena taught you; no sharp or sudden moves when you’re trying not to be seen. The Hunter was farther down toward the west than she’d like; they’d spent entirely too much time playing games out here. “Xena has; I’ve had it with games. And with Sparta.” She eyed the two guards for some moments, then cautiously went flat and began working her way around the hedge on her elbows.

			It was a slow process, and by the time she’d melted into the deeper shadows on the far side of the hedge, she was hot and itched all over. Prickly things clung to her forearms and something had slithered down the back of her top; she sat up, briskly rubbed her arms, and shook the thing out—a long skinny leaf of some kind, she thought as she got to her feet. Better than something long and skinny with legs. She vigorously combed through her hair with her fingers; the ends were tangled and full of prickly bits.

			The rose garden was once again ahead of her, the balconies and dark windows of the various royal apartments beyond them.

			It was . . . she frowned, counted from the left and then from the right. Had to be the third from this side. Or is it? Boy, would I feel like a complete idiot if I walked into the wrong one. She considered this, cast up her eyes. Almost as idiotic as I’d feel if I walked in and Draco and Xena were—well, no. Let’s not go there. Xena wouldn’t. Even if the attraction Draco had once held for her was still there. Which—it wasn’t.

			Besides, the warrior might be in A Mood—but she’d never let her guard down that way, and certainly not in the middle of Sparta. She took one last quick look around, then crossed open ground and merged with the rosebushes.

			Third balcony . . . If she squinted, she thought she could see light around the drape that puffed outward as a breath of air swirled across the grounds. All right; best route would be to get out of this pocket, move to the left and then—

			And just then, two guards in full armor, heads hidden under horse-crested, slits-for-eyes-and-nose helmets, came around the corner of the building, moving stealthily down the line of balconies from her left. Both held drawn swords, and one swung what might be a whip or a bolos, it was too dark to tell. They halted on the balcony she’d decided was Draco’s, one on each side of the opening; one held up a hand—possibly a warning to keep quiet. The other nodded, and both men settled into position. They looked ready to wait a long time; she assumed they were waiting for some kind of a signal.

			They appeared to be totally intent on the room beyond the drape, Gabrielle decided as she tightened her grip on the staff and went crouching around the bushes. Good, she told herself in grim satisfaction. They won’t expect an attack from the rear. And would I ever like another crack at one of those stupid bad-hair-day hats and the snotty boys that wear ’em.

			The problem was when and how to do this. Unlike the drunken Meritos or his two companions, these men moved and acted like serious soldiers—certainly palace guards and possibly the king’s own household men. Unlike Meritos or his two buddies, they would have no reason whatever to keep quiet once they saw her. One of them—yeah, I could drop one of them without him yelling. Two, though . . . She settled back on her heels, considering the problem, then finally shrugged. It didn’t matter; those two were waiting for something, and the way her luck and Xena’s had gone thus far, the something was going to be a whole company of soldiers.

			Especially if they knew Xena was in that room. “Think about it,” she muttered to herself, “they’re not waiting around to take out Draco; he’s supposed to be here.” She tried to figure which way the rest of the company would come from-through the apartment doors or with these two—and decided it didn’t matter.

			Either way, there wasn’t anything she could do but get close enough to deal with those two men, once the party started. She sighed, eased back down onto her elbows, and began a slow, cautious, and utterly silent slither through the garden—and as far away from the rosebushes as possible.

			Not that distance really helped. By the time she’d reached the last bushes nearest that balcony, she’d had to stop half a dozen times to pull thorns out of her hands and forearms. And something else—something with legs this time—was crawling down between her shoulder blades as she crawled into her hiding place to wait for things to happen.

			
			Back in the king’s reception, Avicus signed for the last candidate to be brought in and walked up the long aisle with him. “Highness,” he said when the two reached the dais and the guards had closed the doors, “this is Bellerophon of Corinth, who has heard of your need for heroes.”

			King Menelaus eyed the young man curiously: He had heard of Bellerophon, who was rumored to be the son of King Glaucus, but also, just possibly, the offspring of Poseidon. The boy was young, but already had a reputation for bravery—the kind that asked no reward and served those in greatest need. Not normally the Spartan ruler’s kind of man, but Avicus had already warned there would be need for a journey over water, though he’d been unable to say more than just that—or unwilling to share his knowledge. With Avicus, it was impossible to ever be certain.

			The boy certainly looked as if he might be half-immortal: he was tall, fine-boned, and golden: his skin bronzed by the sun, his eyes a deep, intense blue, his pale hair all crisp curls, and his mouth that double bow that seemed to smile and to hide secrets, even when there were no secrets and the owner wasn’t smiling. He was clean-shaven and well-muscled, clad in muscled armor that was years out of date but well cared for: The bronze formed plates and connecting rings gleamed as if the owner polished his gear regularly, and the leather shone. The sword he wore at his right hip was of recent make, though, the scabbard beautifully crafted and the crosspiece of the hilt inlaid with pearl. Someone had rewarded the boy for a job well done—unless King Glaucus had given the boy his own outdated armor but seen to it that he was decently armed.

			Menelaus rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Impossible to know the truth of the rumors—any more than he’d ever really known whether Helen was merely a beauteous mortal or really the daughter of Zeus. Women could have named any man—any god—as her child’s father, and who would be able to say it wasn’t true?

			Still—unlike Sparta, Corinth was right at the sea, even though the water was a long inlet facing west. Still salt, and still the sea god’s realm.

			The son of Poseidon might just succeed where others failed, especially if the journey finished where Avicus had said he believed it might.

			The priest cleared his throat gently; the boy was still on one knee, head bent respectfully. The king smiled and gestured for him to rise. “Bellerophon of Corinth. Your reputation precedes you, young man. But—are you a hero, Bellerophon?”

			The youth smiled shyly as he got to his feet. “I—would like to be one, sire.” His voice was low and resonant, and he spoke more like a noble than a peasant. “Or—well, sire, I want to accomplish deeds that men like Jason and Hercules and Theseus—and you, yourself, sire—have done. I—I am not entirely certain I would like to be called hero, as Hercules is, or Theseus.”

			“There are few heroes who would answer such a question other than you just answered it,” Avicus told him. “Including Hercules.” He led the young man over to the bowl, his face impassive but his mind still working furiously over how to manipulate this last would-be hero: What vision to show him, how best to play him?

			Because there was something about this man, out of all those who had walked into this chamber over the past few hours, hoping to quest for the king: This one, Avicus thought warily, might actually be the real thing.

			Which made it a chancy endeavor, showing someone like this a created vision in the mirror—the son of a god just might see past the falsehood. Though, if this Bellerophon were the son of Podseidon—well, the god had no quarrel with the Greeks, except perhaps Odysseus.

			Still, it would be better if the boy knew nothing of the true quest: Someone like this would have nothing to do with returning a man’s estranged wife, so that man could beat her senseless and then lock her in her apartments for the rest of her days. That wouldn’t be—heroic. Avicus eyed the boy sidelong; a youth like this probably had foresworn all that kind of contact and quite likely looked upon females as a danger to his purity and as creatures to be worshipped and adored from a safe distance. He bit back a smile: That kind of thing—that, just perhaps, he could work with.

			But if the boy could see through illusion, as a son of the sea god should be able to . . .

			The priest gave a mental shrug. Keep things simple, he ordered himself. He would create a vision similar to that he showed Joxer and Draco; the woman’s beauty might inspire him to worship from afar; the danger suggested would rouse a tiger in the boy’s heart. And if he were one of those boringly pure types who saw all women as vipers, then another spin could be put on the vision, so that the boy would see the woman as enemy. Either way, he could well be the one to find Helen. And keep my job here intact. I’d like that.

			The fact was, Avicus knew, living in the Spartan palace, in his own luxurious apartments, agreed with him. Delphi cell-like accommodations and the stone couches couldn’t begin to compete with silken sheets, the nightly company of one of Menelaus’s prettier laundresses, and decent food, a properly arranged gymnasium where he could work off what he ate.

			Helen, he recalled himself sternly. Create the vision, let the boy interpret Helen however he would and make certain that, whatever else Bellerophon saw, the king would know to name it as heirloom and a danger to her; something to be retrieved in any event. Putting Bellerophon before him, he signaled the king of his intentions, then passed his hands over the liquid. “Look upon the water of the god, and tell me what you see,” he demanded in a low voice.

			Bellerophon eyed the surface for some moments, then glanced up, visibly perplexed. “I see nothing but my reflection.”

			“Try again,” the priest urged, and passed his hands over the liquid again.

			“But, I still see only—ah!” He stared intently at the surface, eyes moving rapidly, as if taking in a vista of wonders. “I—I see a woman—no, it is a statue! Of wood, I think, but the eyes are shell, and the whole so beautifully painted that it might almost be a woman—no, no human woman, a goddess, surely! Her hair is of palest gold, and she wears it in a simple plait across one milky shoulder. Her garments—” He drew a deep breath; his pale cheeks were very bright, all at once. “She wears a simple toga of a deep green that bares one shoulder and her legs, though soft boots cover those to the knee. In one hand, she holds a longbow and in the other, green-fletched arrows . . .” His voice faded away as the surface of the liquid rippled. “She is gone,” he whispered. “Arrows—a bow,” Avicus repeated blankly. Golden hair? he thought dazedly. But Helen’s hair was dark, a match for her eyes. Across the dais, the king stared at them, slack-jawed. The youth continued to gaze fixedly at the bowl, even though the priest knew there was nothing to see but his own reflection.

			Somehow the priest kept his expression neutral; inside, he was seething. I know what he saw! How—how dare he play with this? He touched Bellerophon’s arm to get his attention and murmured, “Wait here, watch the water, say nothing. I—” He glanced at the king, who was now frowning. “I need a—private consultation with the god.” He strode quickly behind the dais, shoved past the curtain hanging there, and stepped into the servants’ passage.

			
			Joxer eased quietly (for Joxer, anyway) around a corner of the palace. The windows at his right were dark, the grounds even darker. Somewhere nearby, a cricket chirped once, loudly, and he jumped, banging his elbow on dressed stone. “Owwww!” He rubbed it vigorously. “I hate that, I really hate it!” Silence for some moments. The cricket began chirping again. “All right,” he told himself. “Hey, piece of cake. I’ve made it all this way without any problems, so one more corner, that one right up there, and I should be—” He caught his breath sharply and melted back into shadow, then threw himself flat as four soldiers in those ridiculous horse-crested helmets hove into view, maybe forty paces away and right where he was headed. To his chagrin, three of them appeared to be set to stay there for some time. A quick glance at the sky told him that he didn’t have the time to wait out a change of watch. “Great,” he whispered. “I gotta go all the way back around this lousy palace and I’m gonna wind up having to slink around the gates, when I come up on the wrong side of them, so I can get into that rose garden—oh, well. At least, either way when I get there, I’ll know where I am, right?” He got cautiously to his hands and knees and then to his feet, set his back against the palace wall, and began working back the way he’d come.

			
			Ten long steps down the passage brought Avicus to a plain, narrow door behind another drape. He pushed his way into the room, shoved the door closed behind him with an audible click, and leaned against it, his jaw working. “Deep breath,” he told himself. “Another.” It was no use speaking to Apollo when he was angry. Finally he shoved away from the door and stepped into the chamber.

			It was dimly lit by two lamps that flanked an altar. The priest lit incense, shoved it into the prepared niche, and let his head fall back, eyes closed.

			The Voice came at once—dispassionate, deep, the sound of it all around him. “I am here,” it intoned. “Why do you bespeak me at this hour?”

			“Why,” Avicus responded evenly, “have you given the boy that vision? We had a bargain, you and I, an enormous favor you have owed me ever since I spread your plague among the Greek soldiers before Troy. Because of that, your Trojan priest got his daughter back—and she was alive, wasn’t she? There wasn’t much I could do about Achilles—or Agamemnon, who is at least as stubborn as his brother.”

			“Was as stubborn. Where he is now, he learns patience and repentance. I recall the bargain, priest. It was to have been complete when Menelaus destroyed Troy and took back his woman.”

			Your half-sister, Avicus thought, but wisely did not say. Apollo could be petty about things, and half-human siblings were high on the list. “We have agreed that Xena was not my fault! And we agree that the bargain between us should continue. Why else would I set up this fool’s parade of supposed heroes?”

			“I have told you, Avicus, that I cannot see Helen. She lives, but she is protected from me, possibly by one of my sisters who—well, for whatever reason any of them might have. I gave the boy his vision because you will only need his services a little while. Once you are done with him, I will then call upon him to retrieve my stolen image of Daphne.” Daphne, the priest thought grimly. I knew it, I simply knew it! “She—the statue was stolen from me; I want it back, since the nymph herself is denied me.”

			The priest shook his head. “We have a bargain, you and I. If the king of Sparta does not locate his wife through my intervention—and that soon—I will no longer be your priest in Sparta. There will be no priest of Apollo in Sparta—and I doubt very much there will be an Avicus. Is that your wish?”

			The god’s voice changed; no longer that of a supreme immortal above it all, he sounded angry, in a petty, spoiled-boy way. “How dare you question my judgment? Or my pain? The image is mine, carved for me by the dryad’s brother. He knew I would not have harmed her; he was not like his father, Peneus—and who, after all is Peneus but a minor river god? And a pettifogging little god who thinks himself and his offspring too good for the likes of a son of Zeus? Do not argue with me, Avicus.”

			You can’t win, not with Him, Avicus thought, and bit back a sigh. If He can’t thunder and scare you into going along with what He wants, He makes you feel guilty, or He whines until you’ll do anything to make him stop. “I do not argue with you. I’m tired, it’s been a long day, the king is in a temper, and I simply would like to know how you want me to interpret your vision to the boy. And whether I can still count on your word that the king’s search is still . . .”

			“Of course you can!” The Voice replied waspishly. “But once he has found the woman for you, I want him for my own quest. Since I cannot have the nymph herself, the image . . .”

			There were tears in The Voice, Avicus realized in sudden horror. He hastily said, “I will have no use whatever for him, once Helen is found. But perhaps I should get back in there? You know how Menelaus can be, if he gets bored with waiting . . .” A breath later, Interpretation filled him, and Avicus bowed, very deeply. “Thank you, great Apollo.” He backed away from the altar, eyes still closed, hands feeling behind him for the wall. Once there, he turned, fumbled the latch open, and eased back into the hallway, only then daring to open his eyes.

			He did sigh then, heavily. “My feet do hurt, my liege is in a royal hissy fit, the god I serve has drunk enough mead that He is maudlin, and I am completely and totally bored with the demands of my job! I wonder if the theater in Athens could use a good effects man?” A corner of his mouth twitched; he chuckled briefly. Good humor restored—at least for the moment—he returned to the hall.

			No one seemed to have moved much in his absence. Menelaus slumped on his throne, chin in one hand, eyes half-closed, and Bellerophon gazed, wide-eyed, at the bowl. Avicus quietly cleared his throat to alert the king, then crossed to the tripod. Bellerophon started as the priest touched him.

			“Did you see anything else while I was away? No? Just as well. It is—you are certain the statue was of wood?”

			“Ahhh? Ah—oh.” He blinked and considered this briefly. “It appeared to me that it was.”

			“How large?”

			“Ahhh—large? No longer than my forearm, I think.”

			“Good,” Avicus said smoothly; he glanced sidelong at the king, who was beginning to look impatient again, and angry because of it. He’d want an explanation, and soon. But they didn’t dare simply send the boy away: He needed information about which way to set out, where to find transportation, whom to trust, and who not. “You have been blessed, Bellerophon. What you saw was a statue of the goddess Artemis—not just any statue, but the image of her crafted especially for Apollo and dearly loved by him. But it vanished from his hall, ages ago. I believe your vision means that you will be the one to retrieve it for the god—one day. But that is not your quest, just now. Are you sure you saw nothing else? Anything at all, however small and humble?”

			Bellerophon considered this, his brow creased. “There was—I saw an oil lamp,” he said finally. “But—it was nothing, merely a plain-looking, brass oil lamp, except that—I think the handle was covered in braided leather.”

			Avicus was already nodding, the bland smile in place. Even better than a hunk of jewelry. “Good. That lamp is the thing King Menelaus urgently seeks. Lives hang in the balance, and it is vital someone retrieve the lamp and return it here as quickly as possible.” He gestured sharply with the hand Bellerophon could not see, but the king wasn’t responding.

			A glance showed him why: Menelaus had already had enough tonight, long before his last two “guests” had come to be tested. Draco had been a sore point, of course; after all, the warlord and his army had taken full advantage of Menelaus’s journey to Troy, to loot his lands. Bellerophon and all this unexpected nonsense about statues of Artemis—well. At the moment, the king was barely containing a formidable rage.

			I wish he would learn to control that temper—after all, his brother did. Odysseus—well, he never had a temper to begin with. And if he won’t give over these stupid fits, why can he simply not forget the wretched woman, and go attack the Hittites? Avicus sighed inwardly, mentally rehearsed the speech he’d taught the king and laid a friendly hand on Bellerophon’s shoulder.

			“You see,” he explained, “the lamp is a family relic, passed from second son to second son in the king’s family for generations. It is said—though,” the smile widened slightly, “who can be certain?—that the lamp was forged by Hephaestus, because the king’s family springs from the union of Zeus and the maiden Europa.” The boy was actually following all this; Bellerophon apparently had received a proper education. “The lamp had only one purpose: to kindle the funeral pyre of a member of the immediate family—”

			“—a male member, you mean?” the youth asked uncertainly, as the priest hesitated to choose his next words. Avicus bit back a smile; not just an education, but a proper classic one—the kind in which boys learned that men took women as mates, but other men were their only friends and close companions. Now, if Menelaus had accepted that women, if seen, were to be properly covered, and not heard—if he’d kept her where she belonged, and not become besotted with her—well, we wouldn’t be in this mess, would we? They would have: until Helen, Menelaus had believed the same things.

			Odd, how things worked: The vision of Helen that had so pleased Joxer would appall a young prig like this boy. Fortunately, after all, Apollo had overriden his own choice of vision.

			“Male, of course,” the priest replied smoothly, and began revising the tale as he went. “Now, the queen is a very beautiful woman, but she does suffer—as do they all—from the failings of their sex . . .” He paused; the boy nodded as if this were a given. “But her beauty was such that, at least for a time, it blinded the king to her willfulness, and lack of intelligence. And so, when she took a fancy to the lamp because of its age and lineage, he could not persuade her to leave it in the cupboard where the sacred oil and the ancient torches are kept. With my help, he was able to convince her that it must not be used to illuminate the table at such banquets where a woman could appear, nor could she have it set upon a table in her apartments, where she could see it.”

			“To—” Bellerophon glanced at the king, who was now slumped in his chair, one hand over his eyes; he prudently lowered his voice. “To allow a woman to do as she chooses—”

			“Well, you might forgive a man under the circumstances,” Avicus said with a shrug. “After all, they were not long married and she was—even I could appreciate her beauty, if I looked upon her as a work of art. But of course she was spoiled. Probably because she is rumored to be the daughter of Zeus . . .”

			“I—had heard such a rumor,” the boy replied, even more quietly. “Something to do with a swan—except it was really Zeus?” He shrugged, suddenly looked shy. “I—of course, there are stories about many—ah—”

			“I have heard those stories, Bellerophon. I judge men by their skills, rather than their lineage.”

			He smiled. “Thank you, sir—”

			“Call me . . . Avicus,” the priest intoned.

			“Avicus. Well, the woman will not affect me in any manner whatever; I have taken vows to—I mean, that I—” The boy was blushing. Avicus laid fingers across his lips.

			“I understand, do not distress yourself. Clearly, you are a youth who has avoided the snares of females and has pledged to live a life free of them?” Not quite a question, but the boy nodded sharply; his color was still very high. “Good. No wonder you alone were given such a vision, Bellerophon. Because of all those who came here tonight, only you are pure in heart as well as—well, elsewhere. And such virtue is invaluable.”

			“I see—I think I see,” the boy replied doubtfully.

			“It is true. Helen fled Sparta with the son of Priam of Troy, as you have surely heard.” Bellerophon nodded. “What you will not know is that she took the lamp with her. The king did all he could to retrieve his befuddled wife and bring her home, without bloodshed.” He paused; not surprisingly, the boy nodded again. No doubt his tutors insisted he learn all the odes, the genealogy of the gods, the myths, and all of them completely ignored history as a pointless exercise. Good, the priest thought.

			“The king unfortunately failed,” Avicus went on after a moment and another glance at the king, who was still slumped on his throne, one hand shielding his eyes. “The city of Troy fell to his army, but Paris was dead and Helen had vanished.” He glanced at the boy, decided to risk it. “Rumor has it Helen was spirited away by a woman warrior named—Xena.”

			Bellerophon had clearly heard of her, the priest thought in satisfaction; his jaw dropped and his eyes bugged, most unherolike. “Xena? Do you—” He regained control of his face, but his hands were white-knuckled fists. “She is with Xena?”

			“She may be; even the god has not been able to show her to me, and that is why we needed someone like you, Bellerophon. We do know that Xena was in Troy during the last days, fighting against her own people, the Greeks.”

			“Traitorous woman,” the boy hissed. “Do you—can you tell me, is it possible that I—that I will be the man who slays Xena?”

			Avicus smiled widely. “I cannot tell you that. But the man who finally frees us all of Xena will truly be a hero. At the least, you can find and return poor, foolish Helen to her husband. And the oil lamp.”

			“Oil—? Oh, yes; that lamp.”

			“Yes, Bellerophon; the lamp of the king’s ancestors that Helen took with her, which we believe she took to Troy. You must find it and in the best instance, return her and it here. But if you cannot convince her to return, you must take the lamp and return it here. Apollo tells me that the god who created it says she will not be permitted to keep it for much longer. If it is not reconsecrated by my own hands and returned to its cupboard before the moon waxes and wanes again, Apollo will cause it to ignite with at least the force of the volcano that sank fabled Atlantis. Helen, and all who serve her, hide her, protect her—or seek to save her—will die, along with every innocent human and beast whose only crime is to be anywhere near her.

			Silence. Bellerophon gazed at him, wide-eyed. “We are truly desperate, young hero: The king has done all he can to ensure Helen’s safety, and he—well, look upon him!” A sweep of the priest’s hand indicated the still-furious Menelaus—furious to his own eyes only, it seemed. Avicus managed a sad smile and turned back to his young companion. “Behold a man torn by agony! To lose his beloved bride, before he can straighten out her confusion. Then, to be responsible for the deaths of so many innocents! Is it a wonder he can barely sleep or eat these days?”

			“All of this,” Bellerophon finally managed, “for a woman?”

			Avicus shrugged. “For the lamp, more correctly. The king knows its value to his blood, and he fears the damage it will cause. Oh, about the woman herself—I am of your mind regarding the creatures, young hero. Such things distract one from the true goals of a pure life. Still, if all of us felt that way, how would you and I have come to live on this world?”

			“Ah—well, yes, point taken,” the hero conceded. “You wish me to—ah, I’m not sure what you want me to do?”

			Avicus hesitated; he was still thinking furiously, trying to make sense of everything, and trying to make it sound sensible. This is nearly as much fun as my first paying job, when I operated the machinery for the deus ex machina at the theater in Minos, he thought sourly. Good old Daedalus—master magician; lousy manager. Aloud, he said cheerfully, “Do? Why, it is simple. I serve Apollo. The god has blessed this enterprise and granted me the right to test those who would find the lamp and return it to King Menelaus before any harm can result.

			“Some of those who came here tonight were told that the king seeks his queen’s return only because of his love for her. And that Apollo blesses this. But the god does not involve himself in mere romantic entanglements as does his sister Aphrodite.” Bellerophon’s nose wrinkled in disgust; Avicus smiled and nodded. “Exactly my thought. An—untidy goddess at best. And yes, I dare say that, because I have her brother’s divine protection. And the king’s feelings for his wife are deep and true. But the gods played with him, through her. Remember that without Helen, there would have been no great war before Troy.” The boy looked blankly at him. No history, Avicus reminded himself. Plenty of mythos, though. “Besides, if you recall, Aphrodite was responsible for Paris’s attraction to Helen in the first place, and all so the foolish immortal could be crowned Miss Olympus—named the prettiest of all—some nonsense like that.”

			“So I have heard, sir.”

			“A foolish reason for men to leave their homes and die, I think. But—that is not our present problem, is it? And that problem is—?”

			“The lamp,” the youth replied at once.

			“Good, you pay close attention. Listen some more, please. Apollo would not aid me in retrieving Helen for the king, not for a reason no more valid than love. But! He has agreed that no one should die for foolishness, and this of the lamp—well, judge for yourself. And so, the god granted my request that some hero be chosen to seek the lamp and return it here. You have already seen a true vision—but only the first of many. Others will come to you from time to time, and thanks to them, you will find the lamp.” He pressed one of his badges onto the boy’s shoulder and gave him the usual speech about its usefulness. A secretive smile touched the corners of his mouth; how amusing, if this incredibly innocent boy should be the one who led them to Helen, all unaware that Avicus watched his progress in this very bowl, via that badge—and another, possibly more, depending on how trustworthy his field agents were.

			“And—Helen?” Bellerophon asked uncertainly. “You—His Highness asks that I bring her back to Sparta?” Avicus nodded firmly.

			“Yes. And for one reason alone: Of all those who were tested before you, no one is less likely to be swayed by her beauty or her wiles.”

			“Well—yes. But what if she will not come, or will not release the lamp . . . ?”

			“The god tells me she will release the lamp, once you explain its dangers—not just to her, but also to those around her,” Avicus glibly told him. A lie, of course. “He also tells me—as does the king—that if Helen will not willingly return to Sparta, you must not force her. Instead, you must give her this message from her husband.” He paused to recall the exact words; they rang in his ears as Menelaus somehow got himself under control enough to speak them.

			“Tell her that boys raised by warriors know only how to become warriors themselves—they sneer at gentleness, and love confuses them. But some such warriors can learn that war is a waste, while love: She will not believe. Still, tell her, from the man who married her, that he will do whatever he must to learn to be gentle and to love. That such a man is Menelaus, who has an undying love for his wife. But if she will not believe that, tell her that Menelaus has profited by the example of his brother, Agamemnon, who sacrificed every woman he ever loved, and because of that is now dead. Tell her that Menelaus does not fear death half so much as he fears the loss of his beloved Helen. But not just an object to love and keep safe: He also greatly misses his intelligent Helen, his clever Helen. Tell her that Menelaus now knows that beauty fades quickly, but that grace, intelligence, and the ability to converse and amuse will continue until two wary young lovers are white-haired and aged and still of infinite beauty, each to the eye of the other.”

			Bellerophon gazed at the king, wide-eyed. “To love in such a manner!” he whispered. “But this is—surely this must be what my teachers spoke of when they named perfect love!” Menelaus would have spoken; Avicus gestured and faintly shook his head. The boy smiled; his eyes shone. “I envy you greatly, sire. For you are one man in thousands who might desire a pure love, and all those others will never attain it. I do not understand it, but I give it—and you—homage. Rest assured, I will convey your message to Helen, and do all I can to see that she understands the purity of your love for her.” He knelt and bowed his head. “I cannot believe I am worthy of such a quest, but rest assured, sire, that I will carry it out—or die in the attempt.”

			Avicus smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “We do not ask your life, Bellerophon. Merely your best efforts. Go now, return to your chamber. Food will be brought to you, and further instructions. You will leave Sparta at sunrise.” The boy went to one knee, then rose, turned, and strode from the chamber. Avicus waited until the doors closed behind him before muttering, “Sanctimonious young puppy.”

			“Young idiot,” Menelaus growled behind him as he rose to his feet. “I hope there was some purpose in all of that, priest?”

			“I think so,” Avicus replied. He turned and smiled. “The god has another purpose for him—but it will not matter until Helen is found. And that—” he gestured toward the distant doors, “is the youth who will find her.”

			“Why not have brought him in first, then? And what were you saying about Xena?”

			“I should have said,” the priest broke in smoothly, “that I believe he is the one. Apollo does not speak in straight fashion to mere mortals, even his priests. And I still feel some—well, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that Xena was involved back in Troy, and I believe she will be this time.”

			“You can’t possibly think that green youth would actually kill her! If he got the chance.”

			“No. If it makes him happier about this quest to think he will kill Xena—well, why not let him believe it?”

			Menelaus smiled unpleasantly. “Well, he will not have the opportunity, will he? Since she is here—”

			“I know,” Avicus said. “I saw her, in the water. With that, I should be able to see where she goes.”

			“Goes? She isn’t going anywhere, except into one of my cells—after I question her. If she knows where Helen is, I’ll learn it tonight. Well?” His mouth twisted as the priest stared at him.

			“You sent men to take her? Are you mad?”

			“Angry,” the king said flatly; his eyes were opaque, all pupil. “Because of pointless delays, I remind you, priest.”

			“There won’t be any delays if you let her leave! She knows you want Helen back. She’ll go straight to the woman to warn her. And then we won’t need any of these foolish would-be heroes. We’ll be able to set the trap and take Helen, kill Xena . . .” The king smiled grimly and shook his head. “Highness, I can’t believe you’re doing this. You actually intend to capture Xena and force her to talk?” The king’s smile widened, slightly. Avicus shuddered. “My king, she will absolutely not tell you anything, even if your men do manage to capture her!”

			“I sent enough men; she won’t stand a chance. And I owe that woman.”

			The priest shook his head. “I know you do. We both do. But you won’t collect here and now. Call them off.” But as he spoke, he head a distant clash of weapons, men yelling and above the roar, a woman’s high-pitched battle cry.

			Menelaus heard it, too. The smile widened. “Too late,” he said.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			Back in the royal apartments allotted to one particular warlord, Xena lounged against a pile of cushions as Draco paced, cursing steadily. He finally halted mid-stride and turned to glare down at her. “Damn you, Xena! Why do you always do this to me?”

			She offered him a wry smile. “Because it’s fun to watch you go nuts? Look, you’re making my neck hurt. Siddown and listen to me for a minute, will you?”

			“Why?” he snapped. “So you can pull another fast one on me? Xena, for your information, this is—ah, to Hades with it!” He snatched up a pear from the low table and snapped his teeth into it. She folded her hands and waited him out; he cast up his eyes, but finally came back over and dropped down cross-legged across the low table from her. “Look. Every time we’ve tripped over each other the past year or so, you’ve done this: Back on Ithaca, and then the last time, when I had the contract to sell all those Hestian virgins to that lousy slave trader—Hades, I can’t even remember his name.”

			“I bet his mother can’t, either,” Xena drawled.

			“Don’t!” Draco warned sharply. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is, you got cute with me, got me thinking you were maybe even in love with me—yeah, right. All the time, you were laughing at me. Playing your cute little game, making sure I didn’t take those girls, keeping me from collecting one huge bounty—and just maybe making me look like a fool.”

			“Draco, I might do a lot of things, but I do not laugh at you. And it didn’t have one damned thing to do with the dinars. But you should know by now, I’ll do anything I have to, to stop you in a situation like that,” she replied evenly. “And I didn’t make you look like a fool—you did a pretty good job of that all by yourself.”

			His mouth quirked. “Thanks for nothing.”

			“Any time. Besides, I already told you—that wasn’t the real thing, me falling for you: it was Cupid’s arrows.”

			His mouth twisted. “Yeah, sure, Xena. Know what? I think that’s about the crummiest lie you’ve ever come up with to justify toying with me. Besides, if that’s true, then how come I still—?” He stopped abruptly, shook his head. “Forget it. What I want to know is, why are you here—now?”

			“What do you think?”

			“I think I’m too smart to second-guess you,” he replied darkly. “I hope I am. Because the last time I tried, it nearly drove me over the edge: Is she acting like this to get my mind off the Hestian virgins? No—she’s gotta know even I’d never fall for a dumb stunt like that. So, is the old flame still burning? Fat chance of that, more likely it’s because she’s jealous of Gabrielle . . .”

			Xena chuckled throatily. “But you didn’t fall for Gabrielle until after you and I first—ah—hooked up, remember?”

			He bit into the pear, chewed savagely. She waited. “What is it with you?” he finally asked. “No, I really want to know! You keep pulling this same old stunt on me, and I am getting really tired of it! And I am getting even more tired of the fact that every single time you turn up anymore, everything gets stirred up like—” He struggled for a comparison, finally shrugged, and took another bite of fruit. “It gets crazy and strange. I don’t want to do that again, if you don’t mind,” he said finally.

			“Look, I’m sorry if it seems like everything goes to Hades in an egg basket every time we see each other. These things happen.”

			“Oh, no,” he informed her vigorously. “Not this time, they don’t! Because, for one thing, I am not gonna trust you. Not—not even if you tell me the sky is up! And for another, you are gonna walk out of here right now, and you are gonna stay far, far, away from me! Because I got a good thing going for once, and I’m not gonna let you make a mess of it. I’m warning you, Xena—!”

			She eased back into the cushions. “Give it a rest, Draco. Face it: You’re pissed off because you think I led you on and then cut you off.”

			He leveled a finger at her nose. “No, that is not it!” He drew a steadying breath, expelled it in a rush. “Look, Xena—this isn’t the Hestian virgins; it’s nothing like that. I’m out to do something good for a change, so if you’re planning on tripping me up—well, don’t. That’s all.”

			She crossed her legs. “That’s what you think, huh?”

			“No.” He dropped the pear core and leaned forward to plant his elbows on the table. “That’s what I know.” Silence; he studied her face; she looked back at him, impassively. “What’s your angle this time? You want to be the one who brings her back? Or are you backing someone else to find her first and win the king’s reward? Or maybe you just can’t stand the thought of me doing something right for once!”

			“You know me better than that, Draco,” she growled. “I’ve never lied when I said I wanted you to fight for good. I still want that.” His mouth twisted; she sat forward. “Look—this isn’t about you and me, you and Gabrielle, not even about you and Helen, for that matter.”

			“Helen, huh?”

			“Don’t even bother. I know why Menelaus got you here. You and all those others.”

			His eyes narrowed. “So you say. What’s it about, then?” But before she could say anything, he held up a hand. “No—don’t bother. I don’t want to know what kind of fancy lie you’ve got for me this time.”

			Xena sighed heavily and eyed the ceiling. “Will you just shut up and listen? I wouldn’t be breaking into the Spartan palace if I didn’t have a good reason. King Menelaus doesn’t like me, in case you hadn’t heard. And his pet priest Avicus likes me even less.”

			“Maybe, just maybe I heard something,” Draco replied warily. “About you kidnapping Helen from the Trojans, just before King Menelaus could rescue her.”

			“I bet I know who told you that one—save it, will you? We don’t have time for this. The Draco I know wouldn’t make up his mind without hearing both sides of the story.”

			“Not when you’re the one telling the other side of it,” he said shortly. She waited. “Okay, lay it out. Just don’t be too surprised if I don’t go with it.”

			She shrugged. “Whatever. Troy wasn’t about a broken-hearted husband standing at the gates and begging his wife to come home.”

			He cast up his eyes. “So it was a war—so what? But if a man’s wife’s been kidnapped and they’re holding her in an armed camp, what’s he supposed to do, bang on the gates and whimper? Of course he went to war!”

			“Fine so far,” Xena said evenly. “Except, what if the wife wasn’t kidnapped? What if her husband was twice her age, and he married her because she was part of a package that included Sparta and a crown? What if he wanted that and also wanted to be known as the man married to the most beautiful woman alive?”

			Draco shrugged. “So? A lot of men would take a package like that. What’s the problem?”

			“No problem, Draco—unless the man in question got real jealous, didn’t want the citizens of Sparta smiling at his beautiful wife, didn’t want her smiling at anyone but him. Unless he kept boxing her into a smaller and smaller area until all she had was her apartments and whatever banquets the king allowed her to attend.”

			He sighed heavily. “Xena, you may not realize this, but not every woman wants to be you when she grows up. There’s nothing wrong with the way a lot of royal women live. Some—most of them actually like it and some even prefer it. Most of them have a few rooms, a garden, a loom—a harp or something to play, and they really, truly like that. They don’t have to chop wood, swing a sword, spill blood, or patch up the men who’ve had it spilled. They don’t need upper arms like logs or shoulders that can carry a mule halfway across the village. You didn’t hear Penelope whining because she couldn’t swim naked in the bay and fight with the soldiers, did you?”

			Xena scowled at him, narrow-eyed; Draco glared back. “All right, you’ve made your point,” she said finally. “Besides, I agree with you; everyone’s got a right to live the life they want. That includes Helen.”

			Draco eyed her with patent disbelief. “What you’re telling me—that’s not what the king says.”

			“He wouldn’t. Look, Draco, I was here once; I didn’t meet Helen then, but I heard enough, just hanging around this palace. Menelaus pretty much kept her a prisoner in her own apartments—a set of rooms as big as this, all right? Finally, she got desperate enough to run away with another man. All right, he was younger and prettier than her husband, and he could recite poetry to her eyes and all that. And then, once she got snuggled down in his bed, she found out he wasn’t any better, he just talked a better line.” Silence. “That part I do know for a fact. She told me when I went to Troy at her request.”

			She paused; he waved her on. “Look, Draco, you gotta believe this much. Everything I have done for Helen, I did for a reason, and because she asked me to. When I was here last time, it wasn’t that long since he’d married her. You could see it, even then—how he acted, the way his voice changed when he talked about her. He’s not in love—if he ever was, he’s obsessed. She’s not his wife, she’s a possession. I think he’s reached the point where he’s decided that if he can’t have her, nobody can.”

			Draco was on his feet again, pacing the room. He stopped and gazed down at her. “That’s crazy—it doesn’t even make sense!”

			“Don’t give me that,” she snarled. “You’ve seen men like that—men who get so jealous about someone—”

			“Okay, I’ve seen them. Menelaus isn’t one. Xena, I’m smarter than that, I can tell when someone’s lying to me, all right? He’s genuinely unhappy without her. Sure, he wants her back. Why wouldn’t he? He lives in Sparta. Why wouldn’t he want her back in Sparta?” He spread his hands in a broad shrug. “That’s all it is.”

			“That’s all, huh? And what if you find her and she says no?”

			“Xena,” he said with heavy patience. “If I find her, all he asked that I do is pass on his message. Then, if she wants to come back, I escort her. And if she doesn’t, I bring her message back here—and he lives with it.”

			“That’s what he says.”

			“That is what he says,” Draco agreed evenly. “And whichever way it goes, I know that I did something good. Something that just might make some people happy. For once.” He was pacing more; he suddenly turned on one heel, came back across the room, and loomed over her. “You used to say you wanted that—all those times you tried to get me to turn my life around. Or was that another lie?”

			Her eyes softened. “That was never a lie; it still isn’t.”

			“Good. Then you can just walk back out of here, now, and let me get on with it.”

			“Look, Draco—I want that, but you’ve got to believe me, this is not the time or the place! Menelaus will have you followed, Avicus has ways of seeing where you go—”

			“Nice try, Xena. Nobody follows me if I don’t want to be followed.” Silence. Xena broke it.

			“I am telling you. One way or another, if you find Helen, Menelaus will learn where she is. And he’ll—at the least, he’ll pack her back here and lock her in her rooms for the rest of her life. At the worst, he’ll kill her.”

			“You can’t possibly know that, Xena. Anyway, I don’t believe it.” He was pacing again, divesting himself of his armor as he went. He now tugged at the neck strings of his dark blue shirt and hauled it over his head. Deep bronze shoulder muscle rippled as he quietly slammed his right fist into his left palm, left fist into right palm.

			“What if you’re wrong?” she asked quietly. “How good is that gonna make you feel?”

			“I’m not wrong; you’re lying to me.” Silence again. He turned to face her, and there was doubt in his face, all at once. “You are lying; tell me you are. Don’t do this to me, dammit!” She shook her head; he spun away, began pacing once more. “Thing is,” he said after a long moment, “I’ve changed—I think I have. It’s like—I didn’t want to, but I didn’t have any choice. Partly because of—of her. Gabrielle.” He came back, settled on the edge of the low table. “Funny.” A smile warmed his bow-shaped mouth. “When I first saw her, all I could think was, ‘Dumb, nattering little blond. Why doesn’t Xena shut her up?’ And then, all of a sudden—” He seemed to search for words. Dark, intense eyes met hers. “You and me—oh, yeah, it was good. So good. But, this is—it’s like nothing I ever felt. It’s—I want to do things that would make her glad. Even if she never hears about them.” He studied her face. “I know you understand that, because of Marcus.” She stirred, her eyes suddenly cold. “Don’t look at me like that. I knew him—”

			“I know you did,” she broke in harshly.

			“Yeah, well—I heard about you and him. A—I don’t know, what the bards call a love you’d go to Tartarus and back for.”

			“You don’t know the half of it,” Xena whispered under her breath, her eyes briefly bleak indeed. But when Draco eyed her sidelong, she shook her head impatiently. “None of your damned business, Draco. Go on.”

			“So, I know you understand. Xena, I’m not good with words, but I’m just asking you, give me a chance with her. With G-Gabrielle. I won’t—I’m not gonna try to carry her off this time, nothing like that. I’m not doing this so as to win her over, I know she has plenty of reason not to trust me. But . . .” He swallowed, hard. “But I’d just—I’d feel better about things, if I knew she’d heard about—”

			“Draco,” Xena said quietly as he hesitated, “the best way you can do something about a mess like this, the one thing that would make Gabrielle happy, is not to go after Helen. If there’s even a possibility I’m not lying to you, how can you take the chance?”

			“I might’ve known you’d say that,” he replied with a bitter smile, got to his feet, and turned away from her. “Story of my life. You have all the answers, every time, and I’m just the dumb warlord who’s good enough to lead an army, not good enough for anything else.”

			Xena closed the distance between them, stopping just short of where she could touch him; he eyed her over his shoulder, then turned away again. “Draco, it’s not true! If it was, why would I have kept trying to change you?” Silence. She laid a hand on his shoulder. He came around, met her eyes. “Draco, there is so much heart in you, so much intelligence. Anyone can maim and kill, burn villages, hurt people. You don’t have to be like that.”

			He picked the hand off his shoulder. “No one has to be like that. I chose it, same as you did. Just like I tried to be a good man, the way I promised Gabrielle after I gave up on taking those virgins.” A corner of her mouth moved. “Laugh at me, go ahead. I really tried to follow through on that vow.” He let go of her. “So it didn’t work, big surprise. And this time, it cost me my army.”

			She shook her head in disbelief—but angry and sour as he looked just now, it had to be true. “Draco—I’m sorry. Believe me, I am.”

			“Yeah. Me, too,” he replied bitterly. He turned away from her. “You know what it’s like to build an army, man by man. Until it’s a fighting force you can trust to back you, no matter what. And then, one afternoon, you come back to camp to find one of your chief officers is running things, and the only way out for you is through the gauntlet.” He jabbed a forefinger at her. “Try that, and then you’ll know just how good life can get.”

			Xena grabbed his shoulder. “You think I don’t know?” she hissed in a low voice. “Well, guess what, Draco, we got more in common than you’d think! Remember Darfus?”

			“Darfus—?” He nodded sharply. “Wait. Yeah. Pale hair, pale eyes, bad teeth, real lousy attitude?”

			“You got it,” she snarled. “Wanna compare scars? Because, I got ’em too. Lots of ’em, and not all the visible kind! So. Who stole your army?”

			Draco looked down at her, clearly startled, then looked away. “Why do you care?”

			“Maybe I don’t; maybe I’m just curious. Indulge me.”

			He gazed past her; his mouth twitched. “Brisus,” he finally admitted.

			She stared at him. “Brisus! Aw, no, can’t be! Short little man, pale hair, pale eyes, neat little beard, mean little mouth?” Draco nodded. “Yeah, I know Brisus. But, I left him in King Theseus’s prison cells!”

			“Yeah, well, he got out somehow and joined my army, late this last spring. His army, now. You know, I liked his attitude, especially the way he felt about profit. Funny how things change, isn’t it?” He wasn’t smiling, though.

			“No, it isn’t funny,” Xena said softly. Silence, which she finally broke. “Look, I gotta get out of here, especially if I can’t do anything to convince you. Just—just listen to me for one last minute, will you?” she added sharply as he would have interrupted her. He eyed her warily, finally gestured her to go on. “If you go through with this, and if you find Helen, pass on this message of the king’s. And then—promise me you’ll listen to what she has to tell you about Menelaus, about Paris. Ask her how she’d really feel about coming back here. Do that for Gabrielle, will you?”

			He eyed her for a long moment, then nodded. “You’re trying to play me—but all right. I promise. That’s it?”

			“No. Do me a favor, too. Watch your back. And watch your back trail.”

			“I’d do that anyway,” he said quietly.

			“Good. I—what was that?” Xena held up a hand and stole, light-footed, across the room, stopping at the double apartment doors, ear against the wood.

			Draco snatched up his sword from the pile of armor and weaponry he’d just shed and caught up with her. He touched her shoulder. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m supposed to be in here.” She laid a finger against his lips and listened intently.

			“I swear I just heard someone out there draw a sword,” she whispered.

			His eyes narrowed angrily. “Xena, I swear, if someone saw you come in here and you’ve soured this deal for me—!”

			She turned and gave him a dirty look. “Draco—do you ever think about anyone but yourself?”

			He glared down at her, but before he could get a word out, someone slammed into the door, and a voice out in the hall shouted, “Get those doors open, and get the woman, by the king’s order!”

			“See?” Xena demanded sharply.

			Before she could say anything else, another voice added, “Get the warlord, too: His Beneficence Avicus tells me they were once allies and I’m betting they still are!”

			“You were saying?” Draco snarled, and thrust sharply to one side, sending the scabbard flying.

			Xena laughed shortly. “So you gonna persuade ’em you’re on their side—with that? C’mon, Draco, you wanna start pleasing Gabrielle, try not killing people for a change.”

			He stared at her, aghast. “Are you nuts? There must be half the Spartan army out there!”

			“So when did you ever turn down a challenge?” She bared her teeth in a wild grin, took two steps back from the double doors, and waited. From the sound of things, they wouldn’t have long to wait. Draco gave her a wild-eyed look, then retrieved his scabbard, sheathed the blade, and tossed the whole thing into the linen store. The doors shuddered, the blow echoed. “All right,” he said grimly. “You get out of here in one piece, you tell her I tried your way. And if we both don’t—well, I’ll see you in Tartarus.”

			Don’t bet on it, Draco.” Xena flexed her hands and settled her shoulders.

			
			Out in the rose garden, Gabrielle sat up sharply as six more men came trotting around the far side of the palace, weapons drawn, to join the two on the balcony. She swore and clawed at the palm of her left hand where a fallen thorn had just bitten in, tore it free, and edged to her knees, staff balanced neatly in an overhand/underhand grip.

			The eight Spartan soldiers seemed oblivious to the presence of anyone behind them; no surprise there, since she could clearly hear someone inside the palace bellowing commands to break down the doors and take prisoners.

			“I hate this,” she muttered, and began easing forward. “I really, really hate this!” At least there wasn’t much need for quiet. Still—Xena in her place would get as close as possible without being seen. Element of surprise, she reminded herself with a grim smile, rose slowly to her feet, and went crouching toward the balcony.

			
			Joxer peered uncertainly around the corner of the building. The rose gardens should be on the far side of that lighted area where the hedge was, he’d already decided—but they seemed to be here, instead. Unfortunately, so were several of the king’s men, all of them well armed and moving as if they had a purpose in mind. Hope they aren’t looking for me, he thought in a sudden panic; he threw himself back out of sight; his mishmash of weaponry and armor clattered loudly, and he began patting at things, silencing the clangor, resettling strips of armor, making sure none of his daggers had come loose to poke him at the wrong moment. That was loud enough to wake the—well, no it wasn’t, he assured himself quickly. It had been loud enough, though.

			Still—a quick glance reassured him there was no one else along this wall, no one coming this way, headed wherever those guys had gone. No one apparently alerted to noise where none should be, at this hour. But another look down the way he wanted to go . . . He sighed in vexation and slammed his back into the wall again.

			“Well, isn’t this just swell!” he mumbled. “I could probably figure out where to go from over there, but no! There’s all these guys with swords down there, and with my luck, they’d see me, and I would really rather they didn’t.” The gate guards—he was pretty certain he could charm or bluff them. Or both; they hadn’t seemed that bright, and they’d appeared to be impressed by the credentials he’d presented. And they were both on guard until first sun—who knew what the king had on duty once the sun rose? Besides, the other “heroes” would be hot out the door by then—if he was going to get a head start on this quest, this was the only way he could think of to do it.

			So—his best bet was to make it to the gates without drawing the attention of the closest guards. Because those guys down by the rose gardens already had their swords out, and it was his experience that men with drawn swords tended to look upon anything that moved as something to hack.

			He swallowed hard and tried to dismiss the thought. Once he was certain he could move without his knees giving way, he stepped away from the wall and peered all around. No good: The wall surrounding the palace was high at this point, and it seemed to be in very good repair.

			Nor had he seen anyplace better for a climber like himself further back—that left the main entry and that flower garden. He sighed heavily, dragged the helmet free and scratched his head, then eased over to look around the corner again. Someone down there was yelling. Maybe he had a chance after all. A grin twitched his mouth, and he chuckled softly. “Yeah, that’s it. Just wait until those guys are busy, then, poof! Here one minute, then, ta daah! Gone in a flash, Joxer the Invisible—hey!” He mumbled tunelessly for a moment, then flapped a dismissive hand. “Naw, won’t work. What could you rhyme with invisible? Joxer, the . . .” He leaned back against the wall, deep in thought.

			
			Gabrielle had reached the last of the rosebushes. Time to go, she thought grimly: A man was yelling in there, but his voice was muffled by something and she couldn’t understand what he was saying. Then Draco’s voice—unmistakable—yelling, “Are you nuts?”

			“Easy to figure out who he’s talking to,” she told herself sourly. Whatever else the warlord might have said was lost as the men on the balcony crowded forward, and those who hadn’t already drawn swords drew theirs. The shrill sound of metal rubbing metal drowned out any noise her last steps might make.

			But they weren’t paying any attention to the grounds behind them—and thanks to whoever was yelling inside the palace, she had no further need for secrecy. She rose to full height, briefly stretched kinked shoulder and leg muscles, then strode forward. She cleared the low stone parapet with a bound and took up a wide-legged stance on the smooth stone floor. Somewhere inside, a door slammed into the wall; she could hear nothing for some moments but a wild clash of weapons, another echoing slam, men yelling—and over all, Xena’s blood-curdling war cry.

			Several of the men on the balcony would have surged forward at that, but the one who’d looked to be in charge earlier held up a hand. “You know the orders; we wait.”

			“Good,” Gabrielle announced loudly and set the end of her staff down with a sharp click. Eight men turned as one. “That gives me someone to play with, while I’m waiting for Xena to come out.”

			
			Inside the apartments, the doors slammed open, and armed guards started forward, swords high. Xena waited until the two leaders made it in the left-hand side, then jumped high and lashed out with her legs: Her feet caught both under the chin and they staggered back, half-conscious, into the men behind them.

			Draco stood his ground; the right-hand door hit the wall and rebounded, and he spun halfway around, slamming his foot into the moving panel. A man howled in pain as it rebounded off his nose. Draco snatched the door open, caught the fallen soldier in both hands, hauled him off his feet, and threw him into the men behind him.

			“Hey, not bad!” Xena yelled at him. Three soldiers had dragged aside the two she’d dropped; they ran at her, swords out, but before anyone could connect, she was between two of them, backhanding both. One fell, the other staggered. Xena pushed off him, flipped, and came down behind the third, dropping him with a flashing, open-handed blow to the neck. She glanced across the room: More of the king’s guard had forced their way into the apartment, which no longer looked spacious at all. She bit back a grin as Draco backed away from four attackers. He appeared to be trying to convince them he’d done nothing wrong, not to hit him—but it was only a ruse. Once he reached the low table, he leaped over it; snatched up the wooden tray that had held his fruit, and began using it to flatten swordsmen.

			Hot breath on her neck; someone jeered, “Too bad, Xena! Thought you knew to watch your ba—ack!” He choked as her backfist caught him in the teeth.

			“My back,” she said flatly. “Yeah, I know. I’m watching.”

			The next minutes were a blur: Men charged in through the wide-flung double doors or picked themselves off the floor and threw themselves at her or at Draco, who at some point had broken his tray in half and was now pelting soldiers with pears and apples; he’d figured out how to hit exactly right on those helmets with the narrow eye and nose slits, so as to block the entire opening with splattered fruit pulp.

			Xena was finding her own way to play with the ridiculous helms: An she had to do was get on a man’s blind side, tap the far side of the bronze headpiece with her left hand, and when he turned that way, grab the base two-handed and give it a hard tweak. At last count, she decided gleefully, there were four men with broken noses, two with bad nosebleeds that rendered them generally useless—and another two who were still bumping blindly into the walls and trying to get their faces aligned with the front of the helmet once more.

			A quick glance at the hallway—there didn’t seem to be anyone else out there. Not that she was going to trust that. Menelaus had to have a larger in-house guard than these few. One of the earlier fallen rolled over, groaning, and tried to wrap his arms around her ankles. She kicked free and rapped the side of his head with her foot; he whimpered and went limp.

			Somewhere nearer Draco than herself, she could hear the harsh voice from the hallway yelling: “Remove your helmets! I said remove—your—helmets! That is an order—!” Some of them were already trying, including two men whose hands slid on fruit pulp, and one of those she’d turned, who’d run into the wall twice, ringingly, and didn’t seem able to figure out what he was doing.

			There was a brief, sudden lull: She could all at once hear yelling outside, and the familiar clack! of a fighting staff, and Gabrielle’s ringing, triumphant yell. “Gotcha! Thought you could sneak up on me, did you? Well, take that! And don’t try that on me again!” A breath later, half a dozen men hastily retreated into the room, half-tangled in the balcony drape. A seventh, floundering for balance, stumbled in a half circle, wrapping himself in material as he went; he fell and brought the drape down in a flurry of fabric. Gabrielle, her teeth bared in a mirthless grin, leaped over him, her staff menacing the other six. Xena could see one other guard beyond her, just as he went down and stayed down.

			“Gabrielle!” the warrior shouted. Draco came halfway around, completely dropping his guard, and three of the king’s men leapt at him.

			“Gabrielle?” He stared at Xena, then spun to gaze where the warrior’s eyes went and he smiled, suddenly oblivious to everything but the pale-haired woman with the fighting staff. And her companion; he scowled, as suddenly, and spun halfway around again, his hands pale-knuckled fists. “Xena!” He bellowed. “You lied to me again, damn you!”

			“Draco—look out!” Gabrielle shouted, but the warlord brought up both fists and slammed them back into two unhelmeted men; one swayed, caught at another, and both went over together. Draco turned and brought both fists down on the third man’s head. A dozen more men, heavily armed and helmeted, sprinted into the chamber from the hallway, all at once; and most of those Gabrielle had driven inside brought up whatever weapons they had left and turned on Xena.

			“Gabrielle!” the warrior shouted. “Get—out—of—here! There isn’t enough room for all of us!”

			Gabrielle snapped her staff, roundhouse, at a soldier, and opened her mouth to protest. The hardened wood hit the nearest wall hard enough to make her shoulders ache, then slammed back, rebounding off the armored back of one of the king’s men. “Gotcha!” she yelled back, and slammed the staff in a short overhand arc onto the nearest bare head before she began backing away. Four of the men she’d fought on the balcony earlier followed. Easy pickings, she thought cheerfully. She jumped lightly over the half-conscious man who was feebly trying to work his way out of the drape and set her feet and the staff just outside. “Hey, come on,” she said as two of the soldiers eyed each other warily. “You gonna let Xena flatten all of you, or can the rest of us play, too?” With a roar of anger, six men followed her onto the balcony. It wasn’t enough to noticeably clear the room, Gabrielle decided as she flattened two of them. But it did make for a halfway decent challenge, for a change.

			
			The problem, Joxer decided, was that he could hear just fine but he couldn’t see anything. All that noise—and that yell. “Sounds almost like Xena—except why would she be here, when she’s supposed to be looking for Hercules up in Thessalonika?” he asked himself. And why would she already be in the palace, when he’d just barely made it here himself? No, she and Gabrielle were days away, well up to the north. Probably doing something heroic and important, and he was willing to bet they’d either forgotten all about him—or Xena was congratulating Gabrielle on finally getting rid of their pesky companion, while Gabrielle sat there smiling, thinking how clever she’d been . . .

			Cut it out, he ordered himself gloomily. You know you aren’t the most welcome companion either of them ever had. Not something he’d ever admit aloud; not something he wanted to think about, either. “So,” he whispered angrily. “So, go do something.” He got down on hands and knees and eased around the corner. No one nearby, but he could smell roses. Roses. Great. Like the ones you brought Mother the one time, for her birthday. He couldn’t smell roses without remembering how hard he’d worked to find the best wild bushes, to pick only the nicest flowers. She’d—no, he wasn’t going to think about what she’d done to him for bringing her roses. He successfully fought a sneeze, pinched his nostrils with one hand, and crawled forward.

			“Remember,” he told himself softly as he edged into the garden. “Remember, you’re on a mission for the king of Sparta, you wear his badge—you’re doing something important. Worthwhile. A lot better than just—just hitting people.” He could hear a lot of fighting over there, on one well-lit balcony, but he couldn’t make out anyone that he knew. All he could see, actually, he realized, were a bunch of those funny-looking helmets.

			Great. With everyone busy in there, he should be safe to sneak away out here. He slewed around, and sure enough, whatever wall there was around the roses was either low to begin with or worn down to where even he could jump over it. He eyed the melee cautiously, got stiffly to his feet and after a delay to pick splinters and thorns from his shins and palms, he turned away from the palace, squared his shoulders and his helmet, and walked away.

			
			Gabrielle, who had just downed the last of her opponents, turned at just that moment to see a tall man in an all-too-familiar hat, strutting in the direction of the city gates. “Damn him!” she snarled. Back in the room, Xena and Draco seemed to be winning, but there were a lot of men still standing. “Xena!” she shouted. “It’s him! And he’s—” Words failed her; she pointed as the warrior met her eyes.

			“Got it!” Xena yelled. “Stay with him. I’ll find you!”

			“You’d better!” Gabrielle screamed back, then turned and ran.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			It seemed much darker among the roses. Gabrielle paused to let her eyes adjust and listened intently. “There,” she whispered to herself. She could make out the rubble of wall and clearly heard Joxer’s muted yelp: From the sound of things, he’d tripped but hadn’t fallen. Too bad. He really owed her for this one. She flipped the staff deftly back under one arm and set out to follow him.

			Better to catch up with him soon, she decided as she scrambled over fallen stones and eased between two workers’ platforms. Menelaus was having this section rebuilt. Probably to keep Helen in, once he gets his hands on her, she thought gloomily. “Maybe I should just let Joxer go after her,” she mumbled. “I can’t think of a better way to make sure she’s safe.”

			It was tempting—so tempting, she half-turned to head back onto the palace grounds. But luck didn’t always cut the way you wanted it to, and besides, there were still a few immortals who had a score to settle with anyone who’d been part of that whole ten-year mess at Troy.

			Aphrodite was supposedly on Helen’s side, but the volatile—and self-centered—goddess could turn on anyone, and over the tiniest imagined slight. And she’d used Joxer before.

			With a sigh, Gabrielle took up the inept, would-be warrior’s trail again.

			Dark as it was out here in the city itself, she wasn’t going to have any problem staying with him: Every few steps, he seemed to run into something, trip over something else, or get thoroughly turned around. In between, he sang—fortunately under his breath so she didn’t get the full effect. He seemed to be trying out new rhymes for his favorite song. Mercifully, she couldn’t catch many of the words, either.

			Let him go—sure, fine, she thought, as angry with herself as she was with Joxer. If you just wanted to turn Joxer loose on the unspecting world, you shoulda done that back in Thessalonika, and gone with Xena to look for Hercules.

			And just because no one had killed Joxer so far didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. Yeah, sure; he’s responsible for himself, just like I am for me. But I wouldn’t like myself very much if I knew he’d gotten mangled because I treated him like the idiot he is, and he threw a hissy fit and stomped off. That was just a little different from tossing him out on his ear. “Which just maybe I just will, once we get out of this mess,” she gritted between her teeth, then clapped a hand over her mouth. Ahead, Joxer stopped humming and froze in place for a long moment. But he finally emitted a sour, wordless little verbal shrug, turned, and ambled off.

			Street emptied into street, alley into square. He led—probably lost—and she followed. Every bit as lost, she’d long since decided. Though technically, you couldn’t get too lost in a small, walled city.

			She skirted a fountain, prewamed by Joxer’s yelp of pain and the splash a few moments earlier; her mind still gnawed on that last argument she’d had with him. Yes, he was an undoubted idiot—and an idiot with no equal—but he had helped them a few times, if only because he was so inept.

			And once or twice because he’d done the right thing, even though it could have gotten him killed. Niggling in the back of her mind was the Amazon Ephiny’s description of the day, not long after Solan’s death, when a half-mad Xena had come in search of her once-friend—and Joxer, knowing the risk he took and how outclassed he was, still tried to keep himself between the two women.

			Just as well I can’t remember that very clearly. Well, she wasn’t going to try, either. Not just now—not soon, and maybe not ever. She tried to shove it aside by returning to the quandary of the moment.

			“Besides,” she muttered, “if we turn him loose now, with his kind of luck, he really would find her, and then what?” She hesitated at a narrow cross-alley, listening for Joxer-noises and anybody else who might be abroad at the moment. Like city guards. The pause gave her direction and a relieved sense of where she was: She and Xena had passed this way some time earlier. The stable where they’d talked was to her left, the wall where she’d come over ahead, and a little to the right. Joxer was briefly visible in the light of a guttering torch, high above; he was drawing near the deserted stables and actually paused to peer inside.

			She’d never get a better opportunity, Gabrielle decided grimly, and took off at a dead run. Joxer started as her hand clamped down on his shoulder; she transferred it to his mouth before he could yell, and hissed, “It’s me, you idiot!” against his ear. He jumped again, eyes sliding sideways to meet hers. “Come here, you,” she added between clenched teeth, indicating the shadowy stalls with a jerk of her head. “We gotta talk.”

			Joxer pried her hand from his mouth with what dignity he could manage and drew himself upright. “Gabrielle, I am deeply flattered that you followed me all the way from Thessalonika, but you know what? I have decided I don’t need a sidekick after all. So, why don’t you just—owwww!” He yelped as Gabrielle caught hold of his ear and yanked.

			“Talk, I said, not bellow!” she hissed. “And not out here, d’you mind? Because I am not supposed to be in Sparta, unlike you. You want to bring the guards down on us and get me in big trouble?”

			“Ahhhh—owww! Will you let go of me?” he complained, but his voice was prudently lower. “All—all right, fine! Let’s talk! But, I swear, all bets are off unless you let go—!” She released his ear, caught hold of his shoulder and dragged him back onto his feet as he over-balanced, then hauled him into darkness with her—back to the stall she and Xena had used. It hadn’t been completely dark then; it wasn’t very dark now, either. She could just make out his face, if she stayed close enough to him. At the moment, that was a good thing; he wouldn’t be able to lie to her without her knowing that he was.

			“All the comforts of home,” she said with a smile, and waved him in ahead of her. Joxer was rubbing his ear; his mouth twitched as he eased down onto his backside in a drift of straw and settled cross-legged. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. She folded her arms, dropped down across from him with the staff across her knees, and waited him out.

			“Huh,” he said finally, and leveled a finger at her nose. “You know, Gabrielle, it is so maddening! You do this all the time! Have you ever thought about it? You can’t just—just pinch a person’s ear and then be surprised when they yell, you know!” He went on in this vein for some moments. Gabrielle finally jabbed her own finger against his nose, and he fell silent.

			“Don’t—start!” she said flatly.

			“Oh, sure,” he complained and eased away from her. “You can start, but I can’t, just like always. Gabrielle, I am gonna tell you this, and it’s for your own good: You are one very confused woman.”

			“Me?” she asked, her voice dangerously low and sweet. “I am confused?”

			“Confused.” He nodded; his helmet teetered wildly, then toppled. Gabrielle cast up her eyes and shoved it back onto his head. Hard. “Owww, do you mind? Yeah, confused. You can’t make up your mind! One minute, you’re giving me grief about there’s no quest, and—and insulting me, and then all at once, here you are, right here in Sparta, following me around like you had a—” He stopped short, sat up, hauled the helmet into his lap, and scratched his head. “So—hey, wait just a minute. How’d you get here ahead of me, huh?”

			“I wasn’t ahead of you. I came into Sparta behind you.”

			“Oh yeah, sure you did,” he scoffed. “Because I happen to know they were locking the gates for the night, right on my heels. So—just try again, okay?”

			“I didn’t say I came through the gates,” she replied levelly.

			“Oh, great,” he told the ceiling. “I finally get a chance to do something that will make my reputation as one of the greatest heroes of all time—and what happens? I get someone breaking all the city’s laws and rules and trying to get me tossed into prison, right next to her!” He clutched the helmet two-handed and glared at her. “Well! You and Xena had better not be up to something that I don’t know about, here. Or just you. Or just Xena! Because, for your information, Gabrielle”—he squared his shoulders—“I have been chosen as King Menelaus’s hero. Not more than a couple of hours ago, as a matter of fact.”

			“Yeah, right,” she retorted. In the dim light, she could just make out that sappy, superior smile of his; the palm of her hand suddenly itched to smack his face and wipe out the smirk.

			“Yeah,” he replied loftily. “Right. Difficult as it may be for you to believe, it’s absolutely true. So, why don’t you just—go on back north and rejoin Xena? I mean,” he added, spoiling the lofty effect, “I mean, if she isn’t here already. Just—you two have got your chance to get rid of me finally, so . . .” He shrugged. “And anyway, I don’t want either of you around this time, okay? Because just in case you were planning on ruining things for me—well, I am not gonna let you stop me from retrieving his family—his—the whatchima. That thing. Or let either of you get ahold of it before I can. Got it?”

			She smiled; her eyes were stormy. “I have no clue what you’re talking about, Joxer. Except, there is no—no whatsie. The king wants Helen to come home—and she doesn’t want anything to do with him. End of story.”

			He shifted, shoving straw behind his back. The grin widened. “I know he wants her back; he told me so himself. And boy, who can blame him? That priest of his—Avicus? Well, he has this big bowl of water, except it’s kind of like a vision-mirror or something? Anyway, I looked in it and that’s when I got the vision.”

			“Vision?” She couldn’t help herself; she spluttered with laughter. “You saw a vision?”

			He gave her an exasperated look. “As a matter of fact, yes, I did, Gabrielle. I saw her. Helen. And the—the whatever it is, the thing Menelaus needs to get back from her.”

			“What—Pandora’s box?” she demanded sarcastically. Joxer opened his mouth to say something, then clapped a hand over it.

			“Nice try,” he said finally. “Why should I tell you or anyone else? It’s my quest, and I’m not sharing the glory or the reward.”

			“Joxer, I am not interested in stealing your reward, I’m just—” Words momentarily failed her. Joxer sighed; he apparently had been following his own thoughts and hadn’t heard her anyway.

			“You shoulda seen her. Helen, I mean. She’s a real—a really—well,” he said finally. “You just think Aphrodite’s a hot number, Helen’s got it all over—!”

			Whatever else he intended to say went unsaid, as Gabrielle leaped across the space between them to clap both hands over his mouth. She leaned close to his ear. “Don’t even think what I think you were gonna say! Do not badmouth the goddess of love, you got me? Because we already got enough trouble here without putting Aphrodite in a bad mood by saying a human woman’s prettier than she is! You know how Troy started, right?” She glared at him; he eyed her warily but finally nodded. “You want to wind up on Aphrodite’s wrong side?” He shook his head. After a moment, she removed the hands and sat back. Joxer worked his jaw cautiously.

			“Oh, come on, Gabrielle. I’ve seen Aphrodite, and she doesn’t have any wrong sides.” He smirked reminiscently. “And, c’mon, everyone knows about Troy: that Trojan guy—uh, Paris?” He leaned closer to her and lowered his voice. “Well, see, this Paris was here in Sparta, on the king’s invitation, okay? And I guess he was wandering around where he shouldn’t’ve been—and he caught a glimpse of Helen. So, he was hooked, right? But he wasn’t just some ordinary Trojan, he was a prince, and you may have noticed people tend to believe princes.”

			“Yeah, whatever,” Gabrielle said tiredly as he paused for some reaction.

			“Well, they do, Gabrielle. Trust me. Anyway, he fed the king a line about some party down in Thebes or something, so the king believes it, and goes away to party with the guys, the other kings, and meanwhile, Paris sneaks back into the palace and kidnaps Helen.” Brief silence: complacent on Joxer’s part, stunned on Gabrielle’s. “Well, I guess you know now why the king didn’t want her just wandering around the streets where anyone could grab her. Just the vision I saw in that priest-guy’s water-bowl—well, she’s pretty amazing.”

			“Oh, yeah,” Gabrielle said after a moment. “So are you, Joxer.”

			“Thank you—”

			She waved him to silence. “Will you shut up? What I am trying to tell you is, I have never in all my life heard such a bunch of nonsense as you just—” Her voice was going up; Joxer did that to her. Next, he’ll accuse me of throwing a hissy fit, and I will murder him on the spot, she told herself angrily; she drew a deep breath and counted on her fingers, mumbling as she turned digits down: “ . . . eight harpies, nine harpies, ten—”

			“I thought it was minotaurs?” Joxer asked earnestly, as if he really wanted to know. She waved that aside. “. . . ten harpies. Joxer, just—just listen to me! You—are—being—used. The king has an agenda that does not include Helen’s future happiness. Trust me on this one! All he cares about is the part that looks pretty, and he wants it all for himself! And—and that priest: Well, Xena told me about him. And she says he is not a good man.”

			“Aw geez, Gabrielle, come on. He’s a priest of Apollo,” Joxer protested. Gabrielle got to her feet, paced a few steps, came back, and collapsed on the straw next to him.

			“And Apollo is god of truth and healing, and visions, things like that, right?” she asked him.

			“Well—sure.” He scratched his head. “I guess.”

			“No. Not right! That’s only the face he puts on when he’s doing the vision thing with the oracle at Delphi,” she told him. Joxer eyed her sullenly, patently unconvinced. “Look: he’s a god. He can do or be whatever he wants, and it isn’t always pure and good! Like—OK, you know Aphrodite, right?”

			“Well—yeah,” he allowed cautiously.

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle snorted. “Some goddess of love, isn’t she?”

			He looked alarmed. “Hey, I thought we weren’t gonna badmouth her, Gabrielle!”

			“I’m not—she knows what she is, and she knows I know it, and she knows I have a weapon she doesn’t want to deal with. I only say that she’s self-centered and vain. I,” Gabrielle pointed out, “am not saying I’m prettier than she is—I wouldn’t even if I believed it,” she added hastily.

			Joxer sighed. “Gabrielle, is any of this important? Because, I mean, why do I care anyway? Look, I gotta go.” He started getting to his feet.

			All right, you do what you gotta, Gabrielle sighed inwardly, pasted a bright smile on her face, then dragged him back down, wrapped both arms around his arm, and turned adoring eyes on him. He could see her just fine, it appeared: He froze for one long moment, then cautiously smiled back, mouth twitching as he pulled the awkward helmet from his head. Without it, he was still a far cry from classically handsome like Theseus, but he wasn’t that funny looking.

			He was not, no way, her not-quite funny-looking man. Still: There’s one way I can always control him, and that’s by keeping him off balance by letting him think I’ve gone nutty over him. And—Hades, you do what you gotta do, Gabrielle told herself grimly. And, boy, Xena really owes me this time.

			“Oh, Joxer,” she murmured. He suddenly choked, pulled free of her grasp and staggered to his feet, backing away from her. The stable wall stopped him. Gabrielle patted his cheek and recaptured his arm. “All right—OK, look, I’m sorry, Joxer, I didn’t want to—” She gave him a rueful shrug. “You—okay, you caught me.”

			“I—I did?” he asked blankly.

			“Yeah, well, you know.” She played with the staff, tugged at her skirt, did her best to look giddy. “I just—you know, if you hadn’t tried so hard to make me mad, back up in Thessalonika, if you’d just said, ‘Hey, Gabrielle, I could be in danger here if I try to do this alone, and I need your help, I could use a sidekick this time. So, why don’t you come with me—?’” She let the words hang. He stared at her, jaw slack.

			“You’d—I mean, you really would’ve—I mean—?” He fumbled the helmet; Gabrielle caught it before it could clatter away from him and leaned a little closer, letting him smell the lemony scent of clean skin and soft hair. He inhaled deeply, fought a sneeze. “Gee, Gabrielle. You—you really aren’t kidding, are you?” She gravely shook her head. Joxer’s eyes bulged. “But—I mean, you and Xena—I mean, well, you know,” he babbled rapidly. “I don’t mean that, but I mean—” He somehow managed to draw a deep breath and said, with as much dignity as he could: “You’re Xena’s sidekick. I can’t compete with that. I—I mean, with her.”

			Great; he really was going for it. Now—what to do with him. But for the first time in days, it was simple: All she needed was to keep this idiot preoccupied long enough for Xena to break free of the king’s guards—and that shouldn’t take very long. Xena would know that Gabrielle could only get back over the wall where they’d come in—that her companion would choose that way out so they’d meet up. She’d also know that if Gabrielle caught up to Joxer, she’d drag him someplace like this, somehow delaying him until the warrior arrived. If that didn’t work, she’d know Gabrielle would find a way to drag him across the wall with her and somehow keep him outside the city with her. Either way, they’d be waiting somewhere they could see Xena coming—or someplace the warrior would know to look.

			Simple. Hah, Gabrielle thought sourly. Still, the main thing for her was to keep Joxer in her grasp. Xena could straighten things out once she arrived. Wherever they all got back together. And it’s up to me to make sure good ol’ Joxer’s still here—wherever here is—when she does arrive, she told herself flatly. So—what would Xena do in a similar circumstance?

			Because this wasn’t like fighting, strategy, or tactics, where she felt confident she could second-guess her companion. Too bad I’m kinda foggy on that whole mess when Cupid’s arrow made me fall for Joxer; I could use that about now. She considered that and decided, Maybe it’s not.

			Still, she’d seen Xena keep Draco off balance, more than once. It’s acting, she told herself. If the theater actors can put on masks and pretend to be frogs—it should be pretty easy to pretend to be in love with— Her mind boggled; she couldn’t complete the thought. Besides, in this case, she had willing help. At least according to Xena, who claimed Joxer had a huge crush on— She shook her head, brought her attention back to the moment as Joxer swallowed noisily.

			Go for it, Gabrielle, she thought dryly.

			“Awwwww, c’mon, Joxer,” she murmured throatily, doing the best imitation she could of Xena’s seductive purr, even if her voice didn’t comfortably go that low. “You didn’t really think, back when we were rescuing those virgin priestesses from Draco—tell me you didn’t believe that was Cupid’s arrows, did you? You and me?” He stared at her blankly. She simpered. “Hey, what can I say? I was embarrassed, you know? All this time, I’ve been picking on you, calling you stupid and things like that? And then, to suddenly realize what a—” She reached out as if longing to touch him, gasped, and snatched the hand back. “Sorry, sweetie,” she murmured. That’s bad; overacting, she told herself angrily. Xena’d never make it look that ridiculous—and she’d never use that word! But Joxer was eyeing her in rising astonishment; the corners of his mouth quirked. He really was going for it.

			She smiled contentedly. “What a really swell—heroic—guy you are. I hope you don’t mind if I tell you that—I know what a—what a humble guy you are, too. You know, Joxer—Xena underestimates you.”

			Joxer tittered nervously. “I—ah—well, sure, I mean. She’s the best at what she does. Of course, she’s not—”

			“Exactly,” Gabrielle said as he paused to search for the right word; she had no clue what he meant to say, and probably he didn’t have one, either. She wrapped one of the inevitable dangling strings at the throat of his armor around one index finger, leaned against him, and looked up to give him a radiant smile. “You know, I really, really love your song.”

			Just as she’d hoped, he got totally spooked when she turned seductive—she vaguely recalled that from the last time. Except it wasn’t me then, she reminded herself firmly. It had been Cupid—actually, his baby son, Bliss. It had been excruciating to recall later, what little she did remember.

			She clamped her teeth on the string and tugged, hard; he gulped loudly. “Ah—um. You do?”

			“Awwwwww, Joxer! Come on! I mean, all the times we sang it together? You don’t really think I’m that good an actor, do you?”

			“Ah—well—ah—um. Well, uh—”

			“Forget it,” she ordered throatily and fought the need to cough. Women with her vocal range didn’t drop that far down without paying for it; much more of this and she’d be hoarse for days. “Bad question. But—look, let’s get out of here, out of Sparta. I’m not supposed to be in here, you know; the king or his guard finds out I followed you, and I’ll probably get tossed into one of his dungeon cells, and he’ll leave me to rot.”

			Joxer drew himself up. “No, he won’t! Because, I’ll tell him—” He stopped short and began babbling to himself, half under his breath. “No, wait, I can’t do that, because if I have to go back, the others will get ahead of me, and—”

			“Others? No, never mind.” she waved that aside and clung to him, two-handed. “Look, Joxer, I’m in danger here, all right? And if King Menelaus knows I was in Troy with Xena—well, it won’t matter what you tell him. He’ll,” she cleared her throat nervously. “He’ll probably just break out the axe and the executioner.”

			Joxer stared at her, aghast. “He wouldn’t do that! Ah—would he?” She nodded, bit her lip. “And you knew that, and you came here anyway?” Another nod. “For me?” His voice rose to a squeak; she clapped a hand over it, but gently this time. “Gabrielle, that’s—I—gosh. We gotta get you out of here!” He took her hand between both of his, gave her a fatuous smile, then drew her down the stable walkway and over to the door, where he peered cautiously both directions. Gabrielle tightened her grip on the staff and forced herself to stay quiet, meek-looking, and nervous. She was fighting the urge to spit: That string had tasted like sweat, spilled stew, old wine—purely awful.

			In truth, she was nervous. Just thinking about letting Joxer lead the way . . . She thought rapidly, tapped his shoulder. “Here,” she whispered. “Let me go first. I know where I am, now, and I know of a way close by, where we can escape the city without anyone seeing us.”

			“Okay,” he said doubtfully, but gently eased her in front. He would have kept her hand, but she held up the staff where he could see it, and he nodded and cautiously drew his sword. Gabrielle set her hands in fight-ready position, then set out down the narrow alleyway as quickly as she dared, Joxer right on her heels and—at least for the moment—planting his feet carefully. He didn’t trip once, dark as it was.

			They reached the low spot in the west wall several minutes later. There’d been three laughing guards a ways back, but the men were making enough noise that she’d been able to slip quietly past them; Joxer’d tripped but she managed to catch him before he fell, and a burst of laughter had covered the clatter of armor. At the wall, she laid a finger against his lips for silence and listened intently. No one nearby, it seemed. There was a little light high up and farther down the wall, where the gates were, but it was dark enough here. She felt along the rubble of stones for the place she and Xena had come down, took Joxer’s hand and guided him to the right spot, then pointed up. “A little to your right, once you take the first four steps,” she breathed against his ear. “Watch where I go.” He nodded and stepped back to let her precede him.

			She made the top without incident, Joxer a few paces behind her; he was breathing loudly but being careful, still. Once on top, she pulled him close to whisper, “Wait here a little, catch your breath. It’s steeper on the front side. “He nodded, settled between two large, squared stones that had been part of the parapet, and gasped for air. Once he was again quiet, she got to her feet and went crouching along the wall, searching for the way down—hard to tell, at first, since she was working in reverse. Joxer came behind her on his hands and knees. Gabrielle finally went to one knee and beckoned.

			“It’s right here. Maybe you’d better go down first, and I’ll follow . . . ?”

			He was gazing over the side. “Hmmm. What if I lower you first, and then you can move out of the way, in case I miss a step or something? I mean, now that we’re almost out of here, I wouldn’t want to do something clumsy and stupid and have you get hurt. Guh—Gabrielle.” His whisper lingered on her name. She crossed her eyes. Let’s get down off this wall, and then I can deal with—with that. If he didn’t make her thoroughly sick first. Well, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t asked for it.

			“Fine,” she whispered hastily. A glance eastward warned her that day was close: She could make out the distant line of the far city wall and mountains against a still-black sky. It wouldn’t stay black long. She turned around to feel for a foothold. The first step—a wide shelf of dressed stone—was right under her, but the next one down was harder to find. Both sets of toes clinging to the wall through soft boots, she held the staff away from the wall and let it drop, then gripped a pocked stone with her left fingers, extending the other arm upward. Joxer took it two-handed as he eased himself down flat and held on as she fumbled for toeholds.

			It had been much easier going up, she decided. Finally, just as the link between them was stretched tight, she found the ledge. From here down, it wasn’t that far to the ground, and the wall sloped out at a better angle.

			“You can let go now,” she hissed. Joxer released her hand at once; she rubbed pinched flesh and eased off to the side. “I’m out of the way now; you can come down,” she whispered. Well above, she could just make out Joxer’s outline as he got to his feet. Something about the way he was looking down at her didn’t feel right, all at once. “Joxer?” she demanded.

			His voice was low-pitched, noncarrying. “Gabrielle—I’m sorry, but I think it’s best for everyone this way. You’re outside Sparta, but you need to get out of sight before daybreak, and that’s not far off now. And I—I have a job to do, a dangerous job. And I can’t take you with me.”

			“Joxer? Are you nuts?” she whispered furiously. “You promised me—!”

			“I know I did. But Gabrielle, it’s just too dangerous for you, I can’t let you . . . I mean, even knowing how you feel. Especially knowing how you feel. But if the king found you here, I’d never forgive myself. I’ll—if I survive this, I’ll come back to you.” She stared up at him, stunned. Before she could move or say a word, he vanished, and she could hear him scrabbling his way back down to the street. With a furious oath, she started back up the wall, after him.

			
			It took time: The three raucous guards were nearby; she could hear them, but they weren’t making as much noise as they had been. Better, then, if she didn’t make any more than she had to. Eventually, she found the street with her boots once again, caught her breath and set out for the main gates—he couldn’t have gone anywhere else.

			Keep in mind your staff’s on the outside, she reminded herself angrily. A sensible woman wouldn’t provoke a fight just now; however she felt, she couldn’t really rip a man in half with her bare hands.

			She eased quietly and quickly along the narrow alleyway that bordered the inner wall, checked cautiously at the base of the guard tower to make certain no guards were on their way in or out, then slid around to the gate side of the massive stone structure.

			Sure enough, there he was. She gritted her teeth in frustration and pulled back into deep shadow, watching as Joxer kidded around with the two men on watch. Same ones as earlier, she was fairly certain—which effectively precluded her faking them into letting her go out after Joxer. He dug around under his ratty armor for some moments, finally produced a small badge; the guards laughed and one of them ran to unbolt the small side gate. Gabrielle’s eyes narrowed as Joxer slapped the nearest man on the shoulder and went; she turned on her heel and headed back for the broken section of wall—and her fighting staff.

			Maddeningly, the three guards who’d haunted her footsteps since the stable were way too close to where she needed to climb; she set her jaw and amused herself with images of what she’d do to Joxer once she caught up to him. The three slowly moved off, heading for the nearest tavern; she drew a deep breath, another, and then a third before daring to set herself to tackle the wall.

			
			The sky was noticeably lighter when she reached the top, but still that dull blue-black that illuminated the horizon and nothing else. She worked her way down the outside as quickly as she dared, reaching the bottom with a skinned forearm and a banged knee—not bad, considering how fast she’d moved. The staff was still where she’d left it; her sore fingers closed gratefully around the thick, fire-hardened length of wood.

			Now, which way to go. She sighed heavily. “Haven’t we already done this?” she demanded of herself. “I can’t stay here, obviously. Joxer’s already out the gates and on his way. Xena’s still inside Sparta, maybe still inside the palace.” She considered this, swallowed. “And she’s got Draco with her, bet anything. The way our luck is going, of course she’s got Draco with her.”

			She scowled at the eastern horizon, then turned to glare at the road that went west, straight through fields and into the trees. Argo might well be that direction. Find her, wait with her—and here come Xena and Draco.

			And there goes Joxer, she thought, scowling now along the wall, where she could just make out the pale line of road winding away to the south and east.

			That finally decided her. Xena would find her, no matter what. She didn’t really want to have to deal with Draco just now, on top of everything else. And Joxer—well, Joxer was really and truly gonna pay for the little stunt he’d just pulled on her. Oh, yes—was he ever going to pay.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			The royal apartment was a total mess. Xena turned slowly on one heel, a loose helmet caught up in her hand, ready to throw, but there was no need: Except for herself and Draco, no one else in the room was standing—or, it seemed, even thinking about it.

			The low table was in pieces: One of the bulkier guards had taken it down with him, scattering legs in all directions. Those had taken out two more men. A piece of the thick tabletop teetered where the warlord had let it fall, directly atop a whimpering, helmetless guard who clutched his bleeding nose with one hand and feebly shoved at the slab with his other.

			Bedding had been flung everywhere, and pillows were reduced to shredded cloth and fill. Somewhere under a drift of feathers, someone sneezed weakly, then began swearing. Xena crossed the room, waded into ankle-deep fluff, and dropped the helmet. It clanged against metal, and the voice was abruptly stilled. The warrior murmured, “Thanks,” and she went back to her check of the room.

			The balcony guard caught up in the drape had picked up company since she’d last looked that way: Two men were now wound tightly in dark cloth, one of them glaring at the other, who appeared to still be out cold.

			Draco dropped what was left of the splintered tray; it hit the floor and bounced; guards scrambled away from him and it except for one who simply huddled in on himself. Draco ignored the floor show. “Gotta admit, that was fun,” he said. She raised an eyebrow, and he grinned. “Gets your creative spirit going.”

			“Something like that.”

			“So—” He looked around. Two men who’d start, to crawl toward the balcony prudently went flat again. “What now?”

			“What do you think?” she retorted. “We get out of here, now.”

			“Out of here?” The grin eclipsed. “Xena, in case you forget, I was invited to—”

			“That was then, this is now,” she drawled. “Think about it, you wanna spend the next month explaining to Menelaus how come you were busting heads in here? Smart man would get outa here, right now—then he could get on with whatever he had planned before those goons broke in here.”

			“Wait a second.” He held out a hand. “You’re telling me you won’t interfere with me? Even if I still plan on going after Helen?”

			“I’m saying you got a life and it isn’t here. You want to get on with it, you leave with me, now. Once we’re out of Sparta—well, that’s up to you.” He cast up his eyes. “Draco, c’mon, I can’t keep you from looking for Helen. Not unless I kill you now or let you get tossed into the king’s dungeons.”

			He gazed around in sudden distaste, then began gathering up his belongings. “You got that right,” he muttered as he pulled the blue shirt over his head, shoved the laces inside the throat, and worked into his armor. When Xena came across to help him tug it down, he slapped at her hand. “I can do it, okay?”

			“Hey, whatever!” She backed off to where she could keep an eye on the room. But as the warlord snugged his sword belt in place, she eased over to the hallway doors, listening intently.

			“What?” he asked sharply as she unclipped the chakram.

			“Nothing I can’t handle.” She stabbed a hand toward the balcony. “Keep an eye out there.” He drew his sword for answer and moved light-footed through the destruction to settle his back against the far wall.

			Xena grinned as she picked out more would-be stealthy footsteps, up and down hall. Good thing Menelaus doesn’t have a dryad to teach ’em the quiet approach. They’re louder’n Joxer! Grinning wickedly, she recalled the placement of certain decorative items in the mostly open hallway, then let loose with her war cry and she threw herself into the hall long enough to launch the chakram off the opposite wall, sending it on a careening course toward the barred outer doors. Hissing shrilly, it slammed edge-on from wall to wall, splintering plaster and sending stone chips everywhere—cutting torches in half as it ricocheted wildly in and out of niches.

			Men yelped in terror, and an officer sprinted for the distant cross-hall while his men threw themselves flat. Sparks flew; the chakram hit the statue of Apollo with a ringing ping!, clanged against the opposite wall, and reversed direction, back the way it had gone with no noticeable loss of speed.

			Xena ducked as it whooshed just over her head, then watched with visible glee as it bounded between the walls, each hit propelling it even faster. It took out another torch and whipped around the necks of two men who’d foolishly stood up to stare as it receded toward the reception, then froze, slack-jawed, as it reversed. Both went down.

			She snarled; she hadn’t factored them in when she’d calculated the throw. But another of Menelaus’s dreadful bits of sculpture was in the way; the chakram clanged flat on into a half-sized gilded swan, caught an edge on the pedestal, and cracked at just the right angle against the tiled floor to gain momentum.

			Unfortunately, it was still going the wrong direction but just then, one of the soldiers who’d dropped to his belly when she yelled jumped to his feet and turned to run. The chakram clanged into his helmet, leaving a dent the size of a fist; it angled off the ceiling, bounced off the floor, and headed back where it had come from. Xena ran out to snatch it from the air, ran up the opposite wall, flipped tightly back into the room, and slammed the doors, barring them from the inside.

			Not, she thought smugly, that she had to; anyone still out there wasn’t going start another round of excitement.

			Draco was snugging down the last of his breastplate strings; as she checked the door bar, he hoisted his saddlebag and blandly gestured her ahead of him, out the balcony opening.

			A corner of her mouth quirked; she gave him a curtsy worthy of Princess Diana. He was spluttering with laughter as they eased into the night.

			Gabrielle wasn’t in the rose garden—of course. She’s gone after Joxer, the warrior remembered gloomily. Let’s hope she caught him. Any decent luck, and they’d both be waiting when she got to the wall. Because, unless she had clear proof Gabrielle was safely outside the city—with or without Joxer —she’d have no choice but to make certain her close companion hadn’t been locked up. I swear, I get her back after all this, I’m not letting her out of my sight ever again.

			She eyed her current companion sidelong and debated ditching him here and now. He had his own agenda, of course, but she didn’t read him as well as she’d like to, these days. Maybe he’d leave her once they neared the gates. But for now, he was right on her heels, and he had that stubborn set to his mouth. He wants to see Gabrielle. Of course he does, because you, bright warrior that you are, you’re the woman who convinced Cupid not to break the spell on him!

			Gabrielle was gonna be one unhappy woman if she had to deal with Draco on top of everything else tonight.

			Partway down the alley, she could hear men trying to sing: the same ones or three equally drunk and tone-deaf guards. She leaned against the nearest wall, listening intently, until Draco tapped her shoulder, hard. “We gotta get moving,” he whispered urgently. “I can make out your face; a few streets back, I couldn’t. It’s getting light!”

			“So?” Silence. “All right, okay. Gates are over there, you go down this road and—”

			“Do I look stupid?” he demanded. “I’m leaving with you, the way you and Gabrielle snuck in. Because you owe me for tonight, Xena. I had a good thing going, and you—”

			“You gonna bitch about it until the sun comes up?” she snarled softly. He shut his mouth with an audible snap of teeth, gestured for her to lead on. “Okay,” she added, “you come out with me. But I’m warning you.” She leveled a finger at his nose. “Hands—off—Gabrielle! You got me?”

			He swatted her hand aside. “I’m okay with that. You mind if I talk to her?”

			“If we don’t get caught between here and—yeah, you can talk to her. If she doesn’t mind, but that is up to her, got it?”

			“Got it,” he growled. “Get moving.”

			They had to stop twice to let guards pass, but so far as Xena could tell, the men were on regular duty—and at this hour, half asleep. Finally she and Draco fetched up against the broken section of wall; she tapped his arm, beckoned him close, then indicated up with a jab of her thumb. Draco nodded—she thought. Shadow was still deep here. She felt along shattered stone until she located her toeholds and started up, going by feel the first few steps. She then reached back to grab the warlord’s hand and set it where he’d have to start his climb. He waited until she was a body-length above him, then started up.

			He’d barely cleared the cobbled street when three guards came clattering up, moving with purpose toward the gates. Xena waited only until they’d passed, then reached for the next handhold: she was making very little noise, and those men were making too much to hear anything but themselves.

			She hauled herself over the top and moved back as Draco dragged himself up next to her. “Where’s the main gates?” he whispered.

			“That way, maybe a hundred fifty strides.” She pointed, then turned his chin with her fingers. “See that pale line out there? That’s the north road.”

			“So—all right, that’s the road from the isthmus? And it goes on down past the walls to Phalamys—I mean, the road heads south from here to the sea, right?”

			“I guess.” She glanced overhead, where all but the brightest stars had faded. “We better go. You ready?”

			“Yeah,” he replied shortly. “Let’s get it done.”

			
			Gabrielle wasn’t waiting for them at the base of the wall—but she’d left a torn bit of scroll wedged in the rocks at the last handhold down, where Xena’s fingers would find it. The warrior tugged it free. It was still way too dark out here to read what Gabrielle might have written, but she got the idea: The bard had made it this far and was out of the city, because the scrap hadn’t been there earlier.

			Okay. Gabrielle won’t be anywhere out in the open when the sun rises, so get Argo and ditch Draco. Xena stuffed the bit of scroll down next to her breast dagger and turned to the warlord. “She’s not here, but she was.”

			“How do you know that?” he demanded suspiciously.

			“I know. Okay?”

			Silence. Draco broke it. He sounded oddly nervous. “Ah—okay, that’s fine. Tell her I said hello, will you? And—no, that’s it.”

			“I can do that.” Another silence. “Draco, look. About Helen—”

			“Forget it, Xena, I’m not quitting, not just on your word. But—but for Gabrielle’s sake, I’m gonna do what you asked. When I find Helen, I’ll ask her what she wants. If she doesn’t want to come back to Sparta, that’s good enough for me. If she doesn’t want to see the king, if she needs help getting away from him, like you say—if she decides to trust me—then, I’ll help her. That good enough?”

			“That’s all I ask.” She held out her hand. “Well, Draco, it’s been fun, but—”

			He brushed it aside. “Feeling’s mutual. Let’s not do this again.” Before she could think of anything else to say, he was gone. She didn’t wait to see him vanish around the nearest angle in the north wall; by the time he was up to speed, she was off across the fields, angling toward the line of trees where she’d left Argo.

			With any luck at all, she could get Argo saddled and get them both around Sparta before sunrise.

			Gabrielle better be on the south road. She leaped an irrigation ditch and wove her way through shoulder-high corn. The bit of scroll might tell her—if Gabrielle herself knew.

			
			Back in the palace, King Menelaus turned slowly, eyes raking the destroyed apartments. His handpicked men were clearing the chambers, while Avicus prowled the room, seemingly without purpose. Menelaus snarled; the priest froze. “Stop that! You make me giddy!”

			“As you please, highness.”

			“Appalling!” The king snapped a sleeve dagger free, leveling it at his priest’s throat. “Do not tell me Xena did all this! Or—or her and that warlord!”

			Avicus smiled faintly and pressed the dagger from his pulse with the back of one hand. “In that case, Highness, I have nothing to tell you.” The two men eyed each other for a long moment. “Ask any of your guards, Highness, if you won’t believe me.”

			Menelaus gritted his teeth. “Yes, of course! Any of them would of course cheerfully admit he and his mates were beaten by two fighters—one of them a woman!”

			“One of them Xena,” Avicus corrected him absently, and brushed chips of plaster from yellow silk sleeves. The king closed the distance between them in a bound, but the priest fixed him with a pale-eyed glare. “With respect, sire, I did warn you,” he said evenly. A nasty little silence, broken only by a groan from the hall, which someone else hurriedly shushed.

			Menelaus finally sighed heavily and turned away. “Yes. You did warn me. It isn’t important, anyway. Nothing is, except Helen. What next?”

			Avicus straightened his sleeves. “Except for this—unfortunate incident, nothing’s changed, Highness. The devices I put on the other men are intact, and they leave here within the next hour or so.” And Joxer is already gone, just as I had hoped—better, that little blond companion of Xena’s was here and has gone after him. Just as the god showed me. He smiled blandly. “The god has not revealed which of them is to find her, just that one of them will do so. When that occurs—” He paused. The king smiled grimly and nodded.

			“Yes.” The last of the injured and half-conscious men were gone; Menelaus followed his personal guard out after them. He paused in the doorway to say, “You’ve done well, priest,” and was gone.

			Avicus waited to be certain he was alone, then sent his eyes around the room until he found the battered device Draco had worn. I wonder which of them destroyed it. Xena, most likely. He’d known from the first time he saw her that she had a talent of her own. Still, what he’d sensed about her had been more Amazonian. Animistic. Someone with that kind of power shouldn’t even be aware of his devices.

			But it wouldn’t do to underestimate Xena: He had too much riding on this quest.

			He let the ruined spy-thing fall. The rhodforch in the rose garden was fortunately still working; otherwise he might not have known for some time that Joxer had come this way and that the girl had seen and gone after him.

			Because of that, he’d been able to alert his priests at the various guard stations along the south road to the sea; the priests would in turn warn the king’s guards to take the girl and bring her back here. Xena would quickly learn that Avicus had her friend . . .

			He considered this, finally shook his head. That much the god had told him he must do; it didn’t entirely make sense—unless Xena knew where Helen was hiding and would tell him in order to keep Gabrielle safe. Or, if Xena knew, maybe the girl did also. She’d been at Troy too, after all.

			“Doesn’t matter,” he told himself gloomily. At some point, Apollo would decide he needed to know—and then he’d know. Too bad the king couldn’t be made to understand that. “One day, dread god, he’ll kill me in a rage because I tell him I don’t know the answer once too often,” he mumbled.

			He will not. What I have told you will come to pass. Avicus felt the words shiver through him; he inclined his head, and the god’s presence was as swiftly gone. The priest eyed the rubble around him and smiled, then strode into the hallway. A glance to his left—a guard stood outside the king’s apartments. Good; Menelaus was in for the night, barring more excitement.

			“There had better not be any more excitement,” he growled softly. His smile went as if shuttered, and his eyes were pale blue fires. Yes, Highness. You are a king, Highness, and I a lowly priest. But even men who were born royal can be toppled from thrones.

			Yes, Helen will return to Sparta—but not for you. She will be mine, the city will be mine, and before you die, you will know who has taken them from you. And why. He drew a steadying breath and went back down the hall to the reception, where his scrying bowl waited. There was precious little left of this night and much for him to accomplish.

			
			As the best and quickest way to the sea, Sparta’s South Road was broad and well cared for: for nearly two leagues beyond the city, three of the king’s two-horse war chariots could take it at a gallop, side by side. It was also well patrolled, with stations and heavy gates at league or two-league intervals, all the way down the passes.

			Just past the first guard station, the road narrowed to two-chariot width and narrowed again a league or so on, leaving room enough for carts and wagons to go single file. Once it wound down through the highlands and dropped to sea level, it was again a wide thoroughfare, cutting a straight line for the busy port of Phalamys.

			Though it was the easiest and safest passage between the sea and the city, there was little traffic of any kind; Menelaus taxed all who used it.

			The sky was a deep blue, the eastern horizon ruddy; Xena glanced back at the last corner of the city walls and urged Argo to a canter. Better to be past this broad avenue before the sun rose. Two leagues or so to the first guard station, she remembered, and tried to recall the layout of the nearest: Menelaus probably hadn’t changed anything over the years. There had been seven of them, last time she’d ridden this road—the least of them nothing but a hut and a corral for horses, though most consisted of a series of huts to provide shelter, mess, and barracks for a dozen guards, stabling for as many horses, and a paddock that could hold more. Heavy gates blocked the road on either side of the stations; those who manned them were charged with collecting travel fees and arresting bandits. The stations also provided frequent changes of horse for messengers. Not that all messages went by horse-messenger; from her own experience Xena knew that Avicus used his own means of reaching the men along the road.

			She neared the first station just as the sun cast ruddy light through the trees and slowed Argo to a walk. Trees and brush had been cleared along both sides of the road for maybe a tall man’s length, but no further. Better see what’s up there, she decided, drew the mare to a halt, slid from the saddle, and led her off the road.

			The woods south of the road looked open, but after ten paces, she couldn’t see the road at all. She went on until she could just make out a curl of smoke.

			The warrior stroked Argo’s muzzle for some moments, murmuring to her, then turned north and worked her way between saplings, to get as near the gates as possible. The mare moved a few paces away, pushing fallen leaves aside so she could crop pale green grass.

			Xena moved quietly and quickly until she could just make out two men in full armor pacing up and down the road, then bent nearly double, and ran for an over-hanging bush. Still only two men in the open, though she could see horses, saddled and ready to go. Two I can see, it looks like seven—no, eight horses. They could be riders who’d just come in, men on their way out—part of the regular company who kept this gate, or extras.

			The two men on guard didn’t look that awake; there would probably be a few sleepers, but in which of the buildings?

			And she couldn’t begin to guess if Gabrielle or Joxer was here. “Great,” she mumbled under her breath. “You gotta find out if Gabrielle came through here, or if she’s here, if Joxer’s here. You won’t learn that by putting Argo over the gates or busting through them. And you do that or you pick a fight, they know you’re here, and then the palace finds out—” She pantomimed a snap of the fingers. “That fast. Just like last time.” A corner of her mouth quirked in annoyance. “I gotta be out of my mind, coming back to Sparta.”

			Best thing, she finally decided, would be to grab someone and get some answers—quietly.

			The two guards had stopped pacing and were up by the north gate, staring toward the city and talking quietly. She’d never get a better chance. Xena glanced over her shoulder, south down the road, and sprinted across open ground to hug the outer wall of the nearest building.

			The wall vibrated against her ear; someone in there had an incredibly loud snore. She glanced in the open doorway and decided against it; there were at least ten men in the little room. The cots were practically on top of each other, and two additional men slept on the floor in what might have been meant as a skinny aisle. She slipped around the building and crossed to the next one—a small shrine filled the tiny interior.

			No priest, she told herself. Any priest around here might have a link to Avicus. Better to leave him out of it. The third building was longer and lower and turned out to be the mess: One long table ran down the back wall, and at the opposite end was an open-air kitchen, a gray-haired man in grubby looking pants chopping up vegetables to toss into a pot. Xena bit back a grin and came up behind him, then tapped him on the shoulder.

			He came around with a gasp, knife forgotten in one hand, half a potato in the other; she slapped both aside and slammed two fingers into his throat, then eased around where she could make sure no one sneaked up on her. “I’ve just cut off the flow of blood to your brain,” she murmured against his ear.

			“Awwww, not again,” he moaned. “It’s you, ain’t it? With the leather and the legs, you—just like last time, except they let me carry a spear back then, before you . . .”

			“Will you shut up?” she hissed. “You wanna die? I’m looking for a warrior, funny-looking armor, and a girl, golden hair, fighting staff—?” He nodded, gurgled, and gestured frantically. She reversed the pinch, waited until he caught his breath. “You saw them?” she asked finally. He nodded again. “When?”

			“Gimme a minute, okay?” he whined. “You can’t just do things like this to people, you know what you cost me last time, that priest found out I spilled my guts to you? I was second in command here, and look at me now, cutting worms out of turnips and chopping—”

			“Yeah, well, life’s hard all over,” she cut in sharply. “When were they here?” He eyed her sourly; she raised two fingers and he gulped, eased away from her a pace.

			“Okay, that warrior-guy came through. It was still dark out, and they usually don’t pass anyone until after sun’s up, but he had the password and the priest already had word from the city to let him go through, whenever he came—”

			“You sure about that?”

			“Not ’cause anyone would tell me, oh, no!” he mumbled. “But I heard—”

			“Never mind. He the only one?”

			“Huh? Naw.” He picked up the half-cut potato, tossed it aside in disgust. Xena leaned over and picked up the knife he’d dropped and began casually tossing it from hand to hand. He tried to smile; the effect was ghastly. “That girl—nice hair, real pretty, big fighting stick? She showed up a little later; priest said he had orders to hold her but the cap’n said no, who was king in Sparta after all—so she went on, too.” He eyed the warrior resentfully. “I was out getting wood when she came through; no one ever thinks to get any for me, oh, no! I not only gotta feed ’em, I gotta—” She bared her teeth and he shut his mouth.

			“And that’s it?” she asked.

			“Well, unless you count the other one,” he said. “Big guy, real dark, riding one of our horses, went up to the city yesterday to get reshod and was supposed to come back today, but not like that! He jumped the gates and kept going—”

			“When?”

			“Eh . . . just a bit ago. Excitement just died down, and here you come,” he added resentfully. Xena clomped him on the back.

			“You never saw me,” she said. His lips twisted. “You wanna explain to your captain how I was here and you never even raised the alarm?” He considered this very briefly, shook his head. “Good. And you aren’t gonna raise the alarm, are you?” He met her eyes, looked away, and shook his head again. “Good,” she murmured. “I think your luck’s improving; you’re gonna survive this.” She handed him a rubbery potato and the knife and left.

			
			She bypassed most of the other guard stations, leading Argo through uncleared forest on one or the other of the gates, once taking her along a high stone ledge above the road and back down below a twist in the road. Once, she found prints—Joxer’s—crossing a low, muddy spot and overlaying this, a deep mark where Gabrielle’d slammed her staff into the soft ground. They’d made it this far, anyway, she knew, remounted and kept going.

			It was late afternoon before she came down out of the high country. Before her lay a stretch of grasslands split by the road and in the distance, the sea. Well off to her right, she could see the masts of ships anchored in Phalamys’s sheltered cove. There would be several merchant ships, and no doubt Joxer would be looking for passage on one of them.

			“I hope he is,” she muttered, and patted Argo’s warm neck. But nothing else made sense: If Joxer had wanted to make for one of the other great cities, like Pylos or Thrace, he wouldn’t have taken this route. Besides, something she’d overheard led her to believe that Avicus was directing the search overseas. Of course, by now, Menelaus and his priest must have made sure that Helen was nowhere on the mainland. “Now, if I had any idea about what the tides are . . .” Ships had to choose their hours carefully; Phalamys’s cove was deep and large enough to hold a dozen merchanters and protected from storms by reefs and a jutting cliff. But the single entry to the cove was shallow and couldn’t be run during low tides.

			She glanced over her shoulder at the fast-sinking sun. Few merchant ships would be leaving a port this time of day anyway; the Spartan coastline was dangerous and most ship captains liked to have a man in the crow’s nest, another on the bow, watching for rocks and reefs. You couldn’t do that in the dark.

			She urged Argo forward. She could reach the pier by sundown, if they hurried.

			Movement to the north suddenly caught her eye: A long, sleek black sea raider’s vessel had been drawn up on the sand, not that far away. And riding straight for it, unmistakable even at the distance, was Draco.

			
		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			Gabrielle leaned on her staff, one hand kneading her back muscles, and gazed up and down the long, curved pier. Her feet ached from the long walk—and on occasion, run; she was hot and tired and hungry, and despite catching sight of him often enough to be sure she was still going the right direction, she had yet to get close enough to Joxer for him to hear if she yelled. “I shoulda waited for Xena, I knew I shoulda waited . . .” Every time she’d considered stopping and waiting, though, she’d caught a glimpse of Joxer—a cocksure Joxer striding confidently down the road or through the king’s various gates—and her fingers had curled around the staff hard enough to leave dents in the wood. The way her fingers ached, there should have been dents, she thought, and stretched her hands cautiously.

			The air was still and muggy and reeked of long-dead fish. Boats rocked slightly; she swallowed hard and edged nearer the water to see if she could find Joxer. At least boats don’t sail at an hour like this, she reminded herself. The idiot might find himself a boat, but he’d be stuck here for the time being, no one with half a brain sailed this close to nightfall. So she’d have time to grab him and hold him until Xena could get here, even if she didn’t locate him just now.

			She was ready to give up, go find a bakery, maybe find an inn—some place where I could wash my hair would be good. She wrinkled her nose and shoved the sticky mass away from her neck. The afternoon wind suddenly died away and beyond all doubt, she heard a familiar clatter, and a faint, whiny, “Owwww!” Not the nearest ship, she thought—it was rocking at the end of its thick rope and looked deserted, but the ramp was down from the tubby-shaped boat beyond it, and men on the pier were hauling on ropes, while others on deck dragged the bulging net into position over the hold. Gabrielle smiled grimly.

			“Got ya now, Joxer,” she said quietly.

			There were at least a dozen men—mostly sailors, though one looked like a merchant—on the dock, another five or six aboard who were working the big net down into the hold. No one paid the least attention as Gabrielle walked up the ramp and onto the deck and stood near the rail, looking around.

			The sun was low and cast long shadows everywhere, but finally she saw movement up near the bow—someone settling down under a mat of woven reeds, spreading out a blanket, and mumbling to himself. She stole along the deck quietly, pausing now and again to listen—but it was Joxer beyond any doubt, alternately grumbling about something in a voice too low for her to make out or singing under his breath. She closed the distance between them as he backed from under the low mat, caught hold of his ear, and dragged him back into shadow.

			Joxer yelped; Gabrielle tightened her grip on his ear and hissed against it, “Shut up! It’s me!”

			“It’s—Gabrielle?” Joxer yanked free of her grasp. “What are you doing here?”

			“Following you, remember?” she demanded sweetly. He sighed.

			“Look, Gabrielle, I thought we worked this out up in Sparta; it’s too dangerous—”

			“Yeah, it is,” she broke in. “For you, it is. Because if you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will kill you on the spot, you got me?”

			He sat staring, absently rubbing his ear. Finally a grin quirked his mouth. “Gee, Gabrielle, I didn’t know you cared.”

			“I didn’t—I don’t,” she began, then jabbed a finger at him. “Do not start with me, you got it?”

			The grin vanished. “Got it,” he replied meekly.

			“Good. Now, listen to me, Joxer. I know you think you know what you’re doing, but trust me, you don’t. There—is—no—quest.”

			He sighed in exasperation and turned his back on her. “You know, I can’t believe you came all this way to tell me that again? I mean, if I didn’t believe you way back up in Thessalonika, why would I believe you now? I mean, I’ve talked to the king and I’ve talked to his priest, Gabrielle. You know, it’s just possible there are some things you don’t know.”

			“Yeah. Maybe,” she snapped. “This isn’t one of them.” Silence. He glanced over his shoulder at her, his eyes resentful, before he turned away again. “Look,” she urged finally. “Will you just come with me, listen to Xena? Has she ever lied to you—”

			“Maybe,” he broke in. “In fact, yeah, I bet she—”

			“Joxer, come on, that’s not true.”

			“Look,” he said evenly, his back still to her. “All I know is, I have a chance to do something important, be somebody. And ever since I got that chance, you and Xena have been trying to stop me.” He glanced her way. “Some friends, huh?”

			Gabrielle gritted her teeth. Hades, why do I even try to argue with him? “Look,” she said finally. “Just—what difference is one day gonna make? Xena should be right behind me, just—just listen to her, why don’t you?”

			He slewed around to look at her. “Why should I?”

			“Because you haven’t yet. What’s the matter, you afraid you’re gonna hear something that makes you drop out of this quest because you learn it’s not what you think?”

			“No, that is not it—!” Joxer began angrily, but Gabrielle scrambled up next to him, her hand clamping his arm. “Owww!” he complained, and pried at her fingers. “D’you mind?”

			Gabrielle didn’t seem to notice. She was staring past him, at the bit of sky she could see between the rail and the edge of the overhead mat. It didn’t look the way it had; dark, wet rocks cut off her view of the sky, and they seemed to be moving up and down, up and down, a little sideways, down, up . . . “Joxer—?” She swallowed. “Tell me we aren’t moving. Tell me this stupid boat isn’t leaving harbor until morning.”

			“Huh?” He blinked at her. “No, the captain said they were leaving port as soon as they loaded that big crate of hides, something about the tide and how they can only get in and out a couple hours a day, you know?” He eyed her with sudden alarm. “Ahhh—Gabrielle, are you all right?”

			She gulped air and began backing away from him, out from under the sheltering mat. “Oh, yeah. Sure, I’m fine. I’m—just—” She staggered to her feet and stared around her. “—just fine,” she managed weakly. To either side of the ship were rocks: a jumble of stone rising far overhead to her right, a low row of dressed stone like a narrow road on the left, and straight ahead, open sea. She clapped a hand over her stomach, turned cautiously. The sun dropped behind the Spartan peaks and torches burned along the pier—a pier now some distance away.

			Joxer came from under the shelter to wrap an arm around her; she pulled free of him with an angry oath. “Gee, don’t take it out on me,” he complained. “It’s not like I asked you to come along with me, did I? I seem to recall telling you this morning—gee, was that only this morning that I told you that—”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle managed between tightly clenched teeth. “Shut up before I throw up on you!” He glanced at her doubtfully but said nothing else. Gabrielle drew a deep breath, let it out slowly and through her nose, then clamped one earlobe firmly between her thumb and forefinger. “Two things,” she said. “Tell me where to find the captain, so he can turn around and put me back on shore.”

			“He won’t—”

			“Joxer!”

			He pointed. “Over there, by the mast. Big guy, red shirt. What’s the second thing?”

			“Gods,” she groaned. “Don’t let me eat anything weird!”

			
			The sun still touched the water far to sea as Xena rode back from Phalamys. If she’d bothered to look, she could have made out the mast of the Euterpe, which had just put out to sea. Two other vessels were right behind her, and of the ships still in port, three were loading cargo and the last listing heavily, its crew anxiously discussing the best way to get it down to the sand so they could haul it out of water before it sank.

			No help for it; by the time she could have persuaded anyone to sail after the Euterpe, it would be full dark and the ship out of reach. Which left two possibilities: The fishing boat she’d seen putting in on sand, just outside the city—or that ship Draco had been riding for.

			But the fishing boat was gone; she could see a single torch well out past the surf, and in its light, a man casting his nets.

			Which left one possibility.

			It seemed odd to her, all at once, that a raider’s ship would put in so close to a port town—let alone one belonging to Sparta. Of course, Menelaus could have a couple of pirates in his pay. If only to help him find Helen. From the looks of things earlier, Draco had certainly known where to find transport off the mainland.

			She drew Argo to a walk as they crested a grassy dune and stood in the stirrups to gazed north over the salt flats, then grinned widely. “Think my luck’s maybe changed.” The ship was still well up on the sand, men swarming about her checking rigging, loading boxes and clay jars. From the size of the pile still on the shore, they’d be a while finishing loading. They’re in the king’s pay, all right. How else would there just happen to be a load of supplies waiting for them in a place like this?

			She could see the horse Draco had been riding, but no Draco. He’d be with the captain, no doubt, on the other side of the ship and out of the wind or down in the captain’s cabin. The floor’d be at an unwalkable angle, but ships like that always had a pile of pillows and bolsters that could be tossed against whatever wall was down while it was ashore.

			She glanced west: The sky was still ruddy but darkening rapidly; out to sea, she could no longer make out the ships that had left harbor at high tide. It would be full dark in short order. She settled back in the saddle and leaned forward to stroke Argo’s throat. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, we’re gonna have to part company again.” The mare whickered softly. “At least you’ve got some decent grazing here. And this time, I won’t be gone long.”

			
			It took her a while to find a safe place to leave her gear; Argo nuzzled her for some moments; Xena whispered against the mare’s ear and kissed the velvety skin of her nose. Argo rubbed against her shoulder, then sidestepped gracefully, turned, and trotted down the grassy dune. Xena watched her go, then blotted her eyes, turned and settled her pack and her weapons, and began a cautious, silent stalk that would bring her up against the raider ship.

			
			Gabrielle smiled queasily, one hand clinging to her earlobe. The captain—a brute of a man in a sea of grubby shirt that might once have been red—scowled down at her. “Look, I think you don’t appreciate the situation here,” she began. The man cleared his throat ominously, and she fell silent.

			“What I appre—uphu—what I see here, is a stowaway!” he bellowed.

			She managed a laugh; her stomach swam. “Stowaway? You have got to be kidding! I can’t think of a single place I would rather not be, than on this ship—or any ship. I don’t do ships; they make me sick.”

			“Oh. Oho!” He was laughing, she realized bleakly. “So now this isn’t a ship that you’ve stowed away on, eh?” His black gaze moved beyond her and found Joxer, who tittered nervously until Gabrielle drove her foot down savagely on his instep. “I hope you plan on paying for your wench,” he said flatly. “Or neither of you will be leaving the Euterpe, and that’s a fact!” Before either of them could say a word, the captain turned and was gone, bellowing orders as he strode down the deck.

			Silence, which Joxer, predictably, broke. “Well, maybe it’s not so bad,” he told her. “You get to be my sidekick, just like you wanted, right? Listen, you hungry? Because I got a little bread. It’s kinda green on one end, but the rest is all right, and this lady down at the end of the wharf had flounder salami. I don’t know what it is, but she said it’s really flavorful, and—”

			“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Gabrielle said wanly as he paused for breath. “Joxer, you feed me any of that, and I will die on the spot, and then I will haunt you for the rest of your life. Got it?”

			“Ah—no?”

			“Forget it. You even suggest I eat anything you have, and I’ll kill you on the spot! Get me back to where your stuff is and let me lie down. And remember what you promised me—do not let me eat anything.”

			“Not anything,” he chorused dutifully, but his usually clumsy hands were unexpectedly warm and somehow comforting as he wrapped an arm around her and got her back to where she could go flat. Sometimes, Gabrielle thought, he’s almost okay. Almost. Not that she was going to tell him so.

			
			Full dark; the moon cast a feeble light on trees and crags high to the west, but the sand above the tide line was dark. Despite the stygian conditions, the pirates had only one small torch burning and that close to the few remaining bits of cargo; somewhere aboard ship, another, smaller light flickered—probably a lantern in the captain’s cabin or one down in the hold, where Xena could hear two men mumbling curses or laughing as they shifted crates and baskets of supplies. Hard to see the pirates certainly were, but they weren’t quiet; she’d easily evaded all of them, clambered over the ship’s rail, and settled in shadow along the down rail, near the wheel, where she could watch moonlight edge down the western cliff face.

			Before it had moved very far, men began swarming aboard, laughing and joking as the ship began moving down the sand in a series of awkward jerks. It tilted one way and then the other, wallowed as incoming waves struck the hull. Xena edged back out of the way as pirates clung to the rails on either side, waiting for the ship to move into deeper water.

			As she’d expected, they’d picked a spot along shore where the sand dropped off rapidly; within moments, the men who’d remained below were frantically shifting ballast while two cat-footed boys ran barefoot into the rigging and began unlashing the mainsail.

			By the time the ship had turned, everyone on deck was immersed in whatever task had been assigned to him, the men in the hold were oblivious to anything but the hold—and as Xena knew from her own days as a ship’s captain, anyone else aboard had something vital to do. Except, possibly, the captain. Perhaps, the captain’s guest. And who would notice the shadow that moved along the deck, avoiding those working the sails, the rigging, or clearing the decks and resettling things in the crew cabin that had been thrown to one side when the ship was ashore? She gained the captain’s cabin in moments.

			But just as she laid a cautious hand on the door handle, it moved under her fingers; she threw herself back and faded into shadow behind a pile of sacking as a huge, pale man with an enormous ruddy beard stalked from the cabin; Draco, who trailed in his wake, looked almost small in comparison. Xena watched them go; a grin creased her face.

			Habbish. Who’d’ve thought the wily northerner would be this far south again? Last I heard, he was spying on Caesar for the Britains. Of course, Habbish had a good eye for profit. Could be he was taking coin at the same time from the Romans—and from the Spartans.

			If this was Habbish’s ship, it simplified things greatly. She stood still a long moment to feel how far out the ship might be. Not as far as she’d feared; they seemed to be wallowing in the outer waves. That definitely simplified things. She stole along behind the two men, caught up to Draco as he emerged from below, wrapped an arm around his throat, and touched the tip of his ear with her dagger. “Draco, funny meeting you here,” she murmured. “You still remember how to swim?”

			“I—damn you, Xena!” he yelled.

			“Not what I asked,” she said pointedly. “You still swim?” And, “Stay out of this, Habbish! You and your men, this is between me and Draco!”

			“Ya, mons, leave be!” the northerner bellowed, his accent rendering his words nearly unintelligible. “’Tis Xena, ya no’ be messin’ wi’ her!”

			“Xena, don’t do this to me,” Draco said flatly; one hand clutched at her arm, trying to ease the pressure on his throat while the free one felt for his dagger; she slapped at it with the blade of her dagger, returning it to just under his ear before he could react.

			“Me? I’m not doing anything to you,” she said. “Just commandeering your ship for a few minutes. Don’t worry, I’ll send it back when I’m done.”

			“Xena, you can’t just—!” He yelped as she hooked the feet from under him and flipped him neatly over the rail; water spouted high as he hit. She held the dagger up where Habbish could see it, glanced over the side.

			“Hey,” she announced, pleased. “He can still swim. Armor and all.” The amusement went out of her voice; the pirates who’d begun to creep toward her fell prudently back. “All right, Habbish, guess what. You’re gonna get me out that way,” she indicated open water to the southwest, “and we’re gonna find a ship called the Euterpe.”

			“Fat little tub of a ship, has nae cargo worth taking,” he said flatly.

			“I don’t care about the cargo, I want on it,” she replied. “After that, feel free to come back here and pick Draco up. In fact, I suggest you do. He’s gonna be mad, but he’ll be even madder if you strand him, especially after he gave you enough coin to buy you a whole new set of plaids.”

			“I would nae leave him,” Habbish told her with dignity. “He paid.”

			“Fine. Whatever,” Xena snarled. “Euterpe. Go.”

			
			It took longer than she would have liked, but finally the sleek raider ship eased up behind the merchanter. Better yet, the merchant ship had been caught off guard—not expecting pirates in their home port, she thought. Just as well; Gabrielle wouldn’t appreciate a zigzag chase across the sea. She probably wasn’t appreciating much of anything, just now.

			By the time someone on the merchanter realized they had company, the two ships were mere feet apart, and Xena was balanced on the rail, one hand clinging to the ropes, the other cupped around her mouth. “Coming aboard,” she yelled.

			“Not aboard my ship, you’re not, woman!” a deep voice bellowed back.

			Another, familiar voice broke in, suddenly lifting a load from the warrior’s heart. “Ahh—captain? You might want to know, before you get too rude, that’s Xena.”

			“Xena?” Sudden silence. The warrior gestured for Habbish to pull nearer. “Xena, coming aboard my Euterpe? Oh, no, she’s not, every sailor in this end of the world knows Poseidon hates her!”

			“Gabrielle!” Xena yelled. The merchant ship was starting to swing away, she realized. She gritted her teeth and dug her toes in the rail, vaulted up and out, flipping twice before she landed firmly on the other ship’s deck. Behind her, she could hear the pirates laughing as Habbish yelled orders for them to stand away, and the merchant captain was howling something in her right ear. She slammed an open palm across his mouth, silencing him. “Don’t—start—with—me,” she said flatly, her eyes searching the deck.

			Joxer—there, halfway to the bow, hanging on to the rail with one hand, his arm wrapped around a swaying figure who eased away from him to stagger toward her. Xena closed the distance between them; Gabrielle wrapped strong arms around her and sighed happily as the warrior drew her close.

			Behind her, the captain was still mumbling; without turning, Xena said, “I can pay you for passage—where are we going, anyway?”

			“Rhodes, of course. But I won’t—”

			“You will,” Xena said flatly. “Poseidon’s not gonna sink your ship and kill all of you, just to get back at me. Besides, I know your kind, you’re not putting back in at Phalamys just to get rid of an unwanted passenger and lose half a day.” He turned away, spluttering; she was vaguely aware of Joxer talking to the man, trying to jolly him along.

			She tuned that out with ease of practice and rubbed her cheek against pale, soft hair. Odd; there’d been a time, not that long ago, when she’d been happiest—most comfortable, anyway—on her own.

			Now it was almost impossible to imagine life without Gabrielle. Best, dearest and truest friend, she thought warmly. “Hey,” she managed through a suddenly tight throat. “I missed you. You all right?”

			Gabrielle leaned against her. “Yeah,” she said happily. “I am now.”
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			Prologue

			It had been too long, Xena thought. Too many days apart, too much distance. And all that, for what? Here she is on a ship once again. Poor Gabrielle.

			And as much as she’d like to, she really couldn’t blame Joxer, even though the two women would still be up in northern Thessalonika if not for him. Ya gotta blame someone, blame his mother, and his brother Jett, for making him the way he is. Blame King Menelaus for coming up with this lousy quest idea and roping Joxer in on it. Gods, blame herself and Gabrielle for snarling at him all the time and giving him reason to want to prove himself to them. Or her or Gabrielle for not simply saying “good riddance” and letting him go.

			Not that he didn’t bring it down on himself, with that whiny voice, his attitudes, the incredibly annoying and often stupid things he said and did. Still—Yeah. I couldn’t let him just walk blindly into danger, any more than she could.

			Too late to change all that anyway; she shrugged it aside. Joxer’d been ripe for picking when the Spartan king’s men found him in that northern village and convinced him that Menelaus was seeking heroes—make that, A Hero—to retrieve some gods-blessed artifact. Yeah, well, sure he’d fall for that. He’s not the only one. Everyone from wide-eyed village lads to the battle-hardened and normally wary Draco had converged on Sparta for a chance at the king’s quest.

			Supposed quest. Even before she’d reached Sparta and eavesdropped on the king, she’d been almost positive that any search Menelaus had set up would have Helen as its goal.

			Xena’s lips twitched. The look on Draco’s face when he’d found her in his apartments back in Sparta! Better yet, the look he’d given her earlier this evening as she sent him flying over the rail of that pirate ship and into the water so she could use that ship to catch up to this one—and Gabrielle. Wonder if Habbish went back to pick him up? Unfortunately, the old Gael probably had: like most of his kind, he kept a certain code of honor, particularly where coin was involved—as he’d said just before Xena left his ship to vault onto this tubby merchant vessel, “He paid.” Which means he’ll be behind us. With luck—something she wasn’t going to count on anytime soon—he’d stay well behind.

			Her arms tightened briefly around her companion; Gabrielle sighed quietly and leaned into her. Poor Gabrielle; she’s had a bad time of it. First Joxer getting hissy and storming away from camp, back north. But when Gabrielle’d tried to follow, she’d gone into the lake—a particularly green-slimed part of it—and emerged only to find three of Sparta’s finest blocking her way. The warrior smiled grimly. Yeah, she does just fine, these days. She only needed to watch and wait while Gabrielle flattened all three. And though two had gotten away, there’d still been one left behind to tell them what little he knew about what Menelaus might be up to.

			Of course, he hadn’t known anything. Poor old fool of a stableboy, Botricas. But thanks to Botricas—and the nasty little device that had been slipped into his pike hood—she’d figured out right away that Menelaus’ pet priest, Avicus, was involved. Only a priest of Apollo could utilize a listening thing like the rhodforch. Only a devious priest of Apollo would use such a thing.

			Which meant that whatever the king was up to, it wasn’t good. That figured anyway, she told herself. Menelaus was an arrogant old tyrant; she’d been certain all along he hadn’t given up hope of getting Helen back—no matter what Helen wanted. But with Avicus involved. . . .

			She didn’t like the Apollo priest; never had, any more than she’d trusted him. He was as devious as either of the masters he served—king or god. He was when I first ran across him—when he was working the machinery for the plays in Athens. She’d find out what he was up to, what he thought he’d be getting out of all this. Eventually.

			Her eyes narrowed; she gazed across bright hair, across the deck of the Euterpe and out to sea without properly seeing any of it. Another time and place, a slender, fair woman, Helen. And Menelaus, watching her, eyeing his allies and his men to be certain none of them paid close attention to her. Possessive, smothering. No wonder she ran off with Paris of Troy. Not that he was much better. Paris hadn’t seen beyond her incredible beauty, like Menelaus. Unlike the king, however, he hadn’t wanted to keep her all to himself. Yeah? So it’s better that he wanted to display her like a prize instead?

			She put it aside. At the moment, it was enough she’d finally caught up to Gabrielle, who’d been pursuing Joxer. And Joxer. My mistake. We shoulda gone after Joxer right then and hauled him back to camp.

			Well, but she’d had messages—important ones for Hercules and Iolaus, and another for her old friend Mannius. I still shouldn’t have sent Gabrielle after him alone. She smiled down at the young woman who leaned against her, arms clasped fiercely around her waist, and brushed dampish golden hair off Gabrielle’s forehead.

			Gabrielle glanced up and smiled wanly, then leaned against her shoulder once more. “You said you’d catch up with me,” she mumbled.

			“Meant it, didn’t I?” the warrior demanded quietly.

			Gabrielle sighed faintly and let her eyes close; she nodded.

			“I didn’t mean for it to take so long, or to work out like this, Gabrielle. You know that.”

			Gabrielle nodded.

			“Hey. You feeling okay?”

			A shake of the head this time.

			“Sorry about the boat, Gabrielle. I’ve got some plain bread—”

			“Joxer has bread,” Gabrielle muttered sourly. “A little green, but, hey! What’s a little mold among friends, right? And this—this sausage or something that’s—”

			“Don’t think about it.” Xena gave her a mild shake. “Just remember, you get to mangle him this time. So—where’s the boat going?”

			Gabrielle swallowed, licked her lips. “Um—out to sea? I don’t know, I just climbed on board to grab Joxer and next thing I knew, we were moving, and our ‘gallant’ captain refused to go back and put me ashore.”

			“I’ll talk to him,” Xena said grimly. She sighed then, and tucked a windblown strand of pale hair behind Gabrielle’s ear. “But I was afraid all along we’d wind up at sea.”

			“Great,” Gabrielle muttered. “I thought you turned King Nestor down so we wouldn’t have to go to sea this time of year! Storms, you said, and no—” she swallowed hard “—no squid. I remember, see?”

			“Gabrielle—hey. C’mere. Come on.” Xena moved to sit with her back against the ship’s rail, where the planks blocked the wind and the younger woman’s gear was shoved out of the way. She shook out the blanket one-handed and draped it over Gabrielle’s shoulders, then settled down next to her. Gabrielle managed another wan smile and leaned back. “We can’t let Menelaus send all these guys out after Helen. . . .”

			“All?” Gabrielle frowned. “What other guys? Wait—you’re not gonna tell me that Draco—?”

			“Draco, Joxer, some village boy named Briax—”

			“Not that innkeeper’s son from up north?” Xena nodded; Gabrielle closed her eyes and shook her head. “I told him there wasn’t a quest. I was afraid he wouldn’t believe me. But I didn’t think he’d—”

			“Yeah, well, he did. And Menelaus and his pet priest gave him something to go look for—something that Helen supposedly took when she left Sparta.”

			Gabrielle stared at her. “For a—a what?”

			The warrior shook her head. “I’m not gonna second-guess that pair. All I know is, Joxer thinks he’s searching for one thing, Draco another, this Briax something else—I don’t know why, either. Except, Draco. . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Draco what?” Gabrielle asked warily.

			“Hmmm? Oh, yeah. Draco’s looking for Helen, the king asked him to find her and give her a message—and if she falls for it, he’s supposed to escort her back to Sparta.”

			“Falls for it?” Gabrielle considered this briefly. “Wait—no. Let me guess. ‘I really love you, I’ve changed, let’s start over?’ Except you said it’s not like that with him, and she knows it. So, how dumb does he think she is?”

			“I don’t think that’s the point, Gabrielle,” Xena said evenly. “Because each of the men who got in to see the king, and were picked, each of them got a badge from Avicus. Some kind of thing that lets him see where they are.”

			Gabrielle sighed heavily. “Great. So Joxer’s got one, right?”

			Xena nodded.

			“Which means the king knows where he is—and probably me, and you, too.”

			“Yeah, well. I spent a lot of time on that ledge in the king’s reception chamber, listening to him and Avicus. Avicus knew Joxer goes around with us; he also knew you were behind him. He figured I was somewhere close by, and he’d have to figure I wouldn’t just let the two of you go off alone.”

			“Thanks,” Gabrielle said dryly. “I think.” She considered this. “But, then. . . .” Another, longer silence. She finally shook her head. “I can’t work it out; I don’t think I slept the last two nights, my feet hurt from trying to keep up with stupid Joxer all the way down to the coast, and I feel sick. Does the badge come off, or does this mean we can toss Joxer overboard?”

			Xena smiled and tossled her friend’s bangs. “Sounds good to me—but no, I can get the badge off. Thing is . . .” She glanced around to be sure Joxer was nowhere close by, then turned her back on him and prudently lowered her voice. “I’ve been thinking about this—a lot, since I started south after you. I think we—you and I—need to find Helen and warn her. Avicus didn’t get close to either of us, so we aren’t marked. He shouldn’t have any way to figure out where we are, and what we’re up to.”

			“Once you get that badge off Joxer,” Gabrielle amended. “Because unless we dive off the ship, or clonk him one and sneak off, he’ll be right with us, all the way.” Her eyes narrowed as she gazed down the deck.

			“Save that thought, we may need it, Gabrielle. But right now, as far as we know, Helen may think she’s safe, wherever she is. Oh,” the warrior added as Gabrielle gave her a disbelieving look. “Sure, she knows him; she wouldn’t think he’d ever give up trying to find her. But even if she’s got some king’s protection, that may not be enough.”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle sighed heavily. “Her luck and ours, so far, Joxer would be the one to find her, and lead Menelaus to her.”

			Xena nodded. “Exactly. You and I know what we’re up against, we know to be careful. And I have an idea or two where she might go. We find her, we can at least warn her. If she’ll let us, we can protect her ourselves then. Or she can get protection from whoever’s sheltering her. Or we can see that she gets to someplace safe.”

			Gabrielle frowned, and tugged the blanket closer around her shoulders. “That’s all fine. But how do we find her?”

			“I don’t know yet, Gabrielle. Settle down and get some sleep, if you can. If you get hungry, remember, I’ve got plain, fresh bread.”

			“Later,” Gabrielle mumbled as she eased herself down flat. Xena watched her get settled, tugged the blanket down over Gabrielle’s ankles, and got to her feet.

			She looked up as someone came clomping across the deck. By rights, the captain should have come around long since to bellow at her for intercepting his ship and coming aboard despite his orders. Yeah, it’s hard to blame him; he’s probably down in his cabin trying to figure out how to appease Poseidon. Unfortunately, all too many ships’ companies knew Poseidon had sworn vengeance against Xena. They figured just her presence—even as a paying passenger—was enough to provoke the god’s anger, and send the ship, its cargo, and crew, all to the bottom.

			The warrior’s mouth twitched. It wasn’t the captain, it was worse. Joxer came toward her in a wobbly, side-to-side lunging stride, arms flailing for balance as the ship rode the waves. Gods. It’s as calm as it ever gets out here. What in Tartarus would he do in a storm? There was nothing wrong with his spirits, it seemed. He was grinning hugely, obviously pleased to see her and no doubt proud of himself.

			“Gee, Gabrielle, and now you! This is—”

			Xena leveled a finger at his nose, and he fell abruptly silent, the smile gone, his eyes suddenly wary. “One more word outa you, Joxer, except when I ask you something—One!—and I will tell Gabrielle everything you said to Menelaus and Avicus about her!”

			“Huh?” He stared, slack-jawed.

			“I was there,” she said flatly.

			He shook his head. “No! Where? I mean, if you’d been there, I woulda seen you, all right? And even if the king hadn’t, on account he’s so upset and everything, Avicus woulda, because he’s got all these really neat things he got from Apollo. You know he can—?”

			“Joxer!” Silence. His mouth went sulky, but he was quiet. “Better.” She closed the distance between them, glanced at Gabrielle, and lowered her voice. “You can’t keep her off you, remember?”

			“Ahhhh—I can explain,” he began nervously. Xena snatched at the throat of his shirt; he swallowed hard.

			“Don’t—explain—anything,” the warrior growled. Her fingers shifted, moving until they found the priest’s badge, and closed around it. It was harder to free than Draco’s had been. Maybe because he’d worn this one longer than Draco had had his. Don’t try to figure it out, okay? she warned herself as she ripped it loose. It was the work of a moment to drop the thing overboard. “Just listen to me. No—wait. C’mere.” She glanced down at Gabrielle, who seemed to be asleep, and dragged him up-deck, toward the stern, where he’d tossed his bedding and pack in a corner, well out of the way. She shoved him down onto the pile, then knelt, blocking his way. “Listen to me,” she said flatly and quietly. “There is no quest.”

			Joxer sighed heavily. “You know, I cannot believe you came all this way to tell me that? Xena, for your information, I ate with King Menelaus and his priest. They were very nice to me, and. . . .”

			“And that didn’t get your suspicions up? Joxer, when was the last time someone like the king of Sparta was nice to you—unless they wanted something?”

			“Yeah, they do,” he replied huffily. “I find Helen and there’s this thingie, looks like a necklace or something? And—”

			“—And you get it back so Avicus can lay some member of the king’s family to rest, and if she gets angry, it burns her.” Joxer stared. Xena smiled, a movement of lips that didn’t reach dark, hard eyes. “Told you I was there. I heard what you told them, what they told you—and I also heard what they said to each other after you left. About all this and what Menelaus really wants.” He gazed down at his hands, lips twitching. The warrior waited. He sighed finally.

			“Yeah, all right, okay, so maybe it didn’t seem likely. Even when I really wanted to believe it, I didn’t. I mean— I . . . Yeah. Okay, you’re right. Anyone wants something from me, it’s the opposite of what they say, on account of I’ll screw it up. Like breaking up that marriage for Aphrodite, and—”

			Xena slewed around and sat next to him. “Hey, Joxer, I didn’t mean it like that. There’s a lot of good in you, and sometimes you do the right thing. And I know you mean to do the right thing, even when it doesn’t work out that way. And I don’t know why they picked you. Maybe the men in that village decided you fit the king’s description. Maybe Avicus—or Apollo—saw something in you.”

			“Yeah, right,” the would-be hero said bitterly.

			“All right, then. Maybe I’m right; maybe they did pick you because they know who you travel with these days.” He looked at her blankly. “Menelaus knows I was in Troy at the end. He’s probably guessed, or learned from someone that I helped her get away. He may think I know where she is now—or that Gabrielle does.” He still looked blank. “Joxer, I’m not saying this is it—it’s just possible. Maybe they planned to keep you hostage, wait for Gabrielle to come looking for you, and then, maybe with both of you locked up, I’d have to tell the king where she’d gone.”

			He considered this, eyes wide, and a self-satisfied smirk turned the corners of his wide mouth. “Gee, you think so? You know, I just knew there was a good reason for me to get outa Sparta early!”

			“You did that fine, Joxer,” she assured him. “Woulda been better if you’d waited with Gabrielle. But getting out was good.”

			“But—now what do we do? I mean—”

			Xena sighed. “Joxer, I don’t know yet. Menelaus is bad enough; with Avicus involved, I’m not even gonna try. All I know is that Menelaus wants Helen back. Whether she wants to return to him or not.” He was shaking his head stubbornly. “Joxer, will you remember I was there? Not just when you were, but for a long time before and after. I heard what those two said.”

			“Yeah, But—that’s crazy!” he protested.

			“Joxer.” She smiled. He tittered nervously and settled back on his blanket. “You gonna tell me I’m lying?” He spluttered wordlessly, then fell abruptly silent as she chopped a hand. “And it’s not just you—it’s a lotta guys. All kinds.”

			The fight went out of him, all at once; his shoulders sagged. “Yeah. I think I saw some of ’em, back there in the palace.” He hauled the helmet off and dropped it, ran both hands through his thatch of brown hair. “So, now what?”

			“Now what?” She shrugged. Best thing just now would be to tell him as little as possible—business as usual, she thought tiredly. “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll just all go back north and forget about it.”

			The inept warrior struggled to his feet and clutched the rail. “Yeah, but suppose one of those other guys get lucky? I mean. . . .”

			“I’m thinking about it,” she replied evenly. “Get some sleep, Joxer.” She turned and strode down the deck. She could feel his puzzled gaze following her.

			A few sailors were down in the depths of the tubby merchant ship—shifting cargo, from the sound of things. One man was aloft, and another manning the wheel on the high stern. It was quiet at the moment, and nearly full dark. She could just make out a dim light behind thick curtains—captain’s cabin, likely. He didn’t seem interested in seeking her out. Fine with me, she thought, and settled down next to Gabrielle. She tugged a free end of the younger woman’s blanket across her shoulders, and resolutely closed her eyes.

			 
			Some distance away, another ship rode south and east, trailing the Euterpe from a prudent distance but keeping close enough not to lose her. Draco, still dripping seawater, stood next to Captain Habbish on the upper deck, a thick drying cloth draped over his bare shoulders. His eyes, like the captain’s, were fixed on the pale spot between dark water and dark sky: a small blob that was the merchant vessel’s sail. Habbish cleared his throat, took a long pull from his wine sack, and passed it to his companion, who swallowed briefly. Draco wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and returned the sack, but Habbish pushed it away. “Keep it, man,” the Gael said. “Warm y’self inside, at least.”

			The warlord nodded absently; his eyes remained fixed on the distant sail.

			“It is good coin ye’ve offered and I’ll take it gladly—but I’m no so sure why ye want to follow Xena.”

			“It’s not her,” Draco replied slowly. A smile touched his lips. “It’s what she’s after. I want it, too.” Habbish eyed him doubtfully, then fell silent.

			 
			The vast reception chamber of the Spartan king was dark, and so was the priest’s private room behind it. At this late hour, the halls were largely deserted. Menelaus allowed very few guards near his private apartments, most of the servants were asleep or at tasks in the distant kitchens. And by now, all the “heroes” had gone—some heading north or west, one going south toward Pylos and beyond. Most had taken the broad east road to the sea. King Menelaus reclined on the couch in his apartments, moodily picking at a late supper, listening as Avicus detailed things for him. He seemed moody and preoccupied, and finally sat up, raising a hand for silence.

			“I don’t care about the details, priest. Not unless one of them finds Helen. What about that Joxer?”

			“He took ship late today, sire,” the priest said. “From Phalamys, heading east toward Rhodes.”

			“And?”

			“And?” Avicus raised an eyebrow; the king snorted.

			“That girl—did she catch up with him? And what about Xena?”

			“The girl left on board the ship with him. But just now, I saw both of them, sire. In my mirror.” Just before a strong sword-hand came down on the seeing device, tore it free, and tossed it into the sea, he thought gloomily. No point in telling Menelaus that just now. Any more than he’d willingly admit Draco’s badge was gone—torn free by the same hand.

			But in Joxer’s case, it didn’t matter—there was another. And a good thing you chose to have Stroez go through the fool’s room and find a safe place to put a second badge, he told himself. He smiled faintly and inclined his head as the king dismissed him—he hadn’t actually caught the last thing Menelaus had said, but it probably wasn’t important. Probably nothing he hadn’t heard at least ten times, the past few months. He bowed again at the door and let himself out. Once within his own sumptuous rooms, he stretched out on his couch and stared up at the ceiling. Helen. Where are you, my own fair lady-to-be? I wonder . . . ?

			Well . . . he’d know soon enough.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Xena woke to a predawn that was already too warm; the air was heavy and a hot wind billowed the sails one moment, then died away to nothing. The eastern sky was a dull red. Storm weather, she thought. No point in letting Gabrielle know that. At the moment, fortunately, the ship moved smoothly; the waves were less than they’d been the previous night.

			She sat up cautiously, making sure not to pull the blanket from Gabrielle, yawned and stretched, then got to her feet so she could look out over the rail.

			Not that she could see very far in the early gloom. There were islands ahead—the outlines of one or two low peaks off the port side, and another, higher and nearer, off the starboard. At the moment, she couldn’t tell which—if any—of them might be their goal.

			Overhead, the watch in the crow’s nest called out; she couldn’t make out what he’d shouted, but it sounded routine. Either nothing to warn about, or nothing he could see. More likely a regular call—possibly so the deck watch, or the tillerman, would know he hadn’t gone to sleep up there. The tillerman called back—they must be using some merchanter slang, Xena thought, because it wasn’t Greek or any other language she knew.

			At her feet, Gabrielle moaned softly and shifted to her side, her face close to the rail boards, but when the warrior looked down, she’d gone still again. Still asleep. She might not think so, but she’s better on one of these than she used to be.

			Joxer. The warrior could just make out the motionless lump farther up the deck, surrounded by helm, assorted bits of armor and other things he’d strewn out the night before. She wasn’t too concerned about him at the moment. In the middle of the sea, he wasn’t gonna sneak off. There wasn’t a whole lot of trouble he could get into, either.

			Still no sign of the captain. Fine with me, she thought, remembering his infuriated bellows of the night before when she’d launched herself onto his deck. She took one last look around, then settled down cross-legged with her back to the rail, close to Gabrielle but not so close she’d accidentally bump the other woman if the ship lurched. Her stomach growled loudly, and she cast up her eyes. Time for some of that bread; you didn’t eat much yesterday, and nothing at all after you got on this wobbly excuse for a ship.

			She fished out one of the cloth-wrapped bundles and tore off a generous hunk, ate quickly, and washed down the last of her share with a good swallow from her water bottle. She sat then, gazing around her, as the sail turned from a muddy gray to rosy as day broke. Suddenly, there were ship’s men all over the deck, and as sunlight broke over the topmast, the captain came yawning from his cabin.

			It sounded like a little too much excitement just for morning, Xena thought, suddenly wary. Several men clustered along the stern rail near the wheel, gazing out behind them, and someone was talking to the captain now, waving his arms and pointing the same way. The warrior eased onto one knee and gazed back west.

			The mainland was a dark, distant blur. Habbish’s ship Wode was considerably closer—near enough that there was no mistaking the vessel.

			The warrior swore under her breath. Of course the old pirate went back and got Draco, just like you figured. Like he said he would. And then Draco—instead of going off on his own search—paid him to keep this ship in sight. ’Cause he figures if anyone knows where Helen is, I do.

			Maybe not just that, of course. Where Xena went, there went Gabrielle. And Draco was still under the spell of Cupid’s love arrow. And whose fault is that? the warrior asked herself angrily. You coulda got Cupid to put him back, take off the spell that made him nutty for Gabrielle. But no, you had to tell the smirky little winged god that being in love with Gabrielle suited the warlord! Well, all right, it did. She’d never been able to convince him to do good herself—his love for Gabrielle had. He was trying to do the right things, anyway.

			All the same, he was going to be damned inconvenient just now. For one thing, he never had believed—still didn’t—that he’d been god-touched, oh no! Love at first sight with Gabrielle, and nothing she’d ever said had convinced him otherwise. Stubborn, difficult, arbitrary . . . But it wasn’t just that. A Draco who was trying to perform heroic deeds and great quests to win over Gabrielle wasn’t going to relinquish the chance to reunite Menelaus and Helen if he thought that would do the trick. As he apparently did.

			I’d feel better about it if I thought for a minute that he’d thought about what I’d told him about Helen.

			The warrior had tried. And he’d said he was willing to give her the benefit of a doubt. At least ask Helen what she wanted, which was more than most of the men in her life had ever done. Xena scowled at the deck, then beyond the peacefully sleeping Gabrielle. Hah. Draco would say anything—you know better than to trust him!

			That worked both ways, of course. For some reason—she bit back a sly grin—he always seemed to think she was trying to manipulate him. Just because you usually are—like you always have. And he still falls for it every single time.

			All the same, she didn’t doubt he was gonna be underfoot a lot in the next few days; in the way, and where he was least wanted. Figure out how to get rid of him, she ordered herself. At sea, that wouldn’t be easy. Once they reached some island port, though, she could surely find a way to distract him, lose him away from the coast, maybe, then be gone and well out to sea before he got back to the wharf.

			Bottom line was, she simply didn’t dare let him be anywhere close by, from any direction, if she did happen to locate Helen. If he wanted to take her back to Sparta, willing or no, I’d have to hurt him. These days—yeah, I’d rather not. Not because she cared—not like that. Just—if he was trying to do good, the way she’d tried to get him to do for so long, then he deserved whatever chances he could get.

			Another glance along the rail, where she could just make out the lump of blanket that was Joxer. He complicated things all by himself—but now you had to factor in that Draco considered Joxer a rival for Gabrielle. . . .

			Cupid, the warrior told herself flatly, still has a lot to answer for from that little mess. Gabrielle “in love” with Joxer; herself madly adoring Draco, she and Gabrielle fighting over him, Gabrielle furious when her close companion said anything rude (true) about Joxer, And Draco still saw Joxer as a rival, unfortunately. Remember what he said in Sparta; he thought she’d gone off with Joxer. Yeah. That’s all I’d need, having to protect Joxer from Draco! “Give it a rest,” she growled through her teeth, and began shoving blades into their various sheaths. But as she stood to clip the chakram at her waist, the captain came storming down the deck, his face an unhealthy red in the new-risen sun.

			She gazed down at him, her face blandly curious, one eyebrow raised. He really was a little man: shorter than her old friend Mannius—the neatly built Mannius had barely come even with her shoulder—and much, much rounder. Fat little hands were clenched into hard fists—red-backed, white knuckled, and the air hissed in and out of him, rather like Gabrielle’s water kettle. She bit back amusement. He looked funny, but he was clearly very angry and about to work himself into a fit. “Captain?” she asked politely.

			“None o’ that!” he snapped, and leveled a shaking finger along their back-path. “What’s yon ship? ’Tis the one ye left last even, I wager, and them aboard it pirates! Your pirates, mayhap?” He glared at her; she merely looked at him, and finally waved him to go on. Seething, he did. “Aye, I’d heard Xena had give over her hard ways along t’sea, but I never believed it! Cousin of mine and his pa went down under attack from your ship, time was! And villagers I once knew—well, thanks to you, I’ll see none of ’em again until Captain Plice fetches up in the lands o’ the dead!”

			“And since I’m still an evil warlord or a pirate, or maybe both,” she drawled softly, “you’re trying to get me angry enough that I’ll send you down to join them right now?” The color left Plice’s chubby face rather suddenly, and he staggered back a pace, but when she would have steadied him, he swore and threw her arm off. “Take it easy,” she said. “I’m no raider, no warlord. I needed that ship just long enough to reach yours and join my friend.” A wave of her hand took in the still sound asleep Gabrielle. “Whatever that captain’s doing, it’s his choice, not my order.” The captain glanced her way and snorted indignantly.

			“Aye. That ’un! Him—the warrior with t’odd armor, he owes me for his girlfriend, there, but I was willin’ t’let it go until we reached port.”

			“She’s my friend,” Xena corrected him flatly. “And he’s a companion of mine—sometimes.” She drew out several coins and let them clink together. “Her passage and mine both—as far as Rhodes.”

			Plice eyed the coins briefly, then stepped back and clasped his hands behind his back. “Not touchin’ a coin from you, Xena! And t’other one? He gets his back this very morning! Poseidon sees me take coin from you or yours, and where’s the Euterpe? Bottom of t’sea, that’s where, and all her crew with her. That includes my sister’s two sons, she’d curse me to Tartarus and back, they drown for any cause. I give passage to Poseidon’s sworn enemy, she’d curse me anyway.”

			“Poseidon’s quarrel is with me, not you,” Xena said flatly. She shifted the coins between her fingers, letting them clink. The captain watched them hungrily, but kept his hands securely clasped together behind his back. “The sea-god has his faults—”

			Captain Plice waved both hands frantically: “Shhh! Woman, are y’daft, ill-speaking Poseidon in the midst of his own sea?” The warrior cast her eyes up, and waited for silence.

			“Faults,” she repeated firmly. “But he doesn’t sacrifice people like you because of people like me.” He eyed her in patent disbelief. She sighed heavily, and turned away, shoving the coins back in the small, belt pocket. “Think what you want, then,” she snarled. At her feet, Gabrielle groaned and shifted, then snorted sharply, rolled face first into the rail, back again, and sat partway up to blink at them.

			“Do you people mind?” she asked muzzily. “Some people are trying to sleep around here!” She glared through slitted eyes, then curled into a ball and resolutely tugged the blanket over her head.

			Xena gazed levelly at the captain, who glared back at her. “We can talk about this up there,” she gestured toward the raised aft deck and the wheel with her chin, “or we can talk later. The coin’s yours, if you decide to be sensible about it.” Plice looked as though he wanted badly to say—or shout—something back, but after a moment, he merely turned his back on her and strode toward the aft deck, scrambled up the five steep stairs, and vanished into his cabin; the door slammed ringingly behind him, briefly silencing the crew.

			Not for long, of course; now they had something new to gossip about. She was grimly amused to notice that few of the crew members actually looked at her. Except for one.

			At first she thought there was something familiar about the hulking brute who came stalking along the deck, but on closer inspection, she decided he was just one of a given type: bad clothes, big muscles, massive neck, shaven head. Instead of a tattoo, this fellow’s skull was marred by thick scarring; his eyes were deep set and beady, chips of pale blue under a single, thick, black brow. He stopped mid-deck; Xena flexed her shoulders and moved away from Gabrielle as the brute gestured at two other seamen, who came up behind him.

			“Xena,” he spat. “Heard last night, when we was shifting the load below, that you’d come on board.” He smiled, revealing broken, blackened teeth. “Didn’t believe my luck. It usually isn’t this good.”

			“What makes you think you’re so lucky?” she asked, her voice low and menacing.

			He ignored the tone and grinned briefly at his two comrades—as if he’d scored some point by getting a reply from her. “Luckier’n my brothers,” he snarled, and the grin was gone. “They were ships’ men, good ones.”

			“There are a lot of good ships’ men out there, it’s a big ocean,” she countered, and leaned casually against the mast. “Why should I care about you—or your brothers?”

			He took a step forward, but stopped cold as one of his companions caught hold of his elbow and the other muttered something to him. He nodded briefly. “They never served you, any more’n I did. They were on a ship following a man named Cecrops. While back. Maybe you remember now?”

			She yawned neatly. “I remember. So what? Cecrops captained his own ship; whoever was in charge of the other ship—he wasn’t under my command, either.”

			“So thanks to you, Cecrops didn’t fall into the whirlpool—but the other ship did! Maybe I wouldn’t’a known at all, where they went, ’cept I heard a couple of Cecrops’s men in a tavern, just south of Athens. Bragging about how they’d escaped Poseidon’s curse, and how the other ship had gone down.”

			Xena shrugged. “Anyone serving on that ship knew what he was doing, who he was serving, and what the risks were. I didn’t put them there—and I didn’t send them to their doom.”

			“Yeah,” he sneered. “So you say.”

			“Niros, the captain’s already warned you off for fighting—” The other man caught at his arm; Niros shook him off and drew a long dagger from his belt.

			“Captain’ll probably promote me for getting rid of her, and I owe my brothers.” Beady little eyes fixed on hers. “I’m gonna enjoy this, Xena,” he said, and threw himself at her.

			But she was no longer there; Xena evaded the man easily; letting him crash headlong into the mast as she caught his companions each by the shirt and knocked their heads together. They sagged slowly to the deck as she spun back.

			Niros moved quickly for a man of his bulk; he’d already righted himself and turned back, one hand briefly braced on the mast, the other holding the long knife at the ready. She gave him a broad flash of teeth and went into a crouch, arms spread wide, her hands empty.

			Behind her, she could hear Gabrielle’s sleep-fogged voice demanding, “Does anyone mind? Some of us around here would like a little sleep!” A loud thump followed as the younger woman resettled and dragged the blanket back over her head. Niros glanced that way; Xena shifted sideways two quick paces, putting herself between the brute and Gabrielle. He gave her an unpleasant grin.

			“Friend of yours, isn’t she? Maybe once I’ve tossed what’s left of you overboard, I’ll—“

			“You talk too much,” Xena snarled; she ran up his chest, snapped a foot up under his chin in passing and flipped back off his shoulders. He staggered back and shook his head as she landed on the deck, shifted his dagger from hand to hand, and began stalking to the left. Trying to get around me to get at Gabrielle, or maybe to distract me so his friends can, she thought, as the two slowly rose, wobbling against each other. Didn’t matter either way. The other two didn’t look like they wanted to fight her, and Niros was too clumsy to do any real damage.

			She flipped the chakram into her hand as he shifted his grip on the dagger once more, then suddenly threw it; the deadly metal circle deflected it neatly, and Niros’s friends threw themselves flat as the dagger flew between them to lodge in the far rail. Niros himself stared blankly for a long moment, then fumbled at his belt for another blade.

			Xena cast up her eyes and shook her head; she was smiling in genuine amusement now. “You’re no challenge,” she said softly, and launched herself in a tight flip, came down on his shoulders, and slammed the flat of the chakram against his head. He staggered, and as he went down, she launched again, this time landing on the deck behind his companions. The two men stared at the unconscious Niros, turned to eye her sidelong, then gazed at each other.

			The entire ship was quiet, she suddenly realized. What crew was on deck was staring at what was left of a very one-sided battle. “You two are smart, you’ll drag him off and talk some sense into him when he wakes up,” she said.

			The two men looked at her, eyed each other again, then bent to grab hold of his arms. Niros groaned faintly.

			But before they could drag the bulky sailor aside, a cold voice from overhead broke the silence. “Salini. Holin. You both swore last night you’d back Niros. I knew you were cowards.”

			“That’s not fair,” one of the two complained in a high, reedy voice; one hand shaded his eyes as he looked high into the rigging. “Moldawic, if we hadn’t, Niros woulda beat us flat! Holin tried to tell him it wasn’t our quarrel, and that if he couldn’t take her, we sure’s Hades couldn’t!”

			“Cowards,” Moldawic spat, silencing him. Xena took a step back from the mast to gaze up. Halfway down from the crow’s nest she could see him—at least his outline against the rising sun. He must be sure of his footing, she thought. Most men wouldn’t try to climb down a mainmast aboard a moving ship with a drawn sword in one hand. He did move quickly and easily; at just above her height, he pushed off and dropped to the deck with a loud thump.

			She blinked in surprise—for just a moment, his coloring, the shape of his head. . . . It could almost have been Marcus, she thought. But Marcus was taller than this Moldawic, better muscled, and this fellow wore a beard. Besides, she reminded herself flatly, Marcus is dead. She stood where she was, chakram hanging loosely in her right fingers, watching him. His grip tightened on the sword hilt, but he made no other move.

			“You really think you need that?” she asked finally, a gesture taking in the long, broad blade as she dropped the chakram back onto its clip. He laughed mirthlessly.

			“Against you, Xena? I’m good in a fight—good enough to know a smart man doesn’t go against you without his best weapon in hand.”

			He started as a high, resonant voice behind him complained, “If some people would go someplace else to talk, some people could get some sleep!”

			“Salini, Holin,” the newcomer snapped, “take care of her. I’ll manage Xena.”

			“Ah—Moldawic,” Holin ventured unhappily. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

			“Why not? You saw her last night, little blond bit of goods, and besides, she’s still asleep. Pick her up and toss her overboard. Then, if you don’t want Niros cutting you two into fish bait when he wakes up, you’ll help me with her!”

			Xena flexed her hands and grinned. “Ya know, that’s probably the worst idea you’ve had yet, Moldawic,” she purred. “You got any idea how really mad she’s gonna be, those two wake her up?” Before he could reply, she took two long steps toward him, one forearm slapping his sword aside before she brought both down in a slashing arc across his throat. He gagged and tottered back, but didn’t fall and didn’t drop his sword.

			“Get—the—girl!” he gasped, and drew the blade back to stab. Xena’s boot caught his wrist, sending the weapon skidding across the deck; she spun into him then, driving an elbow into his gut and whirling back out to bring both fists down on the back of his neck. This time he went down; when he groaned and tried to stagger back to his feet, she swore under her breath and stepped back, waited until he’d made it woozily to his hands and knees, caught the shoulders of his shirt in both hands, and pulled him halfway up, then down, hard, and nose first into her knee. His eyes rolled and he crashed to the deck.

			She stepped back, eyes moving around the deck. Niros was groaning but not moving; no one else on the deck moved or spoke. By now, there must have been twenty sailors watching, most from up by the wheel, a few from the prow, the rest braced against the far rail. Back the other way, she could make out the sail of Habbish’s Wode; it was nearer than it had been, still far enough away she couldn’t make out individuals on deck.

			Against the near rail, Gabrielle was still a blanketed lump, curled in on herself, only one foot and a little pale hair visible. Closer, a pale Holin was eyeing her cautiously, muttering under his breath and trying to drag the massive, still unconscious Niros aside by himself. Salini had eased back and was partway between Joxer and Gabrielle’s sleeping spots, moving with quiet purpose along the rail.

			Xena tensed as the seaman bent over the blanketed form and cheerfully snarled, “Rise and shine, darlin’!” and flipped the cover partly aside. Salini blinked and his jaw sagged; Gabrielle’s staff shot up, closing his teeth together with an audible click, and as he fell, it slammed across the side of his head. Gabrielle’s sleep-fuzzed voice mumbled, “Go to Hades. I’ll rise but I refuse to shine! ’n furthermore, if you think th. . . .”

			The rest, the warrior couldn’t make out.

			Staff and hand slid back under the blanket; a deep breath, a sigh, nothing more. Gabrielle slept again.

			Xena bit back laughter and dragged the hapless Salini over to join his fallen comrades.

			It was still quiet on deck. Xena looked around, caught the eye of the sailor holding the wheel, and sent her gaze toward the unconscious men. “You wanna get someone to clean up the mess here?”

			Nothing from the captain—though he’d know of the fight within moments, if he didn’t already. Probably egged stupid Niros on himself, she thought tiredly. Fights like these were merely annoying—one stupid, inept fellow after another throwing himself at her. Not one of ’em with a tenth of Draco’s creative style. Woman’s creative juices could dry up, waiting for a decent challenge. Her mouth twitched: half amusement, half annoyance. Listen to you. You don’t want Draco around, remember? But when Gabrielle could take one of ’em out without being even half awake. . . .

			She stepped away from the mast and settled down close to the sleeping Gabrielle. Several sailors came warily across the deck to help move the still unconscious Niros and Moldawic to the far side of the deck and help a groaning Salini below decks.

			So far as she could tell, Joxer had remained oblivious to the entire episode. Typical. Then again, he’d been on the move for days now; probably he was at least as exhausted as Gabrielle. Maybe he’d eaten some of his provisions before falling asleep; given Joxer’s tendencies to buy whatever was handy and cheap, maybe he wouldn’t wake up again. You wish, she thought sourly. She didn’t really; obnoxious as he could be, often needing a good smacking around; he didn’t need more than that. People a lot worse than Joxer (who was merely clueless as opposed to actively bad) didn’t deserve to die of bad food.

			A glance over her shoulder assured her the Wode was sticking close, but not gaining. Yeah, sure. They don’t need to. All they gotta do is stay behind us. Draco, I get my hands on you anytime soon, and . . . And. She wasn’t sure quite what. A grim smile turned the corners of her mouth. Whatever it was, it would be . . . creative.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Xena hadn’t had as much sleep lately as she’d have liked, she realized. She glanced down at Gabrielle, who lay stretched out on her back, only the top of her head visible, then looked over to where Joxer was still a motionless blob, deep in shadow. Two seamen were reworking some of the rigging straight across from her; a different man stood behind the wheel and only two men gazed out from the afterdeck. A glance in the direction they were staring assured her the Wode was still following, but with daylight, the northerner’s ship had pulled well back. There wasn’t anyone else in sight, and for the moment, things were quiet.

			Fine. Take advantage of that. She settled her shoulders against the rail, not far from Gabrielle, and closed her eyes.

			She woke some time later to full sun and stifling heat—barely any breeze and that a hot, muggy one. Men ran across the deck and began hauling the sails up, and other men climbed aloft to secure canvas to the mast. The familiar rise and fall of the ship had changed to a jerkier, back-and-forth motion.

			It took her a moment to realize why: The wind had died off; the vessel was being rowed. Still something missing—she got to her feet and looked north as Gabrielle groaned softly and began shoving the overly warm blankets aside. The Wode was still there—barely visible against the horizon now. But east and south there was land, very close. Euterpe had just cleared the long, thick, stone breakwater of one of the smaller islands and was being brought into port. Xena could make out a long pier and, behind that, a steep hillside with whitewashed houses and shops dotting the landscape. And higher up still, thick forest.

			Ship like this one would probably have any number of such stops.

			Then again, perhaps not. Xena turned as she heard two familiar, angry voices. The captain had come on deck, and Joxer was up there arguing with him.

			“You said Rhodes was your first stop!” Joxer snarled. It unfortunately still came out as a whine.

			The captain’s voice topped his easily. “What of it, landsman? Is a landsman about to tell a ship’s captain that this isn’t—”

			“This is not Rhodes,” Joxer broke in, and when the captain would have shouted him down, he waved his arms. Probably it was the clattering assortment of loose bits flapping around that silenced the fellow—astonishment, Xena thought sourly, that any of it stayed where it had been attached. “No—you could maybe fool some people, but not me.” He held up a hand and began turning down fingers as he made his points. “One: Rhodes is at least a three-day sail aboard a fast ship from anywhere between Athens and Sparta. Which, I happen to know, includes Phalamys! Two: Rhodes has a really, really big statue of a man standing across the harbor, and I don’t see anything like that out there, do you? No. Why? Because he isn’t there, and that’s because this isn’t Rhodes. You ask me, it just might be Delos, but I don’t think so ’cause it’s not big enough. So, probably Menos or Siphnos. You said two things when I paid my way last night.” He held up the other hand and began turning down fingers once more. “You said leaving as soon as the tide was right, and we did that. Fine. You also said, ‘No stops between Phalamys and Rhodes.’ Which was why I paid extra, remember?”

			“No stops I said and meant,” the captain snarled. “That was afore y’snuck yon girl aboard, and before Xena came on in mid-sea, and from yon pirate’s ship as still follows us! Some nasty plan of hers, I don’t doubt! Some ’as say she’s changed—well, no one asked me what I thought!” The two men glared at each other—well, Xena thought judiciously, Joxer glared as well as his face would allow. The silence stretched. Plice scratched his head then. “How’s a landsman know t’islands?”

			Joxer shrugged; a pleased grin tugged at his mouth. “Oh,” he said loftily. “They don’t call me ‘Master of Geography’ for nothing.” The smile went. “So—why are we stopping in . . . wherever, and are you gonna do this all the way to Rhodes?”

			But Plice was already shaking his head. “Euterpe is tying up here for good and all—at least until you and those women get off!”

			Xena settled back down next to Gabrielle as the argument picked up speed and steam once more. Privately, she thought Joxer’d might as well save his breath. The Euterpe’s captain had the look of that kind of stubborn man who would anchor in this harbor until the hull rotted before allowing himself to be persuaded to change his mind.

			At her side, Gabrielle shoved hair off her face, yawned, and sat up, groaning faintly as the ship moved jerkily forward. “Ohhhh, this is just bad,” she mumbled. “Reminds me of that awful little thing you made me row all the way over to Ithaca.”

			Xena laughed quietly and tugged the small green top straight. “You rowed? Seems to me you spent most of that trip flat on the deck!”

			“You know what I mean,” Gabrielle replied, and stifled another yawn. She sat up a little straighter, shifted around so her back was against the rail, and peered blearily at the raised afterdeck. “You know what I like less than waking up to Joxer making cheerful, ‘rise and shine’ noises? Joxer having hissy fits at someone!” She frowned at her hands, then eyed her companion. “Did he do that to me this morning? You know, the ‘rise and shine’ thing? I mean, earlier when it was still almost dark out?”

			“Wasn’t him, Gabrielle.”

			“It wasn’t? Funny . . . I thought I remembered whacking him a good one.” She shrugged, then cast the upper deck an irritated look. “Why are they yelling like that?”

			“Because Joxer paid for passage to Rhodes, and the captain’s putting all three of us off here.”

			“In the middle of the—?” Gabrielle’s voice rose to a squeak.

			Xena gestured south, where the hillside town was clearly visible.

			“Oh.” She eased to her knees, looked around, settled down again. “He’s putting us ashore. Okay. And—this is a reason to get angry?”

			The warrior laughed. “Not a reason for you, I know. You want some of my bread?”

			“With land waiting for us right over there, are you nuts?” She got to her feet as the captain vanished into his cabin, hauling the door to, behind him, and Joxer stalked grandly away, muttering under his breath. He didn’t actually fall down the steps, Xena thought—he just missed the last one and went staggering across the deck, caught his balance against the mast—briefly—and went down in a heap. High above him, men laughed raucously. Joxer cast the limp sail and the rigging an injured look, then edged back to his feet and strode over to the port rail.

			Fortunately, it was only a few long steps, and he was able to catch hold of the rail as his feet went out from under him again. Gabrielle’s lips twitched; Xena laid a hand on her shoulder briefly, then waited until the would-be hero got his backside planted on the deck. He looked extremely irritated.

			“I do not believe that man!” he began. “I mean, did you hear any of that, Xena?”

			“Joxer,” the warrior drawled, “I think they heard you down in Tartarus.”

			He gave her a sidelong, sour glance. “Yeah, well. I can’t believe he’s taken all the money I had for passage—the dinars King Menelaus gave me, you know? And now he’s just—just dumping us ashore. I mean, if this is Melos or one of the smaller islands, you know how hard it’s gonna be to find a decent ship to Rhodes?”

			Silence.

			“Yeah, right. Make that, any ship to Rhodes, whether it goes straight there, or island-hops for the next moon-season. And you can guess what kind we’re gonna find in a backwater like this. If any.” He rolled his eyes and sighed heavily. “That’s assuming I can dig up enough dinars to get there!”

			Xena’s gaze went beyond him, and Joxer slewed around as heavy footsteps rattled the plank under him. A half-grown boy had come down from the aft deck and hurried toward them, a bit of blue cloth clutched in one hand. Small, slender—his hair all crisp, blue-black curls, his eyes wide set and very brown under thick brows. Unnervingly, he still had the look of Captain Plice. Probably the sister’s boy. “Sir, Captain sent this out to you.” The cloth was a small bag that clinked as the boy dropped it. “All the coin you paid, he said tell you.” He eyed Joxer for a long moment, and his cheekbones turned a sudden red. “Sir—some of us, we heard about your quest. What you’re doing for our king. We’re—sorry, sir. Seems to us, there’d be honor in taking such a valiant hero on his travels, but m’uncle’s that stubborn.” He turned and ran back across the deck and vaulted up the steps three at a time. Joxer watched him pass out of sight, through the captain’s door, then eased the little bag open and poured the coins onto his palm. He counted them twice, finally shrugged.

			“Gee, Gabrielle,” he said finally. “Did you hear that? Valiant—hero.” Gabrielle sighed faintly. Joxer preened as he stowed the little coin bag in his belt. “Well! Stubborn Captain Plice, huh? Guess I showed him!”

			“Yeah, Joxer. You sure showed him,” Xena said dryly. More likely, he didn’t want Joxer’s coins any more than he wanted mine, or Gabrielle’s—just in case Poseidon lumped Joxer with me. No point in even mentioning all that to Joxer, Leave it be, she ordered herself tiredly. A Joxer who realizes who and what he really is—that’s harder to deal with than Joxer the Mighty.

			“Yeah.” Joxer gave her a smirk. “Too bad I couldn’t talk him into taking us on to Rhodes. But I’m not so sure I wanna go anywhere with a grouch like that anyway. Besides, I need to get something else to eat, the flounder sausage that woman sold me back in Phalamys has a really nasty fishy taste, and I almost lost it late last night. It kept coming back up, you know?”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle gritted between clenched teeth. “You wanna die? Like, right now? Just keep talking about food! Or whatever that—that stuff of yours is! And, I swear—”

			“Hey, you two mind?” Xena broke in flatly. “I’m going deaf, sitting between you. Joxer, we’re coming in fast here, you better go bundle up your stuff, maybe.”

			“Yeah, I guess so,” he grumbled. “Be just like these guys not to give me any time once we’re tied up, huh?”

			“They might try,” Xena said. “But I’d rather not get in a fight over it, Joxer.”

			He stopped halfway to his feet and stared at her. “After all that yelling he did last night, and now this, and you—you just—?”

			“Joxer,” she said patiently. “Think about it, okay? He’s got a ship and a lot of men he’s responsible for. And he’s afraid Poseidon’s gonna hold him responsible for me being on board. Because Poseidon doesn’t like me on account I helped Ulysses when Poseidon didn’t want him helped. And Cecrops broke his curse, and I just happened to be on board his ship . . .”

			“Picky,” Joxer said.

			“Yeah, well, these things happen. And because you and I know each other, Plice figures keeping you around might run him the same risk, even if Gabrielle and I go away.”

			“Huh?”

			“She means,” Gabrielle put in sourly, “that Poseidon might have reason to hate you, too. And that you’re just as much danger as Xena is.” The two women exchanged sidelong, barely tolerant looks as Joxer chuckled and swaggered to his feet.

			“Well,” he said in some satisfaction. “Guess he does have pretty good cause for that, doesn’t he?” He turned away and squared his shoulders, then strode across to his blankets. For a wonder, he made it without so much as a wobble. Xena swore to herself. Easy to guess why. He was distracted, running new rhymes through his head for yet another verse to “Joxer the Mighty.”

			Gabrielle sighed then. “I’m afraid to think how he’s gonna set that to music—”

			“Don’t think about it,” Xena hastily advised her. “Not on an empty stomach.”

			 
			Some moments later, the Euterpe eased up next to the deserted pier; two men jumped over the rail and hurried to secure the ship while two others dragged the long plank up from the hold and positioned it. Captain Plice came out to stand by the wheel, arms folded across his vast belly. Xena gave him a brief look, then turned and strode ashore, Gabrielle right behind her. Joxer turned to give the man a long, hard, challenging stare before he stumbled onto the dock. Once there, he dropped his bundle and turned to look all the way around, then shaded his eyes against the early sun and gazed along the island, and up.

			“It’s Melos, sure enough,” he announced with a satisfied smile. The smile slipped as the plank rattled behind him. The Euterpe’s men were already back aboard and coiling in the rope. The plank was out of sight, oars dipping into the water as the tubby little ship turned away from shore and headed back out of the harbor. “Do you believe that man?” he asked generally. “I mean—”

			“Yeah, I know,” Xena said; he choked as she clomped him one on the back. “Don’t tell me you wanted to stay on board with him snarling at you the whole way to Rhodes, Joxer.”

			“Well—but I had this advantage over all those other guys back in Sparta. I mean, I must have been a whole day ahead of them, and now lookit!”

			Gabrielle gave him an over-patient look. “Joxer, you didn’t have any advantage over anybody, because there is no quest, and there is no holy ewer or—whatever.”

			“Yeah, so you both say,” he mumbled. “So—now what?”

			“You’re asking me?” Gabrielle retorted.

			“Enough,” Xena snarled. Silence. “All right. We need a ship out of here, unless either of you want to stay on Melos.”

			“Better than taking a ship anywhere,” Gabrielle muttered, but fell silent when Xena pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.

			“Yeah,” Joxer said. “As a matter of fact, a ship to Rhodes. And no, you and Gabrielle do not have to tag after me, if you’d rather not, Xena,” he added, stiffly formal.

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle said. “What is it with Rhodes? I mean, what do you think is in Rhodes?”

			He shrugged; a faint grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t know. It—just came to me, night before last. So, I thought, ‘Joxer, after all, Apollo picked you for this quest—.’ Did I mention that I had dinner with King Menelaus and his priest?” he added loftily. “After Apollo chose me, that is. In case you weren’t aware of that little fact?” Gabrielle cast up her eyes and said nothing; Xena merely cleared her throat. Joxer glanced at her, bit back a titter, and went on. “So, anyway, I thought—”

			“You did that part,” Gabrielle put in.

			“Don’t interrupt him, Gabrielle,” Xena said tiredly. “He just gets confused, and keeps repeating himself.”

			He frowned. “I do? I mean—yeah. If you didn’t keep interrupting me, maybe a fellow could think straight! Anyway—there I was, stuck in this—I don’t know where, except it was a long ways from those gates or that rose garden, all around the palace. In the palace, of course. Still—it was like a servant’s room or something, hardly any space, just one window opening, and every time I looked out, I could see. . . .” He shook his head, clutched at the helmet as it nearly went flying. “Never mind about that,” he added firmly. “But I was just stuck in there—the door was stuck or something, after this old woman brought in some really awful food, servants’ stuff, I guess. You know,” he said thoughtfully, as if it had just occurred to him, “maybe they put me in the wrong place—all those servants, you gotta figure orders get mixed up sometimes. . . .”

			“Joxer!” Gabrielle shouted in his ear; he winced, stepped back from her, and as she glared at him, he swallowed.

			“Sorry! If you wouldn’t yell like that, maybe I could remember where I was, Gabrielle! Well,” he went on after a clear effort to figure out where he had been, “all at once, it just came to me: Rhodes! And—well, if Apollo chose me the way he did—you know, special ceremony, his handpicked priest casting spells and like that? Well, then, why wouldn’t the god give me a special hint which way to go?”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle said. “Words fail me.”

			“Just came to you to go to Rhodes,” Xena said slowly. Most likely, that was purely Joxer, his mind nattering on the way it did. Maybe, just on the off chance it was a hint from Apollo or his scurvy priest, it would be a good idea to avoid Rhodes entirely. Naw, she thought tiredly. If Apollo told Joxer Rhodes, Avicus would know about Rhodes, too. Same if Avicus gave him the idea. If Helen was there and god or priest knew about it, it’s a good bet they’d’ve sent anyone but Joxer to Rhodes. Probably Helen would have been long since hauled back to Sparta and securely locked away so no one but Menelaus could look at her.

			It didn’t matter. There was no point in trying to second-guess things—the Spartan end of it, or Joxer’s supposed thought processes. “All right,” she said finally. “We need food, we need to be sure where we are.”

			“Melos,” Joxer said firmly.

			“Maybe.” Xena told him, as firmly. “I don’t know Melos, I never came here when I—yeah. When I spent time at sea. I just know a lot of places this isn’t. And I know we need a ship outa here, whether it goes straight to Rhodes or not. So long as it doesn’t go straight to the bottom, or straight to Tartarus, I don’t care.” Joxer opened his mouth to protest, closed it as she scowled at him. “So maybe if you talk to some of the men along the dock, Joxer, while Gabrielle and I—”

			“Oh, no!” Gabrielle overrode her vigorously. She flashed the would-be hero an icy smile. “Joxer’s staying right here with us. All three of us together.”

			“Gabrielle, it’s an island. And there’s no other ship in sight. Where’s he gonna go—?”

			The younger woman shook her head. “I’ll tell you where he’s gonna be. Right where I can lay hands on him if I gotta.”

			Joxer snickered. “Gee, Gabrielle, I didn’t know you cared,” he said, then ducked as she swung at him. Xena snarled a warning, then put herself between the two of them and gave Joxer a shove across the dock and into the street beyond.

			 
			Melos—for it was indeed the westernmost of the chain of islands known as the Cyclades—boasted only the one small town, and only one main street that crisscrossed the steep slope. It widened slightly for the two main, town fountains, where several women were filling household buckets with water, or washing clothes—or watching a motely of small children playing some kind of touch game while they sat in the shade and gossiped. Total silence fell as the strangers passed, but conversation broke out behind them, louder and more excited than ever. The tree-lined dusty street wound past houses, broadened once more for the tents, canopies, and stone huts of the market, then went on, sharply angling uphill past the last houses. Xena lost sight of the now narrow track as it dove into thick trees and brush.

			From mid-market, one could see down to the harbor and the docks, some distance below. The water was a bright, clear blue-green, the stone mole blocking most of the harbor entry as white as the few clouds well to the north—as white as most of the city’s walls and houses. Xena could make out the departing Euterpe, but no other ship, and the harbor was likewise deserted except for a small fishing boat working its way around the near-circular shoreline. Someone checking his fish pots, no doubt. Her stomach rumbled faintly.

			She glanced around. Joxer and Gabrielle were arguing—what else?—about where to go first. Xena took a deep breath, then stepped between them once more and pointed, past a small oil-lamp shop and a girl with a brace of skinny chickens in a woven crate. “That way—it smells like someone’s frying eels.” Joxer and Gabrielle exchanged wary looks, but dutifully came on after her.

			Someone was frying eel—a comfortably round, gray-haired woman in a brown dress was turning a pan of sliced eel patties and a few eel steaks, all the while calling cheerful instructions to a girl who stirred a large pot of thick soup. Rolls and loaves were piled high in baskets along a counter, between high-piled wooden platters and pottery bowls towering under strings of onions and garlic and dried peppers. They hung from a woven-branch arbor that kept the sun off but let smoke and steam escape.

			It must taste as good as it smelled, Xena thought happily. People filled a long table under an awning; a young couple sat holding hands on a nearby bench, sharing a bowl of soup, while a woman with five children ranging from a gawky youth to a chubby baby occupied a thick red blanket at one end of the counter. The warrior’s smile widened as the older woman caught sight of the newcomers, and beckoned them in, shouting to the girl to dip up three bowls of soup.

			Some time later, the three stepped back into the open, Gabrielle slowing so she could work two large, cloth-wrapped loaves into her pack. Joxer was looking bored—probably wild to get back to the docks so he could find a ship. Good luck, Xena thought. There still wasn’t a ship down in that harbor—not even the fisherman, who’d apparently checked his traps and nets, and gone home with his catch.

			She thought about this, suddenly. No ships at all. Had Habbish missed the Euterpe’s unplanned stop? Or had Draco some agenda—some “hint” of his own about where to look? Don’t try second-guessing him, either, she told herself. Though, she suddenly recalled, it wasn’t likely a raiding ship would sail into a harbor like this on a clear day—unless it intended mischief to the island. Habbish would have good reason to keep his ship out of sight if he hadn’t simply gone on after Plice’s vessel. Draco’d probably feel the same. “Ship next,” she said. Joxer gazed out and down, and frowned.

			“What ship?” he demanded.

			“The one that’s eventually gonna come into port,” Xena told him. “C’mon, let’s get back down there and find someone to ask when that’s gonna be.”

			 
			There were men on the docks now—moving baled goods out of a squat, stone warehouse, or repairing ropes and nets. A small, open fishing boat had been drawn up on shore nearby—the same one she’d seen from above, Xena thought. Several men were gathered down there, picking over a pile of wet clay pots on long ropes, while a white-haired old man squatted on the sand, emptying one pot after another onto a piece of grubby canvas. A small pile of coins gleamed by his bare feet.

			Joxer was already moving among the net menders, and apparently not having much luck. One of the men pointed to sea, and another shrugged; someone held up two fingers, another three, and yet another man shrugged broadly. The would-be warrior came back to join his companions; he was scowling. “Fine,” he said. “Just great! The next ship out may come tomorrow, and maybe the day after, but probably it’s gonna be the day after that, because it goes to every last little hunk of rock out there, and one of them thinks there’s another ship that sails for Rhodes—eventually, not directly, of course!—but they can’t be sure when that one’s due. . . .”

			“And—this is a bad thing?” Gabrielle asked.

			Joxer sighed heavily and rolled his eyes. “Gabrielle,” he said finally. “For your information, no one asked you to come running after me. I mean, if you really did want to be my sidekick—”

			“Give it a rest, Joxer,” Xena snarled. “That’s all you got?”

			“That isn’t bad enough?” he asked huffily. She waited; he sighed. “Yeah, well. They said I oughta talk to Beyro, he’s off somewhere just now, but he should be back before midday, and—” He pointed to the far end of the dock, where a small, snugly built hut sat. “And that’s his house. He runs things here, keeps track of what’s in the warehouse there, what hasta go out and all. So he should know better what ships are due.”

			“Good enough,” Xena said. “Let’s go find some shade and wait.”

			 
			Beyro didn’t actually return until very late afternoon, by which time Gabrielle had made heavy inroads on the bread, Joxer had nearly worn a hole through the dock pacing, and Xena had broken up more arguments between the two—and stopped more tantrums mid-tirade on Joxer’s part—than she could keep count of. That’s assuming you’d have a reason to want to, she thought grouchily.

			Fortunately, the man was very much in charge of what went in and out of his harbor, and he was able to let them know the next ship due in would arrive sometime during mid-tide the following morning, that she’d at least provide deck-space for them to sleep, and that her usual route missed most of the smaller islands and—allowing for winds—made Delos in two days.

			“From there, it’s easy to change ship for Icaria or Chios north, or Carpathos south. Better the last, if it’s Rhodes you’re wanting.” He smiled at Gabrielle as the pale-haired woman sighed deeply and unhappily. “Man’d say you’re not much for sea and ships, lass.”

			“And—you’d be right,” Gabrielle said, with a faint smile of her own.

			He patted his stomach. “Gets you here, does it?” She nodded. “My old mother—up in the market yonder, two stalls past Marim the potter—she’s got an herb shop. Makes a paste y’put on bread afore y’go aboard ship and every bell after, keeps y’so comfortable as if y’was on dry land.” He nodded as Gabrielle eyed him in patent disbelief. “Ask old Vorteris, white-haired fisherman yonder with his pots. He’d’ve sold that boat of his the day his old pa passed it down to him, were not for Mother’s herb-brew. Takes his in strong ale of a morning afore he goes out, but y’don’t look the type for that.” Gabrielle wrinkled her nose and shook her head. Beyro looked at Xena. “Tell her I sent you up-along, she’ll give you a fair price, not like she would for strangers. Zenipa, she is. She’s beds for rent by the night too, if y’please. Or there’s place for your blankets just along past my place—no walls but a roof t’keep rain off.” He glanced sidelong at Joxer and tipped Xena a grave wink. “Better here, if any of y’fear to miss Wave Dancer.”

			Joxer dropped his bag; his sword tipped out of the sheath and clattered to the stones as he knelt to gather up his spilled things. “Miss—I mean—”

			Beyro nodded. “Dancer’s captain’s proud of his tight schedule; knows the dockmaster at any of his stops, can guess within an hour when he’ll tie canvas. He’ll not wait here in Melos for anything short of a hard storm or a sea serpent blocking t’harbor entry.” He smiled as Joxer snorted, obviously disbelieving. “Oh, m’self, I agree with y’about them. Still, one or two men of Melos’ve seen ’em out to sea, and Captain Plice of t’ Euterpe—he swears his ship was chased from Andros to Icaria by one of ’em. Says he’s never since stinted Poseidon any sacrifice he thinks the god might like, and he prays three times a day, just in case.”

			“We’ll stay down here,” Xena put in quietly before Joxer could get any words out. No wonder Plice was so eager to get rid of us! Though whether he’d actually seen real sea serpents, or simply taken too much ale on the trip in question. . . . Sea serpents, hah! How long did I sail my own raiding ship? I never saw a sea monster of any kind. Could be there were such things. They didn’t mess with ships, by and large. “We’ll pay you, of course—”

			“No need,” Beyro put in. “It’s no cost to me or mine, and little enough to offer when you were set ashore against your own choosing. Plice means well—mostly to his own kind, though. He’s a strong man for family, and all else can shift as best it may for all of him.”

			“Figured that out,” Xena allowed, and smiled. “Thank you for your help and your advice; I’ve been away from the sea long enough it’s not a familiar place any more.”

			He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. I’d—I’d heard Xena had retired her sea raider’s ship some years since. And that these days, she’s battling the same kind she used to hire.”

			She merely nodded. “I thought it was you,” he added, his color suddenly high. “Not too many women who—”

			“Yeah,” she broke in as he hesitated. “I know. Gabrielle, why don’t you head on back to the market? We’ll follow as soon as Joxer gets himself pulled together.” Joxer mumbled something under his breath as Gabrielle turned and almost ran down the dock.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Xena eyed the misfit warrior sidelong. “What?” she demanded. Joxer’s eyes were fixed on Gabrielle; as she started uphill and out of sight, he sighed. He sounded exasperated.

			“What!” he said shortly. “What, my food isn’t good enough for her, she doesn’t even want to talk about when I’m nice enough to at least offer to share, but she’ll eat this whatever-it-is . . . glop? I mean, I spent a perfectly good bit of coin on that salami, and I—owwwwww!” He broke off as Xena closed the distance between them, one capable fist gripping his ear. He swatted at the fist—in vain. “Ow, ow, ow. . . .”

			“Shaddup,” she ordered. “And c’mere.”

			“Ow, ow—you know, I could do this—ow!—easier if you’d let go . . . ?” She merely tightened her grip and dragged him over to the edge of the dock. What he could see was suddenly very little wood and lots of water, a good distance down. It looked deep—and cold. “Ah—can we talk about this?” he whimpered.

			“What we’re gonna talk about,” Xena informed him, her voice a low growl, “is you and food. Or whatever that stuff is you call food. Where is it, Joxer?”

			“It’s—ow, do you mind?—it’s in my pack, where else would it be?”

			“How should I know, Joxer? Get it out.” He swatted at her fist again, then staggered and nearly went off the dock headfirst as she let go of his ear. “Quit stalling, and get it out. Now.” He gave her a nervous grin, squatted down and fished through his bag. Xena watched him narrowly. I swear he’s got more stuff in there than Gabrielle has in that sack she carries.

			With a loud “Aha!” he pounced, shoved what might have been a spare shirt aside, and dragged out two cloth-wrapped bundles. He sat back on his heels, smiling in satisfaction and held them up.

			Xena’s nose wrinkled. What she could see of the bread through its wrapping was blue-green and furry; the other stuff resembled a length of dark sausage and smelled—Ya don’t wanna think what it smells like, she assured herself hurriedly. Joxer’s smile was fading. She gestured with her head. “Toss them both. Out there.”

			“You want me to waste perfectly good food?” he demanded in astonishment. “I mean,” he looked away as she cleared her throat ominously, unwrapped the bread and eyed it critically. “Well, sure it’s kinda—ah, stale?—on the outside, but there’s a lot more inside that’s—”

			“Joxer, best thing that’ll do is make you sick. You don’t wanna be stuck on a ship with me if you’re sick, got it? And that other thing—I never smelled anything so disgusting.”

			“You should taste it, it’s really not that bad,” he assured her, but prudently fell silent as she scowled down at him. His lips twisted. “Yeah, that’s how it always is, huh? You know, Xena, you really should try harder to get along with people, it just makes things a whole lot easier when we’re all together. I mean, what I’m eating really is not your business, is it?”

			“Joxer,” she growled, and fixed narrowed eyes on him. He swallowed nervously but didn’t seem ready to back down.

			“Well, gee. If it’s that bad, maybe I shouldn’t throw it out there. Maybe it’ll kill the fish.”

			“Joxer,” she said sweetly. “You know what the fish out there eat when they can’t get things like that?”

			He shook his head, baffled.

			“Dead, drowned people, that’s what!”

			Silence.

			“Get my drift?”

			“Ahhhh—got it,” he stuttered, and began unwrapping the salami.

			“All of it, Joxer,” she said. “Wrappings, too. That piece of stuff probably smells as bad as what it’s wrapped around.” He mumbled something under his breath, cast her a sidelong, sour look, but dropped both bundles into the water. “Good. Now, let’s go find Gabrielle.”

			“Um—why don’t I—?”

			“Why don’t you stay with me, Joxer? Because the last thing I wanna do is get separated again, got me?”

			He tittered. “Gee, Xena, I didn’t know you cared . . . it was a joke!” he yelped and backed as far out of reach as he could. She caught hold of his shirt before he could fall backward into the water.

			“Yeah, funny man,” she muttered. “Come on.”

			 
			Gabrielle found the herbalist’s stall without any difficulty and wandered slowly between bundles of fresh or dried greens, pausing now and again to smell some particular bouquet or other. The old woman had Beyro’s nose but otherwise didn’t resemble him at all; she was very short, quite round, and wore snow-white hair in a long, girlish plait woven through with green ribbons. A small bunch of flowers and bits of green—rosemary and forget-me-nots, Gabrielle thought—perched above one ear. At the moment, she was cheerfully passing on instructions to a very pregnant young woman who’d apparently come in to refill her tea box and buy another small pot of skin salve.

			“Stay out of the sun on your way home, Ayela!” she called after the woman. “And mind you take a cup of that, double strength, before bed each night!” She turned back to look around her small shop and smiled at Gabrielle. “Now, you’ll be from that ship as came in this morning early, won’t you? What, I wonder, might I do for a sweet-faced young woman like yourself?” Gabrielle explained; Zenipa beamed the whole time as if the younger woman was her cleverest apprentice rather than a customer who was probably seeking discounted goods. As Gabrielle finished, the old woman nodded vigorously.

			“He’s right. Winter storms blow up high out beyond our mole, but the men still need to bring in the catch. Some of ’em’d eat nothing but dried salt-fish all winter, did they not take old Zenipa’s blend to keep their stomachs calm.”

			“I can understand that,” Gabrielle said, though privately she wasn’t sure salt-fish was a great improvement over tossing around on a ship. Better than raw squid, I’ll bet, she thought dryly. Better than whatever that stuff of Joxer’s—but she wasn’t gonna think about that. Zenipa had turned away to pluck a small clay jug off the shelf behind her.

			‘This’ll last ye—oh, matter of ten days, calm weather and low seas like it is just now. Now. You take a blob the size of this,” wrinkled old fingers made a circle as big as the end of Gabrielle’s thumb, “and smear it on bread. Eat that first thing, before you get up even, it should keep you fine the day. Don’t worry for the taste, all you’ll taste is sweet bay.”

			“Should keep me fine.” Gabrielle pounced on that word. “Should?”

			The woman cackled. “That bad for you, is it?”

			“Worse,” she said gloomily.

			“A box of dry wafers to go with it, then.” She handed over a palm-sized wooden box tied with red string. “They’re small. Take one as soon as you begin to feel queer, and lie down, close your eyes. You shouldn’t need another.” She put the jug and the box in a small cloth bag and knotted the ends of its thong neatly, before handing it over. But when Gabrielle fished out coins, the woman shook her head. “If it helps you proper, tell others where you got it.”

			“I’ll do that,” Gabrielle assured her. “Thank you.” She wandered out of the shop as a woman with two babies in tow came in, and claimed Zenipa’s attention. Bread next, I guess, she thought idly. At the moment, it was very nice to be standing on dry ground, smelling fresh bread and some kind of meat toasting nearby. Nice not having to keep moving, hoping to catch up to Joxer; hoping that Xena would catch up to her.

			She found a place nearby where she could see most of the docks; Xena and Joxer were down there where she’d left them, almost. Why’s he sitting down? I thought they were coming up here . . . ? Maybe they could talk Joxer into a fresh loaf or two. “Yeah, right,” she laughed quietly. Meantime, it seemed a long time since they’d eaten. Bread and maybe some fruit. She turned away from the sea and let her eyes follow the road up and out of sight.

			I bet you can see all the way back to Sparta, from up there, she thought. Well—why not? She stopped at the baker’s for a pair of rolls, and at the counter next to that for a skewer of meat and peppers. Two thick-skinned, sweet smelling oranges went into the bag with the bread; she smiled at the boy sitting behind the mounds and baskets of fruit. “My friends will be coming along in a few minutes,” she said. “A woman in leather armor, dark hair, big sword, boots—ahhh, round metal thing hanging from her belt? And a guy—well, I guess you could call what he’s wearing armor, but it’s not in the same class at all. Skinny guy, funny hat, goofy smile.” She eyed him inquiringly; the boy smiled back at her, rather tentatively.

			“I know,” he said. “Everyone knows, the three strangers who came this morning.”

			“Good,” she said. “When you see them, will you tell them that Gabrielle went up there for a picnic? Ahh—I mean, if that’s not private or anything?”

			He shrugged. “A few goats graze up there. The land is too rocky for anything useful.”

			A terrific view isn’t useful? Gabrielle wondered. But maybe the view wasn’t as great as she thought it would be. Maybe these people had enough to do, keeping fed and clothed, and no time for anything else. She gave him another smile and set out.

			 
			It was a long, steep, hot climb, and she was too warm by the time she reached level ground once more—but the view all around was easily worth the effort. She stood on the very crest of a rock-strewn meadow and let the wind blow her hair around and dry the back of her neck where it had been plastered most of the walk up. There weren’t any goats in sight—no people, either.

			The island stretched west for some distance, the ground dropping off gradually into a strip; the strip of land meandered, both sides nearly sheer though she could see pale sand along either side, and the sea all around the long point. East, it looked as though the land dropped straight down, from where she stood. At any rate, there wasn’t much visible except the trees on the north face of the island, and to east and south the sea far below.

			From up here, she could no longer make out the harbor or the town. And somewhat to her disappointment, she couldn’t really make out the mainland from up here, except as a purply smudge along the northeastern horizon. No ships out that way, and none to the south or east. “Almost like I’m alone in the world,” she murmured. Her stomach gurgled. “Yeah, I know,” she said aloud. “You next.”

			It took her some moments to find a good place to sit and eat: a spot where the breeze kept the sun from feeling too warm, where there weren’t sharp-edged rocks everywhere. One place that looked nice from a short distance turned out to have harbored goats; she wrinkled her nose in distaste, and went on looking.

			The bread was still warm in the center when she broke it open and piled the contents of the skewer on it. Once that was gone, she peeled and ate one of the oranges, eyed the second, but shoved it back in her bag. A glance skyward assured her she hadn’t been here that long. “Still—I wonder where Xena is?” Probably having trouble with Joxer. She broke off another handful of bread and absently ate it.

			A low chuckle at her back brought her around and halfway to her knees, bag shoved out of the way and the staff in her hands. Oh, no. Draco stood there, smiling genially.

			“I like a woman with a healthy appetite,” he said admiringly.

			For a long moment, neither of them moved. Gabrielle managed a breathy little laugh, and got to her feet. “Ah—Draco! What a—a surprise! What—are you doing here?”

			“I might ask you the same question,” he replied quietly. His eyes searched her face.

			Xena—where are you? “Ah—right.” She managed a smile, shifted her grip on the staff slightly as he took a step toward her. He gave the weapon an amused glance, but stopped where he was. “I asked you first, though.”

			He gestured behind him. “The ship I’m on always stops here for water. I thought I’d take a walk while they were filling the barrels.”

			“Ship? Excuse me, but there isn’t a ship in that harbor, unless you count the old guy’s fishing boat. And you didn’t come up through town—”

			He laughed quietly. “Why would I do that? Besides, the ship I’m on, the captain doesn’t put into the usual ports. Not unless he wants to cause panic, or unless he’s making a raid.” She gazed at him, baffled. “You should recognize it, Gabrielle. Xena swiped me off it last night and borrowed it to track you down. That’s what Captain Habbish told me, anyway.”

			“Captain—oh. It’s that pirate ship, isn’t it?” His eyes crinkled with amusement and he applauded her. Gabrielle drew herself up straight and planted the end of the staff against a rock. “I thought you said—the last time we met—that you were gonna try to do good. You call sailing with pirates good?”

			He stared, and the smile was gone. “I don’t—I’m not—” He spun away and slammed a fist into his other palm, drew a deep breath and expelled it in a loud gust. “I’m not a pirate. I bought passage on Wode, same as you did on that—whatever it was.” He spun back. “People like me don’t get passage on ordinary merchant ships, Gabrielle. Frankly, I’m surprised Xena got—” He paused, thought a moment. “That’s right. Why’re you here up here, all alone? And where’s Xena?”

			“Xena?” She stared blankly, then managed a shaky little laugh. “Oh, her! She’s—around.”

			“Around.” He nodded thoughtfully, eyes fixed on her face. “What about that Joxer?”

			“Joxer!” Another laugh; it sounded better, she thought. “Ah—Joxer! Right! You know, I haven’t seen him in the longest time!” He just looked at her, Gabrielle warily thought, and felt her excellent lunch shift. She swallowed and somehow kept still. The silence stretched.

			“Yeah,” he said quietly. “That’s what Xena said about you, back up in Sparta. You were there the whole time, of course.”

			“Sparta?”

			He nodded.

			“There.” Another nod. “I—ah—was around. You know.”

			He nodded again. “I saw you, remember?” He took another step toward her, his eyes suddenly very alert and searching. “What about Joxer? Was he there?”

			She gaped up at him. “Joxer—? Oh. Him. Well, he wasn’t with me.”

			“No? Maybe because he was inside the palace, being interviewed by the king?” He gazed past her, his face tight. “I knew there was a trick to this,” he said quietly, as if to himself. “Had to be.” He focused on her again. “That it? He’s on this quest for King Menelaus, isn’t he?”

			Things are getting out of hand, Gabrielle thought nervously. Being alone up here with Draco was bad enough. The way things had gone lately, Joxer was gonna come stumbling into the open any moment now. And then Draco would try to kill him—what, I’m gonna be able to stop him if that’s what he wants to do? Draco will kill him! She suddenly wished she could remember more of the last time she’d seen the warlord, but between the moment Xena’d come out of the temple to untie her and Joxer, until she found herself inside the temple with Draco kneeling at her feet and promising to do good—well, it was fuzzy at best. But there was a faint memory of a smiling Draco vowing not to kill the man she loved, and only after he’d learned it was Joxer. . . . Didn’t matter exactly what had happened. She only needed to look at him to see he was jealous. A warlord. Jealous of Joxer. What god did I offend, to have such an “interesting” love life?

			She blinked; he’d just said something, and she had no idea what. She shook her head; he sighed faintly. “Never mind, Gabrielle. I don’t think I want to know.” He backed away from her, glanced behind and down. “They’re just about done, I should go.”

			“Ah—yeah. Don’t want to miss your boat. Not too many of them come around here, you know?”

			Draco smiled. “Oh, Habbish’ll wait for me. I paid good coin—and he’d never want me mad at him.”

			“Good point.” Another silence, an uncomfortable one. He seemed to want to leave, seemed unable to take the first step. He smiled then, an uncertain, almost shy look Gabrielle would have said—if it had been anyone but Draco.

			“You’re looking good, Gabrielle,” he said softly. “Take care of yourself.”

			“I—yeah, I’ll do that.” His eyes moved over her once, then he turned and strode off. She could hear a rattle of stones some moments later, far down the slope. When she went to look, finally, she could just make out the top of his head and, much lower and farther out, a sward of pale sand and a sleek raider’s ship drawn up and lying awkwardly on its side.

			“So,” Xena murmured behind her. “I was hoping Habbish was halfway to Crete by now.”

			Gabrielle let out a breathless, wordless squawk of alarm and flailed for balance; Xena’s hands caught her shoulders and drew her back. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare ya.”

			“Scared? Me? After being stranded up here alone with Draco, what could possibly scare me?” Gabrielle let the warrior draw her back from the steep drop-off and only turned to face the woman once they were where she could no longer see sand or ship down there. “How much of that did you hear?”

			Xena shrugged. “Not much. We got up here about the time you stood up, but then I had to flatten Joxer, tie him up and gag him . . .”

			“Great,” Gabrielle snarled under her breath. “Anything else you can think of that’s gonna go wrong today?”

			Another shrug. “Not really. What’d he have to say?”

			“Not much. Wanted to know where you were. Where Joxer was. Asked me if Joxer’d been picked for—Xena! Don’t tell me Draco’s one of Menelaus’ heroes!”

			The warrior gave her a wry smile. “Already did, remember? Wanna hear the best part? He’s doing it because of you. Avicus hinted that Draco finds Helen and brings her back to her heartbroken husband, he’ll be sure you learn about what a great deed he did.”

			Gabrielle groaned and sank to the ground. “I don’t believe this! I—wait. He told you that, and you didn’t—you didn’t—”

			“Didn’t tell him what’s really going on? Gabrielle, you know me better than that.” Xena knelt next to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. Gabrielle sighed faintly and clasped the hand with one of her own. “I tried to tell him, but I swear, he’s as stubborn and hardheaded as Joxer. I did get him to swear that he’d talk to Helen if he found her. That if what she said agreed with what I’d told him, he’d leave her alone, or help her find another place to hide, if that’s what she needs.”

			“And you believed him.”

			“I know him better than you do, remember?” A faint grin briefly turned her lips. “A lot better. He’s stubborn, and he thinks he knows a lot more than he does. But he’s smart, too. Once he had a chance to think about it, he knew I didn’t have any reason to lie to him about Helen. He may still not entirely believe what I told him. But he’ll do what he said; he won’t decide until he hears her side of the story.” The warrior shoved a pair of rocks aside and settled cross-legged next to her friend. “Enough about Draco, it’s gonna spoil my appetite. You got any of that bread left?”

			“Bread—yeah. I ate all the meat, though.”

			“I figured. Brought my own skewer.” She settled a small ale skin between her ankles, took the half-loaf, filled it with meat and peppers, seasoned it with a spicy red liquid from a small clay jug, and folded the bread back on itself. Gabrielle watched. Xena eyed her sidelong. “What?”

			“Just wondering—where’d you leave Joxer?”

			The warrior scowled. “Where he’s gonna stay until’m done with this. You trying to kill my appetite or something?”

			 
			They released the would-be hero on their way back down the road—over an hour later. The sky was suddenly dark, the air sullen, the wind gone. Storm weather, Gabrielle knew. Better to be off the heights before it struck. Joxer rubbed his wrists, limped in an exaggerated fashion, and whined all the way down—or he did until both women turned on him. After that, he moved more quickly and quietly, though he still limped and now whimpered to himself instead of either of them.

			“Save it, Joxer!” Gabrielle snarled as they reached the first houses. She swallowed hard; even the water in the harbor was all whitecaps, and the little fishing boat was out there again, bobbing wildly. She forced her eyes back to the road.

			Joxer snorted. “Oh, yeah, Gabrielle. For your information, I was about to come to your rescue, when—when—”

			“When I knocked you flat and probably saved your life,” Xena put in flatly. She met Gabrielle’s eyes and sent her gaze ahead. Gabrielle rolled hers, and took the lead. Behind her, she could see Xena collar Joxer, and she could unfortunately just make out what the woman was telling him. “Look, Joxer, don’t you remember when you challenged Draco, when he kidnapped Gabrielle and you? Well, you made him lose face. Look, I know you couldn’t have done anything else, but you got any idea how pissed off he is when he even thinks about you?”

			“Well—yeah. . . .”

			Joxer was thinking about it, Gabrielle realized grimly. One chance to wipe that complacent note from his reedy little voice. . . .

			“But, Xena, you know if you’d just let me—”

			“Joxer, look. There are times you have to back off from a fight, you know that, right? Draco, trust me, is one of those times.”

			“But—!”

			“Joxer!”

			Silence.

			“You’re trying to—you’re a hero, right? Well, Draco’s a warlord. He’s good at it. Smart heroes don’t go up against warlords like Draco. Especially when the warlord has a personal reason to want ’em dead.”

			Another silence.

			“You gotta pick your fights, Joxer. Even I pick mine.”

			“Well, yeah,” he allowed.

			Gabrielle sighed faintly, and picked up the pace. Mercifully, she heard none of the rest of it.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			An hour later, the three sat in the back of Melos’ only tavern—The White Dolphin—watching rain lash the island. Gabrielle jumped as lightning turned the street a brilliant blue-white and thunder crashed almost at the same moment. Xena gripped her wrist briefly, reassuringly, and the younger woman managed a faint smile.

			“Sorry. Guess I’m a little jumpy.”

			“Yeah. Well, after this afternoon, you have every right,” the warrior replied softly.

			Joxer gave her a sullen look over the rim of his cup. “This afternoon? Oh, yeah, you mean when I got sat on and tied up?”

			She gave him a look, and he eased back on the bench, setting the cup well to the side. A nervous smile tweaked his mouth.

			“Joxer, Gabrielle had things under control up there—”

			He frowned at his cup, transferred the scowl to Gabrielle, who smiled and shrugged. “Hey, Joxer, what can I say? She makes the rules, remember?”

			“Oh yeah?” His mouth twitched. “Maybe that’s how it was back when I first met you two. These days, everybody makes the rules but me.” His gaze flicked resentfully over Xena, resettled on Gabrielle. Silence, broken shatteringly by more thunder. This time Joxer started violently, sending his cup flying. Liquid puddled on the table and dripped onto his pants; he mumbled something under his breath and tried to slip backward off the bench, but succeeded only in losing his balance and upending the whole thing. Momentary silence in the tavern as everyone turned to stare. Joxer reddened, forced a wide, embarrassed smile, and waved.

			Xena sighed wearily, but got to her feet and held out a hand, which he took. “Ahhh—seem to have run out of ale,” he stammered. “You—need anything, Xena?”

			The warrior picked up her cup, eyed the contents, then shook her head. Gabrielle drained her cider and shoved the mug within his reach. “That’s plain cider, remember,” she warned him.

			It was Joxer’s turn to sigh—exasperatedly. “Gabrielle. This is me, remember? I know you—and I know what you drink.” He turned on his heel and strode across the tavern.

			Gabrielle shook her head. “He’s in a hissy fit again! Did you hear him just now? And—well, just look at him!”

			“Yeah, I know,” Xena drawled. “Best way to get him to walk across a crowded room without tripping over people and dropping things.”

			“Tell me about it! Did I tell you he made it all the way from camp up in Thessalonika without tripping once?”

			“No—but I’m not surprised.” She settled on the bench across from Gabrielle. “Did you get your paste—that whatever stuff from the harbormaster’s mother?”

			Gabrielle nodded. “Some wafers, too. The stuff that goes on bread is in a really neat little jug—here, wait.” The younger woman dove into her pack and brought out the pottery vessel. “It’s not like any pottery I’ve ever seen, have you? Lookit! It’s white with black. I really like the pattern, it looks like—oh, I don’t know, twigs on snow? Maybe? What?” This last more sharply as the warrior picked the jug off her hand and held it close to her eyes, turning it slowly all the way around, then back again. “Xena? Since when did you get that interested in pottery?”

			Xena shook her head absently; her eyes were fixed on the bands of wavy black lines. “It’s not that. . . . I’ve seen something like this before. The colors—” She blinked rapidly. “Most pottery you see around this end of the world is red and black, orange and black.”

			Gabrielle considered this. “Well—yeah. With heroes’ tales on them, or foot races or something like that. So, someone got bright and decided to do something different, that’s all. What’s the big deal?”

			Silence. Xena set a precautionary palm of one hand over the stopper and upended the jug. Her eyes glinted. “Thought so.” She handed it back, casting a cautious glance toward the taverner’s counter as she did. Joxer was telling some tale or another—probably a “Joxer-the-Mighty” that made him look both heroic and ridiculous. The way he really was, actually. Whatever he was up to, he had the tavern’s attention. Two old men were laughing at something he’d just said, and the taverner was refilling the would-be hero’s cup. “He’ll be there a bit longer. Look at the bottom of the pot, Gabrielle.”

			“I don’t see—oh.” She turned the little piece toward the uneven light of a nearby torch. “You mean those fancy scratch-marks?”

			Xena nodded.

			“I know all about those; that’s the signature of whoever threw this particular pot. They all do that, so you can identify who made it, in case you want more of one person’s stuff—say, because they don’t explode when you fill them with cold stream water and then hang them over a fire. Anyway, I know that because the woman who made all the water jugs and cook pots in Poteidaia marked hers with a sign of crossed sticks and a fire—just five or six lines, but you could tell that was what it was. And, no one else in all the region used just those strokes to mark his or her pottery.” She turned the pot one way, then the other. “I can’t tell what this is supposed to be, can you?”

			“It’s a swan,” Xena said quietly, then put her hand over it as Joxer stepped back from the bar. Gabrielle glanced that way and immediately pulled the pot into her lap, but he was apparently deep in some story or another and, after another raucous laugh up that way, he leaned back on the wooden counter and took a deep swallow from his cup. Xena growled under her breath. “Joxer the Well-Mannered. Joxer the Easily Distracted. You bet. Good thing neither of us was very thirsty, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle stowed the pot back where she’d put it earlier—padded by her blanket and the bread she’d bought—so it wasn’t likely to get broken. “Swan? Wait a minute!” she said sharply. Xena shushed her vigorously; Gabrielle clapped a hand over her mouth and glanced both ways. No one was interested in their conversation, and Joxer couldn’t possibly have heard with all the noise around him. Still, the bard lowered her voice prudently. “You mean—swan?”

			Xena nodded.

			“You mean—Helen makes pottery? Helen of Troy?”

			“Hey, Gabrielle.” Xena spread her arms in a wide shrug. “Noble women don’t have a lot of choices how to keep themselves amused while their men are raiding neighboring kingdoms or whatever. Taking off to fight Troy for ten or more years, say.”

			“Well—sure. But most of these women weave, Xena! Like Penelope. Or—well, okay, some don’t. But they compose music or sew instead. Plant flowers. Sing—or make masks for the theater, or compose lines some male bard gets to claim as his own.” She considered this, wrinkled her nose. “Okay, that last doesn’t happen so much anymore. But pottery’s messy. And it’s hard work.”

			“All I know is, that’s what she did. Oh—sure, she didn’t make village cook pots and water jugs, just things like this: little jugs for her cosmetics and for scented oils. You know, specialty items. And she had servants to manage the hard stuff. I only know about Helen being a potter because of the time Menelaus invited me to Sparta. I saw some of her things—small things, like this. White with black. And the mark on the bottom.”

			“Okay, but how’d you know they were hers?” Gabrielle shook her head. “I don’t know . . . this makes about as much sense as Joxer getting picked to go quest.”

			“I didn’t know about pottery at the time—I just paid attention. I heard some of the servants talking about the pots; some guest had knocked over an oil lamp she’d made, Menelaus had it set out for some reason—”

			“Probably because it was something else he could brag about,” Gabrielle put in sourly. “You know: Look what my woman can do.”

			“Yeah. Maybe. You and I are not gonna disagree where Menelaus is concerned, Gabrielle.” The pale-haired bard grinned ruefully; Xena chuckled and riffled her hair. Gabrielle snarled aloud, and slapped the warrior’s hands aside so she could comb tangles from the base of her neck. “Menelaus. Yeah, what a jerk. Anyway, the women were complaining about the fuss he made when the pot got broke. Tiny little thing, probably Helen had made a dozen of ’em. So it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, either, Gabrielle. Why he cared about her pottery. Any more than why one of her pots would turn up on Melos. Only thing I’m certain of is that they didn’t come from Troy. Paris never let Helen do anything in Troy except look beautiful for him. A pottery kiln—yeah.”

			“I can just imagine. But—wait.” Gabrielle leaned forward, her eyes bright. “You don’t mean,” she whispered, “that you think Helen is here? On Melos?” But before Xena could say anything, the bard shook her head. “No, that doesn’t follow, either. This place is so small, it’s like Poteidaia, a stranger moves in and everyone knows everything about them.” She thought about this. Shook her head. “Of course, if she was here, and everyone knew she was hiding, they could keep the secret.”

			“True, Gabrielle. But think about it. Melos is one of the closest islands to Sparta—”

			The young bard was already shaking her head impatiently. “But that wouldn’t matter! Don’t you see? Because it is so close, so he wouldn’t expect her to be here. Right under his nose.” She considered this, then finally sighed quietly. “But maybe you’re right, Xena. Because if she was here, she wouldn’t be making and selling pottery that could get picked up by accident by some Spartan. Or by some idiot like Joxer.” She thought some more. “Although . . . if there was any more pottery in that shop like this—white with black—I didn’t see it.”

			Xena drained her cup. “There may have only been the one piece. You know, one pot.”

			“But—it’s not making sense! Xena, she’s not some village woman who’d have to support herself, she’s Helen! You can’t feed yourself one little pot at a time—especially if the herbalist gives them away. Either way, it just doesn’t work out.” She settled both elbows on the table and leaned forward. “You know what I think? She’s staying out of sight in some palace somewhere, and whoever’s hiding her is letting her live there as an honored guest.” She glanced toward the counter, eyes narrowing briefly as they fixed on Joxer. “You know, a woman could die of thirst around here . . .”

			“I know. But we need to talk about this while he’s not under foot; he’s still not convinced the quest isn’t real, and I don’t want him to know we’re looking for Helen ourselves. Not just yet, anyway. Keep that in mind, will you?”

			Gabrielle gazed at her close companion blankly, then nodded sharply.

			“You may be right about her, Gabrielle. There are plenty of kings and rulers around who don’t count themselves as Menelaus’ allies. They’d have no reason to betray Helen to him.

			“But remember, when she left us, outside Troy, she didn’t want to be known as Helen. She wouldn’t let herself be announced as queen. Maybe she found she liked that kind of life. And maybe she found that she could support herself by making and selling her pots, and she liked that, too. And keep this in mind: A pot like yours coulda been traded half a dozen times since she made it.”

			“Or more, I know,” Gabrielle said tiredly. “So she could still be just about anywhere.”

			Xena smiled at her. “That’s all right, Gabrielle. If we can’t figure out where she is, certain other people can’t figure it, either. And that should keep certain royal and priestly types—and Joxer, in the dark!”

			“Dark?” A familiar, reedy voice asked. Joxer had fetched up against the end of the table, three mugs slopping over and leaving a liquid mess on the tray—part ale, part cider. Gabrielle leaned across to snatch up her cider and swallowed deeply. “Gee, I guess you two have been so busy talking, you didn’t notice the storm’s moved off like us guys did.”

			Gabrielle slewed partway around on her bench; there was pale blue sky breaking through the clouds, and sun reflected blindingly from wet paving stones. She shielded her eyes and turned around once more.

			“How long have you been standing there?” she demanded. Joxer shrugged and settled with a tooth-rattling thump on the end of the bench.

			“I just heard one of you use my name, that’s all. And something about dark—”

			“Except! It’s not. We know!” Gabrielle said quickly.

			“What’d you do, get lost over there?” Xena asked, her voice flat.

			“Well—” He spread his hands. “You know. We got to talking about—ah—things. You know. Things. All the same, when they found out it was you who was helping me out, Xena, Jedius thought he’d better send an extra ale for you. In case, you know?”

			Gabrielle made a face at her cup. “This is not plain cider,” she said flatly.

			Joxer shrugged. “I told him plain, Gabrielle,” he said as flatly. She gave him a look and scrambled to her feet, taking the cup over to the counter with her.

			Xena drew the cup to her, tasted the liquid and set the cup aside, then smiled at the taverner, who was watching her anxiously. Gabrielle got his attention then, and the warrior turned to gaze narrowly at Joxer. Thoughtfully. “What’d you tell that poor innkeeper, Joxer?” she demanded softly. “To get him so scared? Tell him all the old, bad stuff I did?”

			“I—didn’t? I mean—maybe just a little, you know, couple of times we went up against Callisto, and—” He leaned back with a complacent smile, but spoiled it with a loud hiccup. He clapped both hands over his mouth and eyed her sidelong; the warrior chuckled. “I mean, you know how it is, Xena, when you start trading war stories, and—”

			“Spare us,” Gabrielle put in quickly as she slammed her refilled cup down on the table and settled back on the bench. “Please.”

			Joxer gave her a sour look, but said nothing.

			A short while later, the three left the tavern and walked down a road stained brilliant reds, yellows, and purples as the sun broke through a last band of black cloud before it set. It was much cooler than it had been, now that a light breeze had sprang up. Gabrielle wrapped her arms around herself as they came onto the dock. “I’m gonna be glad for shelter from the wind tonight. You want to keep watch?”

			Xena shook her head. “No reason for it,” she said. “Any problem we had around here is long gone, don’t you think?”

			“Problem?” That, inevitably, was Joxer. Gabrielle laughed.

			“Problem? That woulda been the rain, Joxer. And that stupid ship’s captain who dumped us here this morning.”

			“Huh?” Joxer removed his oddly shaped helmet and scratched his head. “Oh, yeah. Him. But—wait a second, why would he come back tonight and—?” Brief silence. “I don’t get it.”

			“Nothing to get,” Xena assured him. “Except some sleep.”

			The would-be hero stopped so abruptly, Gabrielle nearly ran into him. “Sleep?” he demanded. “This early? I mean, if I’d known you were coming down here to sleep, maybe I woulda stayed back at that tavern! You know, some of those guys were really interesting to talk to—”

			Xena sighed heavily, silencing him. “You mean they were listening to you, right?”

			“Well—what’s wrong with that?” Joxer asked. “It’s not like I’m telling them fake stuff like some people.”

			Gabrielle snarled under her breath and started for him; Xena’s arm stopped her.

			“Gabrielle. Nothing against all your bard stuff, but most real men I know like to hear other men’s stories about real things they’ve done.”

			Silence. Gabrielle was mumbling under her breath; Joxer stood his ground and met Xena’s gaze defiantly, though the corners of his mouth were threatening to twitch. The warrior finally chuckled throatily; Joxer caught his breath in a squeak and took a step back.

			“Joxer?” the warrior said softly. “It means that much to you to entertain a bunch a guys up there, you go right ahead.”

			“Thank you,” he said with heavy dignity; he jammed the helmet back on his head—not very straight—and strode off, back toward the heights.

			Xena watched him out of sight, then wrapped a warm arm around her companion’s shoulders.

			“Come on, Gabrielle.” The younger woman held back a moment.

			“You sure that’s such a great idea?” she asked finally, and her voice was still sharp with anger.

			Xena laughed. “Hey, Gabrielle! Calm down! It’s an island. Where’s he gonna go?”

			“If there’s a way,” the younger woman gritted out, “he’ll find it! Maybe that pirate friend of yours is still hanging around—”

			“Gabrielle, you don’t really think Joxer’s gonna ask for a ride from Habbish—with Draco on board?”

			“He might.” Gabrielle cast her a dark look. “I mean, what if this Habbish comes to that tavern, and—”

			“He’s a pirate, Gabrielle,” Xena replied patiently. “Probably well known around these islands. But even if his face isn’t familiar, his ship isn’t in the harbor. If it’s not there and he just shows up, the locals know he’s a pirate, okay? Because he had to leave his ship hidden somewhere else.”

			“Yeah, right. Maybe. Or maybe, Joxer goes wandering all the way up that hill and down the way Draco took back to the ship, and—”

			“And falls and breaks his neck. I looked that way, remember? Gabrielle, you heard those men around Joxer, back in that tavern. Get, real! Where else is he gonna go, with that waiting for him?”

			Gabrielle muttered to herself a moment, then sighed as all the fight went out of her. “Yeah. I know. Open ground and bad footing against an adoring audience—and the chance to teach a whole new buncha guys his ‘Joxer the Mighty’ song. Xena, did I tell you what he added to that—to that—?”

			“Spare me,” the warrior said hastily. “C’mon, Gabrielle. Let’s get you out of this wind. Joxer can sleep on the ship tomorrow. I’d like my sleep tonight.”

			 
			They boarded the Wave Dancer two hours past sunrise the next day. At least, Gabrielle thought it was past sunrise; it was hard to tell with the clouds so thick. The water of the bay was iron gray and the wind rippled it first one way and then the other. Water that had gently plooshed against pilings the previous morning now slapped them. And beyond the stone mole, where the sea lay . . . she swallowed hard. The water was all sharp-edged waves, peaked in white foam.

			Part of the queasiness, she unhappily realized, was due to that paste she’d smeared on her bread. Maybe doubling the dose wasn’t such a good idea, she thought. Adding one of the wafers just as she went up the plank might not have been the right way to go, either. Still—it didn’t feel like the kind of sick she got from being on a boat. Nerves, maybe.

			Or maybe anger. She’d slept heavily the night before—until Joxer had come tromping into the warehouse, humming under his breath and tripping over everything—and everyone—in sight. Of course, he claimed he’d tripped because it was so dark, he couldn’t see anything. Or anyone—including Gabrielle, whose backside was bruised from where he’d tripped over Xena’s sword, and fallen across her. Of course he hadn’t shed any of that crummy armor of his first.

			One of these times. . . . She turned away to gaze back up at the neat market town half hidden in trees. Not that there was anything to see, but it was better than gazing at the open water beyond the bay. Or Joxer, who was alternately whining about his aching head, and looking inordinately pleased with himself for some reason. Whatever it is, I do not wanna know.

			She nodded as Xena paused on her way up-deck to pat her close companion’s shoulder. No. I’m not gonna be sick. She thought it, but for some reason, couldn’t get the words out. Something about her must have reassured the warrior. Xena smiled and moved on to find a corner of the deck to stake out.

			Delos was their next stop. Another island on an in-and-out path between Siphnos, Paros, and Naxos—and a few others that were uninhabited, including some that were mere outcroppings of rock above the tide. Some of those, Gabrielle knew, had been islands once. Bardic tradition: When Ares and his spoiled sister Aphrodite got in an argument over which of them “daddy loved best,” they decided to take the fight to the people of Samos to settle. Being sensible people, they’d decided not to decide—at which point, Ares had thrown a tantrum, Aphrodite had backed him, and the main peak of the island had blown sky-high. Most of the islands had come through all right—a little extra ash to improve the grape harvests, a few stones falling from the sky—but on Samos there was a new harbor where part of the mountain had collapsed and a few pieces of ground all across the sea had sunk while others had risen.

			“You gotta be nuts to live on one of these things,” she muttered, and turned away from Melos as two sailors dragged the plank in, and others ran to set the sails and still others to man the oars below decks. “Gods,” she whispered as the ship plunged awkwardly around and the oar drummer set the pace, “who’d live on one of these things, either?”

			She licked dry-feeling lips—this despite the coolness of the morning and the constant spray that assaulted the open deck as the ship wallowed toward the sea. Xena had picked a spot for the two of them forward, just past where the lines were tied off, and where they’d be out of the way of the ship’s company. She managed a tight smile as the warrior looked up from spreading out their blankets to wave, drew herself up straight, and managed to stalk in a nearly direct line across the uncertain footing.

			“Where’s Joxer?” she asked as she dropped gratefully to her knees; the rail was high enough on this particular seagoing torture machine that she couldn’t see water from this position.

			“Over there.” The warrior pointed straight across. “He’s gonna want to sleep all day, and I don’t want him bothering either of us.”

			“You got that right,” Gabrielle mumbled.

			“Gabrielle.” The warrior laid a hand on her hair. “You took that stuff, didn’t you?”

			The younger woman sighed heavily. “Xena, you put the stuff on the bread for me, remember?”

			The well-muscled hand drew back. “Hey—Gabrielle, just checking, all right?”

			“Yeah. Fine. Whatever.” Her stomach felt distinctly odd, Gabrielle thought. And her mind was chattering at her, little of it making sense. She glanced sharply beyond Xena, then over her shoulder. “Where’s Joxer?”

			“Straight across, remember?”

			Gabrielle could see the woman frown, and barely resisted the urge to yell at her. I’m okay, fine, all right? Leave me alone, quit—quit pestering me! Somehow, she kept that behind her teeth. That’s Xena, you—you chattering idiot! she told herself angrily. You don’t mess with her!

			Still, it could be so maddening! Because now and again, Xena did things—just. . . . Yeah. She just decides that’s how it’s gonna be, and that’s how it is! And whatever I want? Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it? Like back in Thessalonika, when stupid Joxer took off on me, I coulda gone north with her, spent a little time with Iolaus and Herc, but oh, no! Xena decides I gotta follow Joxer south! So what happens? I do, and he gets away from me and. . . .

			“Gabrielle?” Xena’s voice broke the inner rant; Gabrielle caught her breath sharply and looked up at the warrior. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

			You don’t mess with Xena, Gabrielle managed to remind herself. No one with any sense messed with Xena. And there were things between the two women, recent events that might get out of hand, as they once had. . . . Don’t! she ordered herself fiercely. Why was she even a little angry with Xena? She’s your best friend, and she’s worried about you, that’s all! Gabrielle offered a faint smile and nodded. “I’m fine. Kinda nervous about whether this stuff is gonna work, that’s all.”

			Xena’s eyes were warm as she stroked long blond hair and tucked it back behind her close companion’s ears. “I don’t blame you, Gabrielle. Remember your earlobe, pinch it, just in case the stuff doesn’t work. And I won’t let you eat anything except plain, fresh bread.” Gabrielle nodded, and the warrior drew her close to lightly kiss the top of her head. “Trust me on that one.”

			“I do trust you,” Gabrielle replied softly. She sighed very faintly as the tension and anger suddenly left her. “I think—maybe I should lie down. Just in case.”

			“I think that’s a good idea, Gabrielle,” the warrior replied. “Sleep, if you can. I’ll be right here.”

			“Thanks.” The younger woman settled her shoulders on the familiar blanket and drew a corner of it over her shoulders, then closed her eyes. Below decks, the thump of the rowers’ drum and the constant creak of oars in their locks seemed to match the beat of her heart.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Gabrielle woke some time later, hot and disoriented, hair plastered to the back of her neck. Sun lay across the deck now, and only the shadow cast by the sail protected her. It was still much too warm; even the wind that rattled the sail was a hot one. Spray plumed high over the bow, soaking everything at that end of the ship; the bow rose, runnels of water coursed down the deck, puddled, then ran back the other way.

			“Ohhhh,” she groaned. “This is bad. This is just—this is really bad.” She closed her eyes once more, but sleep wasn’t going to return. Not with her stomach demanding food and her mouth so dry. Her head pounded—no, that was the drum below decks? Except—except it wasn’t. I don’t know a lot about ships, but I do know you don’t row them when there’s high wind.

			She rolled cautiously to one side, levered herself up on an elbow, and hauled the pack over so she could rummage through it. Water bottle first; fortunately, it wasn’t buried under everything else. One careful sip—another. “So far so good,” she mumbled. Bread next. It had gotten stuffed into a corner, along with the little box of wafers. “Glop once a day,” she reminded herself. “Wafers anytime. Bread first.” She sat up slowly and got her shoulders more or less comfortably braced against the rail before tearing off a chunk of bread; she rewrapped the rest and put it back before eating. “Yeah. Bet it would taste wonderful sopping wet.” The way the deck looked just now, it was a good bet she’d be sopping wet in no time.

			The headache eased as she ate, and for the moment, she didn’t feel seasick. “Don’t trust that,” she ordered herself gloomily. “Eat a wafer.” She fumbled the little box open and fished out a wafer—two stuck together, actually. She shrugged and popped both in her mouth. “Rough as it is out there, what can it hurt?”

			Xena was up on the high aft deck, near the wheel. Talking to someone, but Gabrielle couldn’t see who. It wasn’t Joxer, though; he was clinging one-handed to the rail across from her, swaying back and forth—and singing. Gabrielle’s jaw muscles tightened. “Joxer the Mighty, is it?” She felt a little light-headed all at once. Too awake, too alert, something like that. “Nah—doesn’t make sense,” she mumbled and held out a hand. It trembled slightly. “Let’s hear it for ship travel,” she snarled, and got cautiously to one knee.

			Hot wind blasted the hair back from her face, then wrapped it around her throat. She gripped the rail hard with her left, wrapped the flying stuff around her right, drew a deep breath, and looked out.

			Small islands here and there—most looked too small to hold anything but a few birds, and others were merely piles of wet rock. Everything else was blue sky and waves; steep-sided, whitecaps. She groaned as the ship dropped into a trough and wallowed through it, then eased her way back down. “Did I ask for this?” she snarled under her breath. “No! Was it something I did? I haven’t got a clue what it might have been! Except I just had to follow Joxer all the way from Thessalonika to Sparta and out to the water and then onto that ship!” Joxer. Her eyes narrowed as she contemplated him.

			There weren’t any sailors in sight—just whoever was up on the wheel-deck with Xena. “They probably have more sense than to run around the deck in weather like this. But Joxer . . .”

			The wind slacked briefly; just enough for her to hear his triumphant, ringing, “. . . he’s Joxer! Joxer the Mighty!”

			The wind picked back up as the ship lurched to one side; he flailed for balance and clung to the rail with both hands. Gabrielle fell back into the rail, her head slamming into the damp wood so hard she saw stars. Anger boiled over all at once; she’d had enough. “Joxer the—I’ll Joxer the Mighty him!”

			He couldn’t possibly have heard that, but something brought him partway around; his eyes met hers, and he grinned cheerfully. “Hey, Gabrielle! Have a nice nap?” He righted himself with care, let go the rail, and staggered toward her.

			“Right!” She smiled grimly and fished the staff from behind her, surged to her feet and met him mid-deck. “Joxer!” She had to yell to be heard above the flapping of the sail. “You have finally done it!”

			He slowed, gave her a puzzled look. “I have? I mean—oh, yeah right!” He smiled happily. The smile faded. Silence as she stopped within arm’s reach. “Ah—Gabrielle? What have I done?”

			“You’ve finally made me mad, that’s what!” And she brought the staff around and jammed the end down, hard, on his toes. He yelped and fell back into the mast.

			“What are you doing?” he demanded furiously. “That hurt!”

			“It was supposed to hurt!” she snarled and went into fighting stance. “Well, come on, Joxer! Let’s you and me do it!”

			He drew himself up, wincing as he put weight on the bruised foot. “Gabrielle, this is no place to practice—”

			“Practice?” she demanded. “Joxer, I am going to—” She drew a deep breath. “I am going to mangle you! I am going to turn you into one gigantic bruise! And then I am going to hurt you!”

			He stared at her, his mouth agape, then dodged behind the mast as she swung at his elbow. “Gabrielle, what’s the matter with you? I’m your friend, remember?”

			“Friend? Friend?” She snapped the staff end at his head, then began stalking around the mast; he swallowed hard and kept it between them. “Friend, hah! Joxer, you may be a lot of things—including the most maddening, irritating, maddening—!”

			“You said that already,” he put in helpfully, then yelped as her staff cracked down on his forearm. “Gabrielle, will you cut it out!” he shouted. “I am not gonna fight with you, all right?”

			“No!” she shouted back. “Not all right! And furthermore—”

			“Hey!” Xena’s voice broke over hers; the warrior had come up unnoticed behind her. “Gabrielle, what’s the problem here?”

			“No problem!” Gabrielle said brightly, through gritted teeth. “There won’t be one, anyway, once I’ve killed him and tossed the body overboard. Any objections to that?”

			“Ah—I object,” Joxer began hastily; he swallowed the words and cowered behind the mast as Gabrielle slammed her staff into it, just missing his head.

			“You don’t get a say, Xena,” Gabrielle added sharply, “you stay outta this, you already said I get to mangle him this time!”

			“Yeah, sure. Not like this, okay?” But as the warrior laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder, Gabrielle snapped the staff overhand into the mast and back; hard wood slammed into Xena’s forehead, sending her staggering back—as much out of surprise as anything. Before she could recover, Gabrielle had stalked Joxer halfway around the mast, reversing their positions. Xena felt her brow gingerly. No blood. A bump, though. “I don’t believe she did that,” she said softly; a proud grin spread across her face. “All right, Gabrielle! She’s getting good!”

			She stiffened as a familiar, soft voice spoke against her ear. “You know, Xena, your little friend’s getting to be quite a warrior.”

			The smile was gone; her mouth twisted. “Ares,” she said flatly and sent her gaze sideways. The god of war gave her a mocking bow. “What’re you doing here?”

			He raised an eyebrow and smiled at her. “Always looking for new talent, Xena; you know that.” His eyes followed hers, up to the rail of the wheel-deck, where five or six sailors were following the one-sided fight with evident relish. “Oh, and don’t worry about them; you’re the only one who can see me right now. You’re bad for my reputation these days, remember?”

			“Too bad, Ares. And I know about you and your talent searches. Leave Gabrielle alone.”

			He laughed shortly. “Oh—believe me, Xena, that’s one you definitely don’t need to worry about. You know? I still don’t understand how you put up with her. All that chatter—”

			“She’s a friend. You wouldn’t understand something like that, Ares.” Her eyes narrowed, and she turned to face him. “So you just ‘happen’ to show up here, is that about it? So of course, you wouldn’t just happen to know anything about that?” A gesture took in the pair circling the mast; from the sounds of things, Gabrielle had just landed another blow, and Joxer was starting to get angry.

			He leaned back and folded impressively muscled arms across an equally impressive chest, scarcely concealed by the ornately worked, sleeveless leather shirt. “I’m shocked. You actually think that I—? Xena, you’ve got the most suspicious way of looking at things—”

			“When you’re around? Funny how that works, isn’t it?” She caught hold of his collar. “What’ve you done to Gabrielle?”

			“Me? Do something to her? What’s the point?” He removed her hand. He glanced at the one-sided battle and chuckled. “Using her to get rid of him—sure, that might be interesting. Then again—” He looked down at her, visibly amused. She cast her eyes up and waited, wincing as Gabrielle’s stick slammed into Joxer’s cap so hard the metal rang. “Hey, it was an accident! Your little friend there did it all to herself, actually. All I did—”

			“You did what?” She closed the distance between them and bared her teeth.

			“It’s a long story—”

			“Then shorten it!” she snapped.

			“Fine,” he snapped back. Silence, broken only by the delighted yells of the sailors and the rhythmic clack of Gabrielle’s staff, punctuated now and again by Joxer’s howls of pain. “You know, every single time, I tell myself I’m not gonna let you get to me, and every—”

			“Ares,” she warned, “just—tell—me!”

			“Whatever.” He began to pace, two steps away, two back. “That stuff your little friend got for her seasickness? That old woman didn’t exactly come up with the recipe for it on her own. She—ah”—he preened—“had help.”

			“You?” He nodded. “Why?”

			“Because there was a nice little family feud going on between some fishermen from Melos and another bunch from Delos. I knew if I worked it right, I could start a—really nifty little war.”

			She considered this, eyes fixed absently on Gabrielle, who was feinting with her staff, and Joxer, who was yelling at her, all the while dodging her blows and trying not to get slapped by a flailing length of rope that had come loose from the yard overhead. She shook her head finally. “Nice try. But the old woman is known for the stuff. People in Melos use it. For seasickness.”

			“Oh—it does cure that. But if you take more than you’re supposed to, it has an additional effect, Xena. It makes you really angry.” He grinned. “Anything can piss you off, just about anything at all. Get you mad enough to kill.” He grinned as his eyes were drawn to the fighters; Joxer had pulled out his crossbow and was using it to deflect Gabrielle’s staff as he backed around the deck; Gabrielle was yelling at him—Xena couldn’t make out the words for the wind. Joxer looked too winded to do any more yelling. “Ya know?” the god of war remarked cheerfully, “she’s actually kinda cute like that!”

			“Nice,” Xena remarked; her backfist caught him squarely on the nose, hard enough that he yelped in surprise and fell back from her, clutching it two-handed.

			“What was that for?” he demanded in an aggrieved voice. Xena gave him a look; her lips twisted.

			“That’s a stupid thing to say to a woman.”

			“Hey! I didn’t say you were cute when you’re mad, did I?”

			“If you’re smart, you won’t even think it, Ares. But Gabrielle’s my friend. You don’t say things like that about her, not around me. You got it?”

			“Got it!” he replied mockingly. He gave his nose a final tweak and glared down at her. “You know—I remember when you used to be a lot more fun.” Before she could say anything, he vanished.

			Xena bit back a sigh and strode over to Gabrielle’s bedding, one eye on the battle mid-deck as she knelt to rummage through the other woman’s bag. Clay jug—there. And the box . . . good. She still gets the goo, and the wafers, but from now on I decide how much she takes of both. She shoved both items deep into her own pack, then strode across the deck to get between Gabrielle and Joxer.

			Gabrielle still looked angry—but not nearly as furious as she had been. She still sounded as furious, though. “Xena, get outta my way, this time I’m gonna—”

			“Gabrielle. Enough. I said you got to mangle him, not kill him.” She clamped a hand down on the staff and glanced over her shoulder. “You mangled enough, Joxer?”

			“Ahhh—yeah,” he panted. The crossbow fell to the deck with a clatter and started to slide aft; Xena’s foot shoved it back in his direction. “Think so. Thanks.”

			“He’s mangled enough,” Xena said blandly. “C’mon, Gabrielle, you two’ve entertained the crew long enough, they need to get back to work.”

			“Xena! I—” Gabrielle sighed heavily as the warrior took the staff out of her hands and rested one end on the deck. The fight went out of her abruptly. “All right.” A heavy thump; she leaned around Xena to look down at Joxer, who’d collapsed to the deck and sat cross-legged, holding his head in his hands and moaning softly. “Thanks for the workout, Joxer,” she said, mock-sweetly and turned away. A groan answered her.

			She stopped abruptly as her eyes took in the dozen or more men leaning on the rail of the high-deck, staring down at them. “Xena!” she whispered urgently.

			“Smile and wave,” the warrior replied softly. The younger woman eyed her in disbelief; Xena nodded. Gabrielle brought up a bright smile, spread her arms wide and bowed; the crew erupted in loud yells and applause until a sharp order from someone behind them sent them running. “C’mon, sit down with me. We gotta talk.”

			“Ah—we do?” Gabrielle frowned as Xena handed her back the staff; she turned it over in her hands thoughtfully. “You know, I really can’t think why I went for Joxer like that. I mean, not that he didn’t deserve it, but . . . You know, I was really, really mad all of a sudden!”

			“Yeah, I know. Let’s talk.”

			 
			They talked. Xena left Gabrielle alone with a small hunk of bread, and went back over to kneel next to Joxer, who hadn’t moved, though he seemed to be breathing easier. “You all right?” she asked softly.

			He nodded without removing his head from his hands. “I—yeah. I think so. I’m bruised all over my body, but hey! If Gabrielle’s—”

			“Joxer, you gotta trust me on this one. That wasn’t Gabrielle, all right?”

			He glanced up at her briefly before cradling his head once more. “Xena, you know, I realize I’m not exactly the cleverest guy who ever lived, but—I think I know Gabrielle when I see her?” He drew a deep breath and let it out in a shuddering sigh. “I just wish,” he went on, his voice muffled, “that I knew what I did this time. Because I really didn’t mean to get her that angry, and—”

			“Joxer, will you just shut up and listen to me?” she snarled. He sat up straight, met her gaze squarely and waited. “The stuff she got for seasickness—you take too much of it and it turns you into a berserker.”

			His mouth twisted. “Yeah, sure, Xena. Try again, okay? I mean—” he frowned, then winced, and clutched carefully at the bright purple bruise swelling his right eyebrow “—that doesn’t even make any sense!”

			“Yeah, it does. Trust me. I talked to someone right here on this ship, just now,” she said flatly. “Someone who knows about the stuff. You take the right dose, you just don’t get sick. You take a lot more—well, Gabrielle did just that.”

			“She did?” he asked. Xena nodded. “So—what if she does that again? Because, honestly, I’d rather not—”

			“I understand, Joxer.” Xena laid a hand on his shoulder, withdrew it gingerly as he winced again. “You did a real good job, not letting her get you mad and fending off her blows.”

			“Yeah.” He gave her a sidelong, disgusted look. “I’m really good, aren’t I?”

			“I’d say so,” she replied, and shoved hair off her forehead. Joxer gazed at her blankly. “She’s getting pretty fast with that ‘little stick’.” She got to her feet and held out a hand, dragged him up, handed him his crossbow. “Go on back over to your blankets, I got some stuff that’ll help the bruises.”

			“Sure. Except—” He dithered, gazed at the deck, his hands, the crossbow. Finally shrugged. “Look, tell her that—if it was something I said or did, well, I’m sorry.”

			“Joxer, it’s fine. She said to tell you the same thing. G’wan, scram. I’ll bring the stuff over. You got enough bread?”

			“Yeah. I’m fine.” He staggered, righted himself, and made the opposite rail without actually falling down. Xena went back over to join Gabrielle, who had finished her bread and was recorking her bottle.

			“Ah—is he all right?” she asked quietly.

			“Pretty bruised,” Xena said as she fished through her pack for her healing supplies. Gabrielle groaned.

			“I—how’m I gonna face him, after that?”

			Xena separated the salve out, then turned to clasp her friend’s shoulder; her eyes were warm. “Gabrielle, it’s Joxer. You know how he is, he expects—”

			“I know.” The younger woman didn’t smile back. “That’s what makes it so bad. I mean—yeah, sometimes he deserves that. But that’s what he got from his mother and his brothers, and then I—”

			“Gabrielle, just don’t worry about it. You apologized. Just go on like it never happened. Anything else, and you’ll only make him more uncomfortable.”

			She sighed. “I—yeah, I guess.” She winced as wind shrieked across the deck and the sail cracked sharply. “How much more of this until we reach Delos?”

			Xena shrugged. “Way it’s blowing? I’d say we’ll be there well before sunset, instead of an hour after.”

			 
			The waves began to smooth out not long after mid-afternoon, and the wind lessened a little—enough that the sail bellied out evenly. The ship passed between two large islands—near enough Naxos to the east that Gabrielle could make out sheep and a shepherd high on a grassy meadow. Paros to the west was mostly in shadow with the sun behind it, but she could see small fishing boats on either side of the steep-sided island. Straight ahead, a misty, purply shadow between water and sky that Xena assured her was Delos.

			“How’s the stomach?” the warrior asked, as Naxos fell behind and Delos began taking on shape.

			Gabrielle smiled. “It’s fine. All the same, I’ll be glad to get off this boat for the night.” She settled both elbows against the rail and leaned comfortably on her arms. “You know, I could go for a really good meal tonight. Meat—maybe chicken. No fish—and no squid,” she added hastily as she caught Xena’s sudden grin. “Meat,” she repeated thoughtfully. “Yeah. Did I tell you about that meal I had in Katerini? I mean, even with the landlord yelling at his help, it was still the most incredible—”

			“You didn’t tell me,” Xena put in as Gabrielle sought words. Her smile widened. “We haven’t had much time to talk about any of that.”

			“Most of it wasn’t worth talking about,” Gabrielle said flatly. “You know, though. . . .” Her gaze went distant. “I wonder what happened to the landlord’s son. Briax.”

			“Thought I told you, Gabrielle. He showed up at Sparta, and they sent him questing. He was still in Sparta when we left.”

			“So he could be anywhere.” She sighed. “I hope he’s okay. I mean—he just isn’t the sort of person you’d want wandering around this end of the world looking for something valuable. He’s—well, he’s young, and he’s never been out of Katerini.”

			“I know. I heard him when Menelaus and Avicus tested him.” Xena kept the other thing she’d learned to herself: Gabrielle would feel responsible—and terrible about it—if she learned that Briax had taken on the quest in hopes she’d somehow learn of it. For love—she’s right, he is young. “Remember, when you left Poteidaia, you were young and naive, too.”

			Gabrielle laughed and cast her companion a warm glance. “Yeah, I was, wasn’t I? Briax doesn’t have you to keep him safe until he can learn how to take care of himself, though.”

			Xena ruffled golden hair. “Well,” she drawled, “just maybe he’s a faster learner than you are. Maybe he doesn’t like taverns with ‘atmosphere’.”

			“Yeah, sure, rub it in, Xena. I still say places like that have some of the best food.”

			“Sure. All you gotta do is fight for it.”

			“Which is why you don’t catch me going in places like that anymore.” She glanced over her shoulder, then turned quickly back to gaze at the sea, her color rather high. Xena turned as Joxer came staggering toward them, caught his arm and shoved him against the rail with herself between him and Gabrielle. Silence. Joxer handed over the box of salve, and glanced sidelong at Gabrielle, who cleared her throat, opened her mouth to say something, and shut it again.

			“That stuff help?” Xena asked him. Joxer nodded, then turned partly away from her, apparently intent on the view. Gabrielle glanced at him, then turned the other way, apparently fascinated by the trail the Wave Dancer left behind her. Xena looked at one, then the other, rolled her eyes, and reached out to grip a shoulder of each, and turned them toward each other. “Enough, already,” she snarled. “Gabrielle, Joxer knows you weren’t responsible, Joxer, you know Gabrielle didn’t mean to clobber you like that. Deal with it!” She scowled impartially at both, until Gabrielle held out her hand; Joxer’s mouth twitched as he shook it. “Fine. We need to decide if we’re going on to Chios on this tub, or looking for something else in Delos.” Silence. She glowered at Joxer, then at Gabrielle.

			Gabrielle’s eyes widened and she spoke quickly. “Depends on what we find in Delos, doesn’t it?”

			“Find?” Joxer asked. “What’re you looking for—ah,” he took a step back, hands flapping. “I know, not my business, right?”

			Xena gave him an astonished look. “But, Joxer—we’re helping you find Helen, remember?” Silence. Gabrielle stared at her; Joxer gaped. He finally shook himself, shut his mouth, and gave her a sidelong, wary look.

			“Xena,” he said with as much dignity as he could manage. “I didn’t get enough sleep last night, and I think it’s done something to my brain. Because I thought I heard you say that . . . Never mind. I’m—gonna go take a nap now. If that’s okay with you?” He looked from her to Gabrielle, back again, nodded once. “Fine. I’ll be right—over there.” He turned and walked back to his blankets, settled with his face to the rail, and stretched out, helmet tilted sideways over his head.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			It was dark inside the Spartan palace—particularly stygian in the king’s reception chamber. Menelaus sat rigidly, back straight against his throne, his hands clutching the polished, black arms, his eyes fixed, narrowly on his priest’s back. Though they flicked, now and again, toward the bowl of water that rippled despite a complete lack of moving air and which flashed bits of light, reflecting where there was nothing to reflect.

			Avicus’s back was as stiff-looking as his king’s felt, Menelaus thought angrily. As it should be, after the dressing down I gave him! He serves the god Apollo—but he also serves me, and he had best not forget that again, anytime soon!

			The priest’s suddenly sagged, and his color was bad as he turned away from the suddenly dark and still water-mirror. “Majesty,” he said; he sounded very tired. “The dread god Apollo bids you to patience—”

			“Patience! Patience?” Menelaus’s howl of rage filled the chamber. Avicus merely waited until the echoes died away, then inclined his head.

			“Patience, Majesty. He bids me remind you of the patience you showed during the battle for Troy—”

			“That was not patience!” the king gritted out between clenched teeth. He tugged at his moustache and swore under his breath. “That was—that was necessity . . . !”

			“And—!” Avicus overrode him, though the priest’s voice carried no emotion whatsoever, “it is the same now, and so the god bids me tell you!”

			Dead, unpleasant silence. Menelaus broke it with another oath. “Patience—have I not been patient these past years, since Paris stole my Helen? Have I not patiently born the smirks of my fellow kings, because of that?” He nearly spat.

			Avicus inclined his head; his face was expressionless. Which of his fellow kings would have dared such a thing? he wondered, then put it aside as unimportant. “You have, sire.” The king eyed him narrowly. “There can be no one in all Sparta who does not admire your strength of will, sire. Including your humble priest.”

			The king’s voice rose a notch. “As it should be.” He cleared his throat, leaned forward, and when he spoke, he was clearly striving to control his temper. “Avicus, you know me. You have served me long and faithfully, since well before the day I acquired Helen. Did I ever once lose my temper when she giggled and played with her maids, behaving like a child when I wanted to school her in the behavior required of a queen of Sparta?”

			“Sire—?” But the king was caught up in his tale; he swept on.

			“And during the war, did I not do each thing Apollo asked of me, however foolish it seemed at the moment? However unlikely to get me Helen back? And yet I still must be patient? Does he intend that I embrace her only on the other side of death?” He growled under his breath.

			A corner of the priest’s mouth twisted, but since he was turned partly from the king, Menelaus did not see it. Though it was gloomy enough that Avicus doubted his earthly lord would have seen anything short of a broad smile. There is nothing of humor in this. “Majesty, it was never the god’s intention that you forego Helen in this lifetime.” My intentions, however . . .  “He simply tells me to remind you that you have set forces loose that will find her, wherever she presently hides from you. And that, through this, you and she will be together again. Soon.”

			“Soon.” Menelaus spat the word. He indicated the gazing-bowl with a vicious sweep of his arm. “Have you finished there?”

			“For tonight, Majesty.”

			Menelaus clapped his hands ringingly, and when two of his household guard pushed the main doors open, he shouted, “Bring light here! And food!” He threw himself back in his chair as one of the guards came in with a lit torch, waited in silence until the man had touched it to two oil lamps and another torch which he jammed in a niche in the wall above the priest’s bowl. Menelaus waved the man off impatiently as he bowed. The silence stretched, even after the door was pulled quietly to behind him.

			The king shifted his gaze; Avicus stood still under it and waited him out. “I have been patient,” Menelaus said finally—mildly for him. “And what have I to show for it, Avicus? A wife—somewhere—who is more than ten years older, and less lovely, than when I saw her last.” The muscles in his jaw flexed. “Not even a glimpse of her in Troy! Avicus! Can your cold soul even begin to comprehend the pain that causes me, even yet?”

			If only because I hear of it every single day, the priest thought flatly, but he inclined his head. “I can understand what it is to face great loss, Majesty.”

			“Can you!” Menelaus leaned forward to touch one of the oil lamps—a long, slender thing of black-glazed clay, a fan of white incised lines its only decoration. “Pottery is an even more fragile thing than a woman’s beauty, Avicus. This lamp and one other I keep in a safe place—all I have left here to remind me of her. All the other things she wrought—”

			He sighed deeply, and for one horrified moment, the priest feared he might break into tears. Silence, broken by another sigh; this one trembled. Menelaus managed a faint, bleak smile, and shrugged.

			“All broken, save two.” The smile went; his eyes were suddenly chill. “And Apollo bids me to have patience!”

			“But, Majesty,” Avicus said quietly. “Your searchers have been gone only three days! That is hardly time enough to get beyond the regions you yourself have searched for Helen. And I have asked the god if he would see her for you—he cannot. Which means another of his kindred somehow protects her.”

			“Gods,” Menelaus muttered. “Squabbling, taking sides against one another over minor slights. We humans have spoiled them, Avicus, and they show it.”

			The priest swallowed past a suddenly dry throat, and glanced back at his bowl. “Ahhh, sire? Majesty, I would humbly suggest that if you are asking a—”

			Menelaus snorted angrily, silencing him. “Yes, I know! So you remind me so often, that to gain what I want, I must flatter, toady, and pander; accept every rule laid upon me and offer no restrictions in return!” His nostrils flared as he sat back with a thump. “I wonder, Avicus—what if you reminded your other master of the other gods? Gods who do not dwell on Olympus, and haven’t the family ties—?”

			Avicus closed the distance between them. “Majesty, I beg of you, this is not the time and place to bring up such a matter! Of course the god is aware of others of his kind: Isis to the south, as well as Thoth; to the east, Kali; to the west, Quetzal—”

			“And to the north,” Menelaus broke in flatly, “Dahak.” He smiled grimly as the priest eyed him glassily.

			“Where did you hear that name?” Avicus finally whispered.

			“I heard it.” He shoved himself upright and strode across the dais to gaze down at his priest. “And if a god may be—exchanged, shall we say?—for another? Then, what of his priest?” He brushed past Avicus and stalked out of the reception room.

			Avicus watched him go; Menelaus slammed the door against the outer wall, bellowing, “Where is the food I ordered? Have it brought to my rooms—at once!” The door banged into place. When the echoes finally faded, the priest briefly closed his eyes. “Dread Apollo,” he murmured finally, “you cannot even begin to think this is my fault, the man is out of control—mine, yours, anyone’s!” His voice rose briefly; he bit his lower lip, drew a deep breath, and after a moment, tried again. “I ask so little for myself. But if that—that man does not find Helen soon, then he will seek out priests serving Dahak the Destroyer. . . .”

			Silence. And then, suddenly, another was at his elbow. Avicus blinked, then took two quick, long strides back as he realized this was not Apollo—but Ares. The god of war smirked at him, and Avicus managed a lips-only smile in reply. Inwardly, he was praying the most basic of invocations, the only one he could remember at the moment. But Apollo wasn’t listening.

			Ares’s smile widened—very white teeth between very black moustache and neat beard. “Sorry.” He didn’t sound it. “My brother’s off whining over his lost dryad. The tree he’s in love with, remember? You know how it is.” The voice was soft and low—unexpected in a deity who urged men to kill one another, the priest thought. Ares sketched him a bow and, unnervingly, replied to the other’s unspoken remark. “Your King Menelaus has it all wrong.”

			“Has . . . he?” Avicus wondered at his bravery—or maybe his tongue was running away with him, as it had when he was a child. Be still! he ordered himself. Here, that will get you killed!

			“Sure. He bellows like the Minotaur.” The smile widened. “You wanna get someone’s attention?” He leaned close to the priest’s ear; Avicus just managed to avoid jumping back as garlic-scented breath tickled the hairs inside his ear. “You whisper,” the god of war breathed. “Know why? ’Cos it sounds scary. Besides, they gotta shut up to hear what you’re saying.”

			The priest swallowed, then managed a smile of his own—the bland turning of lips that didn’t reach pale eyes that usually got Menelaus to shut up, however briefly. If only because he believes it means I’ve come up with a new and more nefarious scheme to get him what he wants. To his surprise—and satisfaction—it seemed to have the same effect on the god of war. Briefly.

			It gave him courage. As Ares eyed him, the priest drew a steadying breath. “Everyone has his little secrets, including the god of war,” he murmured.

			“Really!” Ares said. “Tell.”

			“Oh—that you are contemplating a change of pantheon—?”

			Ares chuckled. “Hey, what can I say? Family’s what you get stuck with. And some of my family is down-right—annoying. Alliances, on the other hand—sometimes the right alliance is what keeps you alive. Get me?” He sketched a brief bow with one arm—and vanished.

			The priest stared at the place he’d been; he could feel anger warming his face. “Things are getting—complicated,” he managed finally. “And I—am—heartily—sick—of complications!” Silence. The priest strode over to his bowl, and drew a finger’s worth of herb from an inner pocket to sprinkle over the water. It turned a vibrant, deep blue. “Dread Apollo,” he intoned, “I really do try not to be much of a bother—but if you have the least suggestion on how to deal with your brother Ares, I would really, and truly, appreciate it?”

			Silence. He was about to turn away from the bowl when a tearful, drunken voice brought him back. “Ares? What do I care about Ares? Whuh—why should you care about Ares, priest? What does that have to do with finding my lost love?”

			“My honored lord, there will be no lost love, and not much of anything else!” Avicus shouted him down. Ares’s advice be damned to Tartarus, he thought furiously. “If Olympus loses its hold on these people!” Silence; the priest held his breath and closed his eyes—and fully expected to be fried by lightning at any moment. The moment passed, and the next moment. “I’m sorry,” he added in an exasperated voice. “Really! I apologize! But I really do wish you could recognize that things are getting out of hand!”

			Then. “You realize that, do you, my priest?” For a wonder, the voice sounded utterly sober.

			“I see the danger,” Avicus replied steadily, and wondered at his nerve.

			Momentary silence. Then. “You need assistance, my priest.”

			“Here?” Avicus snorted. “Send another priest, and Menelaus will merely dismiss me if I’m lucky, or kill me if not. Is that your intention?”

			“No, my priest. Assistance—elsewhere. Especially since Xena has removed my Eyes and Ears from two of the Chosen.”

			“I know she did. She knows entirely too much.”

			“She is not your business, priest.”

			“I know that. I have no intention of fighting Xena. But you know where they are, even if I do not . . . ?” Avicus asked finally.

			“I do. They are not far from Delos. At sea.”

			“That’s little use to us. Menelaus has searched Delos, twice since Troy,” the priest began.

			“They seek more eastern ports—Rhodes, I think. . . .” The voice faded, and was gone. For good, Avicus thought. But it returned briefly. “Another—yes. I have someone in mind . . . to the east. . . .” He waited, but this time Apollo really was gone. Avicus cast up his eyes and strode from the hall.

			 
			The Wave Dancer pulled into Delos harbor just before sundown. Xena, Gabrielle, and Joxer leaned on the rail, out of the way of the crew, and watched the town grow larger.

			“Funny,” Gabrielle said. “The island is a lot larger than the last one, but the town’s smaller. And look at the dock—there’s barely room for one ship to tie up.”

			Joxer cleared his throat. “Um, well, that’s because Delos is poorer. They have a couple of olive groves, some skinny sheep that turn out so-so wool, and what food they do grow, mostly they keep.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle considered this, then eyed him warily. “Hey! How’d you know all that?”

			His mouth quirked. “I’m Master of Geograhhh—” He froze as both women gave him a look, tittered nervously. “I know geography, okay? It was one of the few things I got to study that I actually liked.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle glanced at Xena, who shrugged. Moments later, the ship slowed, then turned awkwardly against the low harbor-waves as someone snugged it to the pier, fore and aft. “So—if you know all that, where’d be a good place to eat? Because I’m really hungry.”

			Joxer sighed faintly. “Geography doesn’t get into that kind of detail—” Gabrielle’s spluttered laughter silenced him.

			“It was a joke,” she informed him cheerfully. She looked around for Xena, who was over by the plank, talking to two of the sailors. She looked up and beckoned. Gabrielle glanced at Joxer and gave him a courtly bow. “After you,” she said.

			He leaned back against the rail. “Ah—you know, Gabrielle, I was thinking about maybe just staying here, getting a little extra sleep? You know, maybe you could bring me back something—?”

			“Joxer? Does the phrase ‘Fat chance’ convey anything to you?”

			Joxer smirked, started across the deck in front of her, but as they passed the mainmast, he swung around it to face her. “Gee, Gabrielle, I didn’t know you cared so much.” And as she swatted at his head, he jerked it out of reach; the smirk widened. “It was a joke, Gabrielle.” And he set out ahead of her once more. Xena was already down the plank and across the narrow pier, where she waited for them.

			“Answered one question,” she said. “There won’t be another ship here for days. We go on to Chios, maybe all the way down to Rhodes with them.”

			Joxer shrugged. “Sounds all right to me. Of course, I don’t have a say, exactly, but . . .” He subsided as Xena raised an eyebrow.

			“Fine,” she said. “I also found out about a tavern, near the town’s edge, that way,” she pointed vaguely north. “Okay food, lots of it and cheap.”

			“Sounds like my kinda place,” Gabrielle said. “Ah—wait. No ‘atmosphere’?”

			Xena’s mouth quirked. “No atmosphere.”

			 
			Some time later, dinner behind them, the three came back via the small garden market in search of fresh bread and fruit for the journey to Chios. Gabrielle slowed as they passed a combination fruit, jugged drinks, and pottery stand, then tugged urgently at Xena’s leather dagges.

			The warrior glanced where Gabrielle’s chin gestured; she caught up with Joxer, who was ambling along in front of them, humming under his breath. “Hey, Joxer,” she said, “do me a favor, all right? That awning over there, see it? The guy on ship told me he’s got good knives. Check it out for me, will you?” The would-be hero looked startled, then wary at this unusual request.

			“You—you want me to . . . ?”

			“You. Go for it.”

			“Well—sure.” He gave her another slightly puzzled look, but went.

			“Nice work,” Gabrielle muttered behind her friend.

			“I don’t know that it’s necessary for us to keep things from him right now,” Xena said. “But I’d rather not take any chances. Another pot?”

			“Another pot.” Gabrielle went back to the fruit stand and began haggling with the proprietor—an elderly man with a strong stutter—while Xena perused things, picking up an apple, then a pear, a small painted wooden jug marked “cider,” and another—this time a leather bottle with the word cider carved into the neck. Finally, she moved down to the small collection of pottery. A varied bunch, she thought. Some of it looked used, a few pieces were definitely chipped, and one or two had been repainted. Several small pieces were clustered together: a nest of shallow, bright red cups; a two-handled, footed, toasting cup. Cosmetic and herb pots. Off to one side of these, an iridescent, black, slender jug capped with a matching plug, and marked with a spray of incised white lines.

			The warrior picked it up to look it over, removed the plug and peered inside, and then casually turned it over. Swan, she thought in satisfaction. I thought so. Gabrielle’s got a good eye to pick it out from so far away, and after seeing just one of Helen’s pots before.

			The things next to it were unusual, too. Children’s toys, likely, she thought. A clay hut, about the size of her hand, with three windows and a doorway, all hung in scraps of yellow cloth. And in the same shallow basket with them, four little clay figures.

			Gabrielle, her bargaining done, came over with a cloth bag clutched in one hand. “What?” she asked. The warrior pointed, and the younger woman’s face lit up. “Oh, look at them!”

			The stall owner leaned across to see what she was looking at. “Ah,” he said. “Th-that’s from east-like; B-b-belonged to a child as d-died, t’man as sold it t’me s-s-said.” Gabrielle scarcely heard him; she was studying the figures, carefully lifting each to the torchlight and turning them.

			“Xena,” she said suddenly. “Look.” Her eyes were very bright, all at once, her voice tight. “It’s—it’s just like Perdicas, when he was a boy.”

			Xena laid a hand on her arm, then turned to the old man. “Would you sell just the one?”

			He looked at Gabrielle for a long moment, and smiled. “If sh-she wants it so b-bad, it’s hers. N-n-no charge.” Xena closed her friend’s fingers around the little figure.

			“C’mon, Gabrielle. Let’s get back to the ship.”

			The bard looked down at the small clay figure, wrapped her hand around it again, and gave the old man a brilliant smile. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

			 
			They collected Joxer—who’d bought himself another small boot dagger. “I don’t know who told you about that guy, Xena,” he said, moving slowly and awkwardly as he tried to shove the knife in place while he walked. “But, let me tell you, most of what he—oww!”

			“Joxer, wait until you get back on the Wave Dancer, will you?” Xena demanded sharply. “You’re gonna bleed all over the street.” As he bent over again, she grabbed his near ear and tugged. “I said, c’mon,” she growled. “We need to talk.”

			 
			It was full dark, the ship quiet when they got back aboard, the only lights at the plank, in the captain’s cabin, and a small oil lamp that flickered up by the wheel. Xena dropped to the deck and got her shoulders more or less comfortable against the rail; Gabrielle settled next to her after shoving her bundles over with the rest of their gear, though the warrior noted she still clung to the little clay figure. Joxer landed cross-legged on the deck with a thump that must have rattled his teeth; he let out a muted yelp, then began muttering to himself. No doubt he would have gone on grumbling, but Xena cleared her throat and he was quiet.

			“All right,” she said quietly. “Joxer, it’s time for you to let us in on things.”

			“Ah—things?” he asked warily. “What things?”

			“I saw you get picked back in Sparta. I didn’t see anything before you got in to see the king, or after you left him. So—why’d you leave early, and why Rhodes?”

			Silence. “You know, Xena,” he said finally, “I could probably get fried just for thinking about telling you anything about it.”

			“I heard that part,” she said patiently. “Secret word, right? They can say it to you, you can’t say it first. I don’t care about that part, Joxer.”

			“Ah—” He grinned nervously. “Xena, if you heard all that, then you probably—ah, I mean, there’s this . . . ? I mean, they’ve got some kinda way they can . . . ?” He grimaced.

			“Don’t worry about it, Joxer. You had something of the priest’s stuck to your shirt. I pulled it off that first night.”

			“You—you did what?” He stumbled to his feet, waving his arms. “Well, great! I mean, that’s just fine! I get this chance to—to do something really important and heroic, and you just—you—” His mouth twisted. “My friends,” he said sarcastically, and turned away from them. Xena and Gabrielle exchanged an exasperated look; the warrior got to her feet and went after him.

			“Joxer,” she hissed. He stopped, mid-deck, but wouldn’t turn around. “Joxer, will you just listen to me?”

			“There’s no quest,” he said, even more sarcastically. “I already heard. You done, now?”

			She gripped his shoulder. “No, I’m not. Just listen to me. There was a thing on your shirt that would let Menelaus and Avicus hear everything you said and did—everything anyone around you said.”

			Silence.

			“Think about it. What if you just happened to find Helen, and what if there isn’t this thing Avicus claims he needs back from her? And what if in the meantime, they were using your priest-thing to follow you, and take her back to Sparta?”

			“Well—but, you could see he loves her—couldn’t you?”

			Xena shook her head. “I was there when you weren’t, remember? I heard it all. I know about him anyway. He wants her. That’s not the same thing.” Silence as he considered this. “I’ve spoken with Helen, keep that in mind, Joxer. She doesn’t want him.”

			“But—”

			“Look,” she interrupted him. “If we—if you find her, you can ask her. Fair enough? But I know what she’ll say. And then you’ll be glad you didn’t lead Menelaus right to her.”

			Silence again. Joxer finally turned, drew the helmet from his head and looked at her. “Just—tell me. How many other guys were there? That you saw?” he asked finally.

			She shrugged. “I didn’t count. A lot. Twenty or more.” He sighed deeply, stared down at his feet.

			“Yeah. I really shoulda known. I shoulda guessed.” He looked up at her; she gripped his shoulder. “That was why I left in the middle of the night, instead of waiting for sunrise, like we were all supposed to. Only, when I first got back from looking in that bowl of water, I thought it was only me. Then I kept seeing—all these other guys, like they’d opened an inn at one end of the palace. And I figured, the only way I could prove myself—”

			“Joxer,” Xena said quietly. “You don’t have to prove yourself to me. I know there’s a lotta good in you, and I’ve seen you do some pretty brave things. Don’t worry about what’s happened. We’ll find a way to make it come out right.”

			But his eyes were still bleak. “Yeah. ‘We.’” He stepped back from her, managed a faint smile. “I’m gonna go get some sleep. Oh—yeah. Rhodes.” He shrugged. “It’s one of the farthest islands from Sparta, it’s big—seemed as good as anyplace.” He turned away and walked off. Xena waited a moment to make sure he’d gone to his blankets instead of down the plank, then went back to Gabrielle.

			The younger woman was admiring her gift in the uncertain light. Xena wrapped staff-strong fingers around it and held them a moment. “Take good care of it, Gabrielle.”

			“I will.” There were tears in her voice. “It’s—amazing. How anyone could make a statue that tiny, and make it look—look just like . . .”

			“Yeah,” the warrior said, as her close companion fell silent. “It would take a really good potter to do something like that, wouldn’t it?” She could feel Gabrielle’s eyes on her. “I looked at the bottom of it while you were getting your cider. It’s Helen’s.”

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			The journey to Chios was uneventful, the storms gone for the time being. Even the waves smoothed out, and the wind died back to the point that Wave Dancer often needed to be rowed. Xena spent a good deal of her time honing her sword and various of her hidden daggers; Gabrielle was usually somewhere under whatever shade she could find, putting the finishing touches to yet another of her scrolls, or working up a new batch of quills. Joxer slept or dozed on deck most of the afternoons, but when he was awake, he was most often well across the deck from the women, staring at the islands they passed, or on his back, gazing up at the clouds.

			Gabrielle finally emerged from beneath the blanket shelter Xena had rigged for them against the heat of the day, a long scroll dangling from her fingers. “Ta-da!” she announced.

			“All done?” the warrior asked. “Good for you, Gabrielle.”

			“Well—it’s nice to have the time to just sit and get caught up like this.”

			“It’s a good thing you’ve got something worthwhile to do,” Xena replied. “Ships can be pretty boring if you don’t.”

			“I’ve never had the chance to be bored on a ship, remember? Not until now. Too busy being sick, or trying not to be. Which reminds me. How much of that goo have I got left?”

			“Plenty of the wafers, and enough of the other stuff to get you well past Rhodes.” The bard frowned. “Never mind, Gabrielle. I’m willing to wager that if one herbalist figured out how to make something like this, another one has, too. We should be able to find something in Rhodes.” She smiled. “Something without the side effects.”

			Gabrielle tested the ink on her scroll with a cautious finger, then rolled it up and tied it closed. “You know, that’s just so weird. I mean, that some of it just makes me okay on a ship, and more of it . . .”

			“Well, I got that from the source.”

			The younger woman’s mouth twitched. “Ares. Yeah, right. Figures he’d have something to do with a mix like that.”

			“Well, he said he did. He coulda been lying, Gabrielle.”

			“You think so?”

			The warrior shrugged. “Hey—his lips were moving.” Gabrielle laughed, Xena chuckled.

			Gabrielle glanced beyond her close companion then, and sighed. “Is he ever gonna come out of it? I mean, not that he hasn’t got reason to be in a mood, but it’s almost three days since I went for him—and I didn’t hit him that many times or that hard, you know.”

			Xena raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”

			“Well—I don’t remember hitting him that many times.”

			“Don’t worry about it, Gabrielle. You got him a couple good ones but he did a pretty good job of keeping the mast between you. But it’s not just that, think about it. We’ve both been trying to tell him that his precious quest is a hoax, but just before we left Delos, I think he finally accepted it. And he’s—well, disappointed.”

			Gabrielle considered this, finally nodded. “Yeah. I can understand that. I mean, wanting to prove yourself to someone, show them how brave and strong and tough you are? Remember how long and hard I tried to prove myself to you? I guess it’s no surprise Joxer’s doing the same thing. He wants you to admire him, and . . .”

			Xena ruffled her hair, silencing her. “Yeah, I guess so. But I think we both know I’m not the reason he left for Sparta. Maybe a little, but not the main reason.” Silence—a companionable one. Gabrielle sighed faintly and nodded again.

			“It’s like I said back in Thessalonika, if I hadn’t pushed him so much, picked on him, maybe he wouldn’t have . . .”

			“Gabrielle, that’s not it either, and you know it.” She glanced across the deck. Joxer lay on his back, fiddling with his crossbow. “Gods, I hope that isn’t loaded,” she murmured, then turned back. “You know how Joxer feels about you—”

			The bard winced and briefly closed her eyes. “Yeah. I do. Just like I know it’s not gonna ever happen, Xena. Not in this life.”

			“And he knows that, too, Gabrielle. Oh, sure, he’d change the way you feel about him in a heartbeat if he could. But since he can’t, he’s willing to take what he can get. And if that comes down to being—”

			Gabrielle laughed mirthlessly. “Yeah. Comes down to being picked on like a stupid little brother.”

			“Hey. He’s used to that, remember the family he comes from?” Xena’s mouth quirked. “At least you don’t hang him up by his Joxers.”

			“Not going there,” the bard replied hastily. She stared over Xena’s shoulder. “Wait a minute—what’s that?”

			“What’s what?” The warrior turned and looked where her companion pointed. “I don’t see any—wait. That line of water?”

			“Like something’s moving out there, yeah,” Gabrielle said. “Shallow enough it’s leaving a track, but deep enough that you can’t quite make out—listen! Those sailors up by the wheel, they’ve seen it, too!” The two women gazed off to the west, where late morning sun glinted on the spray thrown up by something large and very fast-moving. Joxer, alerted by the excited voices above him, clambered to his feet and peered uncertainly across open water. Xena stood very still, watching. A flash of dark gray or near-black just above the water and perhaps a darker fin as the thing dove.

			The men on the aft-deck were chattering, so many at once, she couldn’t make out a word of it. Gabrielle clutched her arm; her face was pale. “What—was that? I—thought it was—like an eel, ex—except a whole lot bigger?” She was still staring intently out to sea. “That wasn’t a sea serpent, was it?”

			Yeah. Nothing wrong with her eyes, Xena thought. She’d seen much the same thing. No point in saying so and scaring Gabrielle. “Sea serpent? Gabrielle, get real! What I saw wasn’t much like an eel. It’s probably a dolphin. Or a bunch of them; they swim in packs.”

			“Oh. Oh? Dolphins?” Gabrielle’s eyes shone and she moved across the deck to stare eagerly to sea. When Joxer came over to join her, Xena could see how tense he was at first. When he found out it was likely a dolphin instead of some kind of sea monster, he shrugged and went listlessly back to his blankets.

			She could make out the men on the aft-deck, now—and the captain. Apparently he had the same idea she had had. Some of the sailors weren’t going for his explanation of dolphins, or a mass of fish, but others were. It would make for an interesting mess this evening, she thought in amusement.

			The amusement faded as she gazed all around what sea could be seen from her vantage. That was one of Poseidon’s pets, had to be. Surely the sea god wouldn’t endanger an entire ship of men, just to see her drowned? He might, she decided. He’s arrogant, like all of them. And self-centered. Almost as bad as Aphrodite.

			Then again, he’d badly miscalculated if he thought one lousy sea serpent was any match for her.

			 
			Chios was a major stopping-off port between Athens and the Hittite coast to the east, but aside from a large, deep harbor and two long piers, there wasn’t much to the island. Gabrielle looked around as she paused at the head of the plank and sniffed. “This is it?” she asked. “I mean—all that traveling, for this?”

			Xena came up behind her. “Well? Would you wanna live all the way out here, at least two days from anything else except another island?” Gabrielle wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Neither does anyone else. Hardly. There’s a few shepherds on the back side of the island and the guys down here at the docks who sell barrels of water.” She shrugged. “An old seer somewhere around—”

			“Oh?” Gabrielle glanced at her.

			“Yeah. Was the last time I sailed through Chios harbor. He came here to get away from people, though.”

			“I can understand that. I mean, if every time you got around people; you saw things . . .” She shook her head. Like I did in Athens, she remembered suddenly, and shuddered. Xena’s arm went around her and drew her close.

			“You all right, Gabrielle?”

			“Yeah, sure. Just—thinking.”

			“Well, don’t, if it does that to you.” The warrior gave her a brief squeeze and a gentle shove toward the dock.

			There was one short, narrow street between tall stone houses and other buildings, a decent-sized pool and fountain where a young woman washed clothes and a handful of children played. They went silent and still as the three strangers passed them, then broke into excited chatter.

			Gabrielle tested the air and sighed happily. “Mmmm, I smell fresh-baked bread, and somebody’s roasting a bird.”

			“There’s a small bakery and tavern at the end of the street,” Xena said, and led the way.

			There was no market, except for two elderly women who leaned against the baker’s outer wall; both were busily spinning dark gray wool. The blanket under them and their wares was the same dark stuff, and all around them, small piles of fruits and vegetables, and a shallow basket that held little jugs of cured olives. If there was a dealer in pottery, leather, or anything else, they weren’t in the open. Gabrielle smiled; the women smiled back shyly. Xena tapped her arm. “Food first,” she said. “Then supplies.”

			Gabrielle took another deep breath. “Good idea,” she decided, and went inside. The warrior gestured Joxer in ahead of her; he cast up his eyes, but went.

			 
			The next evening saw them in Samos; Gabrielle looked around, visibly fascinated by the near-circular harbor and the jagged slope north of it. Xena was up talking to the captain, and Joxer had, Gabrielle decided, finally come out of his sulk. Mostly, anyway. Remember, this time he has cause to feel put out, she reminded herself; his voice was the same reedy whine that had set her off back in Thessalonika, when she’d been trying to build a fire with wet wood.

			“ . . . I mean, it’s a harbor, Gabrielle. Just like the one in Chios, or the one in Delos. What’re you gonna do, make a song about it?”

			She looked at him. “Maybe.” He shrugged; his lips twisting as he turned away. “You don’t get it, do you, Joxer? Haven’t you ever heard about the feud between Ares and Aphrodite?”

			He laughed mirthlessly. “Sure. Because things are one endless feud between them. Right?”

			“This was special.” She explained.

			He eyed her in disbelief. “Where do you hear these things? I mean”—he gestured toward the steep, north face and the few straggling trees clinging to its stony wall—“around this part of the world, you get volcanoes all the time, why couldn’t it just be one of those?”

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh. “It could’ve been,” she allowed. “But what kind of a story does that make?” She went into declamatory stance. “‘And then, one day, the mountain erupted, and half of it fell into the sea!’ Boring!”

			“Not,” Joxer replied evenly, “for the people living here when it happened.”

			“It’s a point,” she agreed, then turned to gaze around once more. “Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. “If my version’s the right one, at least if you lived here, you’d know something might be about to happen. If it just blew . . .”

			“Boom,” Joxer said gravely. “And there goes your house, and your goats, and probably your boat, because when all that stuff falls into the water, you get a big splash.” She glanced at him; he shrugged. “Really big.”

			Gabrielle closed her eyes and shuddered. “You mean to tell me, people would still live here, after all that?”

			“Maybe they don’t have any choice.” Xena had come up quietly behind them. “The ship is just putting in here for an hour, get fresh water, leave off some stuff, and pick up a couple crates. The captain doesn’t like staying in Samos harbor any longer than he has to.”

			Gabrielle glanced at the aft deck. “Yeah, well, you ask me, he’s got sense. But where do we stop next, then? And when?”

			“Rhodes—unless there’s a flag out at Cos, which is halfway between. He says there seldom is, the Cossans are pretty self-sufficient. So: two days from now, probably just after midday. He’s sending two of the men ashore for food. How’s our bread?”

			“It’s all right. Two days from now, it’ll be really hard, though. Ah—how’s my goo holding out?”

			“You’ll make Rhodes,” Xena assured her. In fact, though Gabrielle didn’t know it, the warrior had been cutting back on the amount of paste she smeared on her close companion’s bread each morning—gradually enough that Gabrielle didn’t notice the difference, or she’d have said so. Yeah. She’s still half-asleep when I give it to her; as if she’d notice anything short of a sea-serpent wrapped, around the mast. “And Rhodes is almost as big as Sparta, Gabrielle. If there’s replacement stuff there, we’ll find it.”

			Gabrielle nodded absently; she was watching a fisherman lower a string of clay jars into the water. “And—we’re leaving ship at Rhodes, right?”

			“Right. This one stays in Rhodes harbor a couple days, then goes back the way we came. So we should have time to look around, listen—see if there’s anything to learn.”

			Joxer sighed heavily. “You know, I’m beginning to wonder if this isn’t all just a—a big waste of time, and we’re . . .” He swallowed the rest of his words as Gabrielle rounded on him, and stared at the finger leveled at his nose.

			“Joxer, the last thing I want to hear out of you, ever, is that I have been on a ship for—how many days? Never mind, don’t tell me! And you think you’ve made a mistake!”

			Xena drew her back. “Gabrielle, take it easy. It isn’t a waste of time. Helen needs to be warned that Menelaus is looking for her again.”

			The bard laughed mirthlessly. “Again?”

			“Oh, sure. He’s had people looking ever since Troy fell. Not like this. And if one of those guys I saw back in Sparta gets lucky—well, it won’t be so lucky for Helen. Here—we’d better settle down, get outta the way,” she added as two sailors tossed ropes down to other men on the pier. “Short stop like this, the open deck is no place for us to be.”

			 
			Joxer went back to his own corner of the deck; Xena settled down next to Gabrielle, under the shade cloth, and closely watched the men who came on board to help unload and load crates and bales, take empty water barrels ashore, and return them full. Not likely I’ll run up against someone I know in Samos—but if I do, I want to see them first, she thought. Now and again she glanced at Gabrielle, who seemed fascinated by the traffic across the deck.

			It was amazing, really. At least twenty-five men swarmed between the holds and the plank, across the deck, and up and down the steps to the aft-deck, some of them at a dead run, while others staggered under heavy and awkward loads—and not one collision.

			“It’s like a dance,” Gabrielle said finally. She considered this, laughed. “Well, not like the last dance we had in Poteidaia. You wouldn’t believe how bruised my feet were by the end of the day. Still—look at them. It’s like everyone knows the steps and the music.” She glanced at her companion. “Or like a battle—”

			“More like a dance,” Xena assured her with a faint smile. “No one’s supposed to get hurt out there. Goronias has a good crew. Experienced.”

			“Yeah, they look it.” Gabrielle watched as the last of the landsmen went ashore, and the ropes were hauled back in. The ship lurched, then turned in a series of jerks as men worked the oars to bring her around and head her back out to sea. “Too bad his cook isn’t. Experienced, that is. I wouldn’t mind a hot meal tonight—”

			“You wouldn’t want one here,” Xena said. “Whatever he does to food—well, it smells worse than my cooking.”

			“Pass.”

			“Me, too. But Goronias said the bakery he buys from here also makes meat pies. When I asked his boy to get us bread, I told him to bring us each one.” Her stomach rumbled, and she got to her feet. “I’ll go find ’em while they’re still hot.”

			 
			They were still hot from the oven—and from whatever had been added to the thick sauce that coated cubes of meat and vegetables. Joxer picked through his, washed it down with several mugs of water and two of ale, then leaned against the rail, panting. “I think my tongue’s been burned off!” he said. Xena glanced up at him, chewed and swallowed a final bite.

			“Nah, we’d never get that lucky,” she drawled. She glanced at Gabrielle, who was smiling as she ate, clearly savoring the meal.

			“I mean, it was good, and all,” Joxer went on after a moment. “But—hey.” He stiffened. Xena stood and gazed in the direction he was staring. The sun was nearly down, and long shadows lay across the water from nearby islands—these mostly small and uninhabited—and the waves themselves cast shadows, making it hard to tell what might be out there. Anything smaller than a ship, at least, she thought. And there wasn’t another ship anywhere around them.

			“I don’t see anything,” she said after a moment. “What’d you see?”

			“I don’t know,” he said; his eyes searched the water some distance from the ship but well short of the horizon. He finally shrugged. “More of those dolphins, I guess. It—”

			“Wait.” Xena gripped his forearm. She saw it now; a long white wake, cutting across the waves, moving parallel to the ship. She leveled a finger, and when Joxer froze and would have said something, she gripped harder, met his eyes and faintly shook her head. A sidelong glance at Gabrielle, who was licking gravy from the tip of her thumb. Joxer glanced that way, then cautiously nodded. The two watched the wake until it shifted direction, away from them, and finally vanished. Though whether it dove or just disappeared into deepening shadows, Xena couldn’t be certain.

			Joxer looked at her, questioningly. She shook her head, mouthed, “Later,” and he nodded.

			“Mmmmmmm.” Gabrielle sighed happily. “That was incredible. Too bad there was only one each.” She looked at her fingers, sucked the tip of the littlest, and got to her feet. “So, what’s out there that’s so interesting?”

			“Rocks,” Xena said. “Islands. Water.”

			Gabrielle glanced around. “Yeah. Really exciting.” She settled cross-legged against the rail again, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She opened one as a board creaked under Joxer’s foot, let her eye close once more.

			Xena caught up with Joxer at the mast. He turned, his face grave. “So,” he said quietly. “What’s out there you don’t want Gabrielle to know about?” He considered this, swallowed. “Or do I wanna know, if it’s that bad?”

			He’s right, the warrior decided. He doesn’t wanna know. “I didn’t get a good look the other day, and you saw as much as I did just now. Anything that swims near the surface could leave a line in the water like that.”

			“Okay. Fine. Ah—like what?”

			“Lotta things. Most of them couldn’t care less about a ship.”

			“Even a ship with you on it?” he asked.

			She gave him a baffled look. “What does that—? Oh. That ship we caught out of Sparta. Some people listen to the wrong kinds of stories. I guess he’s one of them.”

			“You mean—Poseidon doesn’t have a grudge against you?”

			“Joxer, why would he?”

			“Why—?” He dragged the helmet off, scratched his head. Finally shrugged. A corner of her mouth went up.

			“Exactly.” He looks convinced. Mostly. The creature hadn’t come after the ship either time, anyway. No point in having Joxer worried about something that likely wasn’t going to happen. She clapped him on the shoulder and went back to Gabrielle, who had fallen asleep where she sat. Xena gave her a fond smile, then leaned against the rail to watch as sunlight slowly left the water and the sky turned a glorious orange.

			All around she could hear familiar sounds: the splash of water against the hull, the creak of wood against wood, the faint snap of the sail as wind gusted and slacked. The sound of bare feet slapping against boards as someone ran along the deck and dropped down the ladder. A groan from the ship’s wheel as it was turned to port, where apparently it hadn’t been properly greased. She inhaled mixed odors—like a once familiar perfume—compounded of tar, saltwater, fish, wet wool, and the oil rubbed into the deck and the rails. It wasn’t a life she wanted back—commanding her own ship—but there had been moments. . . .

			She turned to glance at Gabrielle as the younger woman mumbled something under her breath—talking in her sleep, apparently. She’d slumped to one side and looked uncomfortable. Xena eased the younger woman down onto her side and pulled the shade blanket across her knees, where she could pull it around her shoulders if she got cold. “Sleep well,” she whispered, then went back to her study of the water—though by now, it was dark enough out there she could only make out the occasional white where water rolled over nearly submerged rocks, or the wind blew caps off the waves.

			 
			Some distance away it was even darker, but the small stone shrine was windowless and a thick, black length of wool blocked the only entry. Helen uncapped the small, warm, oil lamp and blew on the smoldering wick to relight it, then set the lamp on a black, polished-stone table in the center of the little chamber.

			She stooped to retrieve a narrow clay pot the size of her hand: white with a black sheaf of wheat incised into both sides. She set it next to the lamp, then set two cloth-wrapped bundles on the edge of the table. The first—long and slender—held sticks of incense. She selected three, lit them, and placed them in the small jug before rewrapping the remaining pieces and setting the packet on the low shelf where the pot had been. She eyed the second bundle for a long moment, her face expressionless, then opened it. A pedestaled plate—white with black patterns, like the incense jug—held three shining, silver fish. This she left on the corner of the table, away from the incense and the lamp, hesitated, then drew a deep red flower from the sash at her waist and laid it on the opposite corner from the fish.

			Before she could do anything else, light flared, and an impressive female with long golden curls and a body scarcely contained or concealed by lengths of pale pink fabric leaned back against the wall opposite the door. The light remained strong as Aphrodite tossed her hair back from her shoulders and gazed questioningly at Helen, who gazed steadily back at her.

			“You know,” the goddess said finally, “I’ve been expecting to hear from you for a long time. A very long time.” Helen simply looked at her. Aphrodite stepped away from the wall to examine the table and its offerings. “Nice scent to the smoke,” she commented. “Nice pottery, the flower’s starting to fade and—you know, I simply do not understand what this thing is with fish! You touch it, and your hands simply reek of fish—!”

			“I want to know what Menelaus is up to,” Helen said evenly. The goddess stared at her, then burst out laughing.

			“And you think I’m interested in him?”

			“You should be. After all, you’re the reason I left him.”

			“I—? Oh. That.” Aphrodite waved a dismissive hand. “As if you would’ve stayed with a man like that, anyway.”

			“I might have. That doesn’t matter, though. I need to know if he’s still—” She turned away abruptly. “That was foolish, of course he’s still looking for me. I need to know if he’s close to finding me.” She turned back to meet the other’s eyes. “Enough men have died because of me. The people who’ve taken me in are good, I won’t see them hurt.” Silence. “You owe me, Aphrodite.”

			“Owe you? Owe you?” Aphrodite wrinkled her nose.

			“You used me. Used my youth and ignorance.”

			“Honey, what I used were your looks. You don’t think Paris would a looked at you twice if you hadn’t been—” She leaned forward and peered closely. “Is that, like, a line between your eyes?” She flounced back against the wall, grinning like an urchin.

			“I wish it were,” Helen said bitterly. “Enough of them that Menelaus would give up.”

			“Sorry,” the goddess chirped. She didn’t sound it. “Can’t do anything for you there.”

			“I know. I didn’t ask that.” Her mouth twisted briefly. “Nothing to put you out. Just—tell me what Menelaus is up to, so I can use my own wits to avoid him.”

			Aphrodite’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, right. I am so like, you wouldn’t ask if you thought I’d deliver. But, it’s not like I haven’t helped, you know?”

			“I know. I’m sure he’s used every seer, mystic, and gazing-bowl in Greece to search for me.”

			“Maybe.” The goddess had lost interest. Helen simply waited, and Aphrodite gave her a discontented scowl. “Oh—all right. You know,” she added, “if you’d put those fish somewhere else . . . it is getting a little thick in here, if you know what I mean.”

			The once-queen smiled faintly and shook her head. “I know the rules, Aphrodite. I break the seal around this shrine, even by putting a finger past that doorway, and you’re gone. Nice try. The sooner you help me.” She left the rest unspoken.

			Aphrodite muttered something under her breath and closed her eyes briefly. “There’s this problem, you know?” she complained. “Menelaus by himself—sure. But he’s still got that priest of my brother’s.”

			“Avicus,” Helen said flatly.

			“Whatever. But my brother’s still helping him, and you know what? I am so not getting on Apollo’s wrong side, because he is so totally a bad loser. We are talking nettles in my sheets, thank you!” She drew a deep breath and rearranged her neckline with finicky little gestures. “That do you?”

			Helen sighed quietly. “I suppose it has to. Thank you.” Aphrodite eyed her warily.

			“Look,” she said abruptly. “Deal, okay? I’ll see what I can see—later, when my brother’s out cold or something. So he stays clueless about all this. If there’s anything you should, like, know—” She vanished before Helen could say anything.

			Helen stared unseeing at the spot where the goddess had been; her shoulders sagged momentarily. “Thank you for everything,” she murmured flatly, and began clearing the small table.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			Rhodes, Gabrielle decided from her perch along the port-side, high, aft-deck rail, was a lot more interesting than any of their previous destinations. They’d just passed the smaller southern port of Lindos, which, according to one of the sailors, mostly traded with Egypt and other tribal people to the east and south on the mainland. What she could see of Lindos looked exotic—almost Amazonian. Massive wooden masks topped the poles marking the harbor entry, and there were as many thatch-roofed huts as there were whitewashed houses.

			Too bad the ship wasn’t shallow-drafted enough to sail into Lindos. She’d like to have seen the village—and, privately, she thought, if there was anywhere so far she’d seen that might be Helen’s hiding place, this was it. No way for warships to get in. No reason for Menelaus to suspect it as Helen’s hideout, since there weren’t any royal or noble households here, and no mention in bardic tradition of half-gods, or gods, ever visiting Rhodes’s smaller city. Artsy-craftsy village, actually.

			Plus, if there was anything Amazonian about Lindos—even a tradition among the local women—Helen wouldn’t have to worry about being betrayed. Well—maybe not. She watched as the archaic pillars slowly vanished behind the ship. Even the Amazons hadn’t been all for or against Xena; or herself, for that matter. Not even all for or against one another, unless it was that they’d side with women against men any day. Still. They’re people, like everyone else. Fact was, wherever Helen went, she would probably find at least one person willing to betray her to Sparta.

			“Which,” she told herself quietly, “would explain why you and Xena haven’t heard anything about her since Troy.”

			She glanced down at the whitecapped water spilling from the side of the ship and smiled briefly. The queasiness hovered in the back of her mind like a bad dream; reminding her it hadn’t gone away. Still: Bless that man on Melos for his mother’s seasick recipe—and bless Xena for taking charge of the stuff.

			She was still shaky on what had happened when she’d thought a doubled dose would be better. Like another bad dream, or something that happened to someone else. All that anger she’d vented all over Joxer—just like the time she’d been stuck in one of Ares’ little “adventures,” and the least thing that hadn’t gone her way had been enough to turn her into a Fury. Well, it wasn’t your fault, and it wasn’t entirely Ares’ fault. Sisyphus stole Ares’ sword and that made him mortal, which meant anyone not a warrior went nuts—like I did. Still, I wish Xena had let me thump the god of war a hard one when I had the chance. For what he did, changing her and Callisto, if nothing else. Not that she remembered much of that one either—mostly what Xena had told her. Xena in Callisto’s body. . . .

			Gabrielle shivered elaborately. “Yeah,” she told herself quietly. “Tell yourself that little happy story whenever you think things are getting out of hand here and now!”

			She straightened to peer eagerly along the length of Rhodes. All at once, she could make out the easternmost tip of the island: the city of Rhodes itself, with its whitewashed houses perched on the highest points of the surrounding hillsides, facing the southern sea. Wildflowers made an orange, white, and deep-pink carpet of the land beyond the farthest houses, and she could just make out the distant shapes of a herder and his goats perched high on a slab of rock.

			She leaned her elbows on the rail, cupped her chin and watched. The island had slowly come into sight over the course of the morning—because unlike Samos or some of the other islands that were single mountains with worn-down shelves or bays where people could live, this island rose at an even incline from surrounding water. It was at least four times the size of Samos, and huge compared to Melos. And it wasn’t just one peak, but a variety: everything from rolling hills to a couple of unclimbable rocky peaks. It was longer than it was broad; one of the crew said it would take a day and a half to cross east to west, half a day across its narrow, north-south angle. That was, if you could find the right place to cross at all. In places, the island was deceptively, incredibly steep, and the footing treacherous thanks to loose rock and scree.

			“But, why would anyone want to cross by foot,” she asked herself, “when you could take a ship around?” She considered this and laughed quietly. Apparently, the old woman’s goo-for-bread worked better than she would ever have thought.

			She caught her breath. All at once she could make out sun on polished metal, high above the hillside behind it. Cup-shaped—no, a lamp, with bronze flame curling straight into the sky: the Flame of the Colossus! She caught her breath on a shaky gasp; blinked rapidly. There really is a statue! Oh, gods—look at—look at that! It really must be huge to be seen from here. Now she could see a metal tip and a curved surface, which turned out to be the back of the god’s head. I can’t believe what I’m seeing! To know about something as exciting as this for so long, and to finally see it. . . .

			She swallowed salt and blotted the tears rimming her eyes, managed a smile and a wave as Xena on the lower deck glanced up at her and pointed out the statue. The warrior smiled back, then turned away and began to point out things of interest to a blasé-looking Joxer. Gabrielle gave the back of his head a sardonic grin. Yeah. Sure. Like he never saw anything to give him the groobies. He probably had them right now, but was determined not to let Xena see him as excited as a boy on solstice morning.

			She bit back laughter; the nearby crewmen would think her nuttier than they doubtless already did if she simply started giggling. But—groobies! She’d forgotten all about them: the little imps who supposedly came around villages where hardly anything ever happened, and created trouble. Not major things—just hiding tools or sandals, or sneaking into the fields to take part of the harvest as soon as it was ripe and before the farmers could get at it.

			Of course, they weren’t real. She and Perdicas had made them up, back when a few irate village farmers noticed missing fruit, or corn. We couldn’t’a done it, we weren’t anywhere near the corn. But the groobies, now— It was still funny, how many of the older men had accepted the story and taken to using the special warding-sign against the little mischief makers. Then again, Perdicas was the one who’d had the original idea—but it was Gabrielle who’d embellished it. Eventually, Poteidaia had come to think of groobies as what you felt when you saw something incredibly impressive or something that scared you silly. Scared the groobies out of you. She smiled at the memory.

			More of the statue had come into view as the ship neared the port entry. She could now see a well-muscled metal back and crisply curled golden-looking hair, the bow and quiver of arrows hanging across one shoulder. A stone and wood fort blocked everything from shoulder down. Gabrielle sighed and glanced around the aft deck. It was getting crowded up here with so many sailors getting the ship ready to turn into the harbor, slacking the sails, readying the ropes to tie Wave Dancer off. Not the place for a landswoman, for certain. She waited until the stairs down were clear, and went down them.

			Xena looked up as the younger woman came across the deck, her smile warm. “See much up there?”

			“I can’t wait to see all of it,” Gabrielle replied; she went up on her toes to peer toward the harbor. The warrior laughed.

			“You will—but not from up close. Not just yet.”

			“Huh?” Gabrielle’s eyes were fixed on shore.

			“Looks like we’re about to head in, Gabrielle, but we aren’t.”

			“We’re not?” That was Joxer. “Why?”

			“Look at the shore.” Xena pointed to where water broke over jagged rocks. Some were near enough Gabrielle could make out individual cups, edges and markings on the stone—one was draped in slimy-looking seaweed. “We’ll make a wide pass out and around all this, turn once we’re past the island to the east, then head straight in.”

			“Fine with me,” Gabrielle said. “I can’t see Helios up close if I’m on my way to the bottom—” She broke off and shuddered elaborately. “Not going there,” she finished firmly. Xena wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

			“Hey, Gabrielle, I’ve sailed these waters before. If I’m not worried about how the Wave Dancer’s being handled, you shouldn’t be.”

			Gabrielle eyed her sidelong. “Yeah. Sure. But you’d tell me that, so I wouldn’t worry.”

			“So? Either way, why are you worried?”

			
			Time wore on. Xena pointed out landmarks she remembered from her own days as a ship’s captain, others she knew about from other sailors. The mainland was very near, and in the clear, mid-morning light, looked almost as if a strong person could swim it. Xena smiled faintly. “Not a chance; it’s as far as you and I travel a day, most days. Water’s too rough, anyway.” She gazed about as the ship wallowed slightly. “We’re coming around, heading back in. Should be inside the harbor by midday.”

			“Good,” Gabrielle said. “Can’t come soon enough for me.”

			
			The harbor entry was a narrow opening between two in-curved man-made spits of stone. The wooden fortress stood on the seaward of these and Helios on a matching stone platform across from the fort. Gabrielle cast her close companion an accusatory look. “You said—” Xena raised an eyebrow and gave her that “what?” look. Gabrielle sighed and turned back to rest her chin on one palm and gaze up the massive body. “You said he straddled the harbor. Oh well. I guess it would be awfully hard to build a statue like that, across a harbor.”

			“Well, sure,” Joxer put in. “One good earthquake, and blam! No more statue, probably no more fort. And any ships going under it—well, forget them.”

			“Wasn’t so much that,” Xena said. “I heard the man who designed it wanted things that way—but the locals felt Helios wouldn’t like ships full of people looking straight up his—”

			“Ahhhh, right,” Gabrielle agreed hastily. Her eyes fixed on the torch Helios bore in his outstretched right hand. “But—you really can get up inside it, right?”

			The warrior shrugged. “Sure—if that’s your idea of a good time.” She smiled at Gabrielle. “I know. If there’s time, I’ll climb it with you.”

			Gabrielle smiled back. “Thanks.”

			Joxer eased in between them, eyebrows puckered together. “Is it just me,” he asked, “or is there a lot of traffic around here for the outer edge of a port?”

			Gabrielle sighed. “Joxer—du-uh! Something like that”—she gestured toward the magnificent head and shoulders, high above them—“draws a crowd? Maybe? You think?”

			He gave her a discontented, sidelong look. “Sure. Maybe. But—”

			“Will you two quit?” Xena put in evenly. “I see what you mean, Joxer. Way too many ships out at this end of the harbor, too many small boats where they don’t belong—and those people on the steps aren’t sight-seers.”

			Gabrielle looked where the warrior’s eyes were fixed. There were men—at least twenty of them, all dressed in somber, ankle-length robes with identical white scarves hanging down the back. These were bunched on the lower steps of the platform where the statue stood, many of them shaking their fists or walking staffs. Facing them, a barrier of young women holding babies, a few young men, some half-grown girls, and even a white-haired woman who supported her frail body on one stick and shook another at the men.

			It had seemed a fairly quiet group, but as Wave Dancer was rowed past, everyone was apparently shouting all at once, including women somewhere high above. Gabrielle’s gaze moved up the statue, one hand shading them.

			“Look, there are people up there! In the openings for the eyes!”

			“Yeah. And everyone I can see or hear up there is a woman,” Xena corrected her absently. The ship was inside the harbor then, and all Gabrielle could make out was the back of the statue, and possibly another small opening in the back of the head. No one was visible through that opening, but from this angle, all she’d be able to see was the inside of the top of the god’s head. “That’s odd.” Xena was staring at the back of a bronze calf without appearing to see it. She shook herself, then. “Guess we’ll find out what’s up when we get to port. C’mon, you two. I want to get off this boat and get something done.”

			
			It still took a while. Too many unnecessary boats manned by too many gawkers taking up too much space in the small harbor had delayed ships that had come in before their own. But eventually Wave Dancer approached its regular dock, and the sailors were ready to toss down the ropes to make it fast.

			Odd, Gabrielle thought as the ship maneuvered to its berth. There wasn’t anyone about to take charge of the ship’s ropes down on the docks. In fact, there seemed to be no one on the entire dock except two wrinkled, white-haired women clad in identical bright pink dresses—sleeveless, unfortunately, and low-cut across what must once have been impressive territory. At this late date, however. . . . Gabrielle dragged her stunned gaze from the pair and fastened her eyes on a whitewashed building partway up the low slope.

			The old women were talking—gossiping, by the sound of it—as they peered nearsightedly toward Helios’ back and the hysterical crowd now encircling the statue’s left foot.

			The two women must have been at least partly deaf, they didn’t even twitch as the captain began bellowing orders from his place on the high aft deck. His words were still echoing off the warehouses and other dockside buildings as his two rigging boys clambered onto the near rail and leaped ashore to catch ropes tossed after them, so they could tie the vessel off.

			Xena tugged at Gabrielle’s hair to get her attention, and when Joxer continued to stare blankly toward bronze Helios, she rapped hard on his helmet. “We really want to be last behind everything in the hold?” she demanded. She almost had to yell to be heard above the distant noise at the harbor entry, the shrill, birdlike voices of the old women, and the captain’s barked orders, as well as the screeching and rumble of crates being shifted belowdecks.

			“It’s a point,” Gabrielle said, forestalling whatever Joxer might have said, and she was first down the plank. It wobbled; she used her staff for balance and ran onto dry land.

			Well, solid wood, anyway, she reminded herself, and tried to ignore the fact the pier had probably been built over water deeper than she was tall. Ten or so paces north or west, and she’d be on real land. Can’t come too soon for me.

			Xena drew her aside, then, beckoning Joxer to join them so they’d be out of the way of the crew as they unloaded. The two old women exchanged looks, smiled at each other brightly, and bore down on the newcomers. Xena cast her eyes heavenward. The skinnier of the women cackled delightedly and clapped her hands together.

			“Told you, Merlinas!” she exclaimed. “It’s the same woman as came here years ago!”

			“Isn’t t’same ship,” the other objected waspishly.

			“So? Is the same woman, ’member all that dark hair and them eyes?” Washed-out blue eyes narrowed and were lost in a maze of wrinkles. “Not wearing half as much as she did then, though. And let me tell you, you hussy,” she snapped as she leveled a finger at the warrior’s nose, “you were ill-clad enough last time you came through Rhodes, you and your nasty pirates!”

			“Oh, yeah?” Xena drawled quietly. “Well, I can always put on more clothes. But you two will still be a pair of annoying old gossips!” Gabrielle eyed her in astonishment. “Yeah. I remember you both, and you know what? I’m not any happier to see you than you are to see me. Get over it.” She gazed toward the harbor entry. “What’s going on out there?”

			Gabrielle had decided the women were offended enough to storm off—they certainly seemed to think so—but they conferred with eyes and gestures, and finally one of them shrugged broadly. “Seems,” she said in a would-be confidential, low voice that still carried across the docks, “that a new religious leader’s come to Rhodes. All his following, families, village worth of people and such. Claims he’s found some promised land for ’em, but since they stopped over here, he made a longer stop of it, so’s to preach, filch coin from t’soft-witted, make converts—”

			“—and convince ’em to hand over all their dinars once they convert, Merlinas,” the second butted in. “Apollo’s Seeress told us ’bout that part,” she added, narrowed eyes disapprovingly moving over Gabrielle’s garb—or lack of it.

			“Spare me,” Xena overrode her tiredly. “I know all about men like that. What’s the problem over there?” Her eyes moved toward the Colossus.

			“Well, yesterday he’s got his ship and all, supplies, bags of coin if t’Seeress is right about that,” Merlinas put in. “And all at once, there’s no women and such on ship. Flat vanished, and their leader’s blaming our Seeress, Apollo, the governor, everyone in sight. Then they turns up inside t’statue, and swears they isn’t coming out, ’cos they ain’t a-goin’ across t’sea to Hittite lands. T’leader’s argued with ’em, t’men’ve threatened. They still won’t have it.”

			Gabrielle gazed wide-eyed at the mob around the base of the Colossus, and swallowed. Who can blame them? Life in some of those religious communities can be hard enough, but a sea away from anyone you know, no one around you even speaks your language. . . . She touched Xena’s arm. The warrior’s gaze slid sideways to meet hers, but Xena shook her head minutely.

			“Gabrielle,” she said softly.

			“I know,” Gabrielle murmured. “We have our own major problem to deal with. But—”

			“Gabrielle. Believe me, it would be different if we came across them in the desert, not a situation like this. But this is Rhodes. Those women don’t want to leave here, that’s their choice. All they have to do is appeal to the governor; by law he has to let them stay.”

			Hagris sniggered. “Tell their men that. They claim no governor has any say above their god, and t’women got no say in anything but how t’wash is done and suchlike.”

			Brief silence. The two women eyed Xena warily, gave Gabrielle a disapproving scowl, smiled coyly at Joxer, and scurried back down the dock. Xena watched them go and sighed heavily. Gabrielle nodded.

			“We had a couple women like that in Poteidaia when I was little. All they cared about was gossip—the worse the better, especially if it hurt someone.”

			“People like that everywhere,” Xena said absently, her eyes fixed on the statue. She came back to the moment. “Gabrielle, I think Joxer and I will stay down here and find out what we can about a ship. You go on up to the market—it lines the main street, not too far up the hill from here.” She pointed. “Get food and—well, you know.”

			The pottery, Gabrielle knew; they were still keeping it from Joxer, who couldn’t be turned loose down here alone. If they had to split up, this was probably the best way to do it. She eyed the Colossus. “Xena,” she said abruptly. “Those women. Kids. Can’t we—?”

			The warrior laid a hand on her shoulder, silencing her. “Gabrielle, we have our own problems right now. And those women are doing the right thing. The governor won’t let them be dragged out of there and onto a ship if they don’t want to go.”

			“I hope you’re right.” Gabrielle turned away and strode up the narrow, warehouse-lined street. A few paces on, she glanced back. Xena was already talking to someone from another ship that had just come in. She’s not wasting any time. You want a decent supply of bread and the like, she told herself, you’d better get going.

			
			Pitch-coated wooden docks gave way to dirt and loose stone, then well-set paving stones; the warehouses were left behind, replaced by the kinds of housing the very poor could afford—and that gradually turned to rows of shops, small, neatly whitewashed houses, and finally the farmer’s market: row upon row of neat stalls or blankets piled high with fruit, vegetables, meat, and prepared products of all three, as well as imported goods and crafts from local artisans who also sold things that came in from the ships. It was warm and windless in this bowl, protected from the usual west winds—Gabrielle decided this would be a useful thing come winter—but at least the sun wasn’t much of a factor. Every single stand or stall was neatly covered by a striped canvas awning.

			It was oddly quiet, too. She was used to merchants bellowing back and forth, exchanging good-natured banter or insults, trying to draw custom from each other. Better than being half torn apart by competing fish cake sellers, she decided, and moved slowly along the rows of stalls, choosing bread, jerked meat, wine for Xena and cider for herself, bottles of water the stand owner claimed (with a straight face, yet) to have come from the well nearest Apollo’s shrine. Sour ale for Joxer. She resisted the temptation to buy their inept companion a box of dried fruit and meat cakes that, to her, smelled worse than that salami stuff he’d bought in Phalamys. Waste of good dinars, and he’d never get the joke, she told herself firmly, and spent a portion of that coin on a box of spiced honey cakes that smelled as good as the ones her mother’d made.

			To her disappointment, there were only two pottery stands in sight, and one sold only the unglazed ware made by the stall keeper, while the other’s goods were the kinds of things poor families bought for cooking and eating—chipped, scorched, indifferently scrubbed, but extremely cheap. She showed her small figure to both stall holders, but neither recognized the work, and neither recalled having any of the white and black, or black and white ware with the swan glyph carved into the bottom.

			Gabrielle climbed above the last of the awnings and let her head fall back so the breeze could cool her face. It was shady here at the moment—a few fat, white clouds rather than the bulk of the island to the west that would darken this street by late afternoon. From this vantage, she could clearly make out most of the harbor—everything but the feet of the Colossus, the port entry just beyond that, and the fort opposite. There were now four ships tied up around the Wave Dancer, and men everywhere shifting crates, boxes, and bales of goods. No sign of Xena or Joxer, but she’d have been surprised to make out either from this far away.

			A glance at the sky assured her she hadn’t taken much time in securing her purchases. She eased out of the way of foot traffic and turned slowly in place, taking in her surroundings. “Yes!” she whispered in sudden exultation as her eyes fixed on dressed stonework not much farther uphill. The small combination theater/arena/temple that served Rhodes was so close, it would be a shame to miss it. I don’t know about anything else, but the theater— Master Docenius at the Athens Academy told me—the Rhodes amphitheater had acoustics to die for. Well—just maybe you can get a chance to try them out.

			Maybe she wouldn’t be able to get inside, maybe there would be some stupid rule to keep people from just wandering in and declaiming.

			Then again—maybe not. She smiled happily, dug her staff into the dusty cobbles, and headed uphill.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			A narrow doorway, half ajar, led to the amphitheater. The entry then dove immediately down a flight of cracked steps and along a tunnel, dimly lit by barred windows overhead every few paces. It was still fairly dark, and Gabrielle kept one hand on the wall, the staff clutched in her other to make sure she wasn’t about to trip over a fallen stone or disappear into a hole. The staff hit a low step perhaps twenty pages on and she began climbing again, to emerge into a brightly sunlit area. She blinked, shaded her eyes.

			The familiar bulk of the west hills served as a backdrop for a well-worked, if small, arena. Stone block steps rose sharply from level ground in a near circle, surrounding a low platform. This latter was swept clean at the moment, the only indications that it was a stage were its location and the tall wooden framework across the back, where curtains would be draped during performances to hide actors not on stage and also conceal any worker of effects such as flying gods and the like. Gabrielle sighed happily as she strode forward.

			“Nice size,” she murmured; the whisper echoed briefly, and she stopped. “Gosh,” she added aloud. The single word hung in the air as if it had been shaped by a well-cast bell. She looked around. There was a small shed or building off to one side, but no sign of occupants, and no one anywhere about the amphitheater or what she could see of the grounds to either side. Well, she thought, why not? She crossed the dusty grounds, stepped onto the platform, and faced the central seats.

			Now—what to say? Even alpha, beta, gamma would probably sound great, but . . . She shrugged, drew a deep breath—and let it out in a squeak as a hand gripped her near shoulder. “I wouldn’t do that,” a low voice said.

			Gabrielle whirled, staff still in one hand but ready to strike. She relaxed slightly as she looked into the face of a woman no taller than she. Short black hair wafted from under a priestess’ hood in a sudden gust; dark brown quizzical eyes studied her, then glanced down at the staff. Gabrielle let out a held breath and shoved the end of the stick into the wooden platform. “Sorry!” she gasped. “You startled me.”

			“I could say the same,” the priestess replied. “You must have come in on one of the ships, or you’d know. The head priestess doesn’t like unnecessary noise out here, which means any noise at all when there’s no play or readings.”

			“Oh? But you—I mean—”

			“I’m just her novice,” the woman went on with a faint smile that warmed her eyes. “Saroni, at your service,” she added.

			“Gabrielle.” The bard turned on one heel to gaze around the amphitheater. “This is such an incredible place, I am really impressed. I mean—listen to how good it sounds when we’re just talking. I don’t suppose there’s going to be anything happening here this afternoon? A play? A reading? Poetry, anything? Because we’re probably leaving as soon as we can find a ship, and—” She came back around to find the woman now staring at her, slack-jawed.

			“Gabrielle? You—you’re not that Gabrielle, are you? I mean, the bard who travels with Xena, writes all her adventures, and—?” She clapped a hand over her mouth. Gabrielle felt her cheekbones flushing as she nodded. “I’ve heard about you! It was—let me think.” She shoved the hood partway back over short-cropped hair. “It was—yes, about this time last year, a couple of the fresh graduates from the Athens Academy came through here, wanted to give a reading. Not a lot of people showed up, I’m sorry to say—”

			“Sure, that happens to all of us,” Gabrielle said.

			“Well—but this one, nice young fellow, lovely voice. . . . Twickenham—that’s it!—he said he had a tale by the bard Gabrielle, and he told us about you and Xena rescuing that baby from the stream and meeting Pandora and . . . Well, he had such a wonderful, powerful voice, but besides that, it was such a terrific story,” she finished with a sweep of one hand, as if she’d run out of words. “And ever since then, I’ve been collecting your tales—as best as you can someplace like Rhodes.”

			Gabrielle smiled. “Well—thanks. I’m really glad to hear Twickenham’s doing so well. And I’m glad you like my stories.” She felt suddenly shy. “But—you know, they wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining if I wasn’t traveling with Xena.”

			“You would have found something or someone else,” Saroni assured her firmly. “Talent always does, I know.” She stepped closer, suddenly and laid a finger across Gabrielle’s lips, gesturing with her chin. Gabrielle peered into the shadows before the small hut. Movement—? Someone was standing there, watching. A white-swathed figure, the hood pulled low over its face—Gabrielle couldn’t even make out whether it was male or female, but somehow, the stance was ominous.

			Saroni sighed faintly, then, and made some complicated gesture with her free hand; the woman responded in similar fashion, and turned to walk away. Loud, clonking sounds echoed across the bowl until she vanished inside the little building. Gabrielle frowned, then turned to eye the younger priestess. “That was Krista,” Saroni said. “Head priestess, and The Seer.”

			“Oh. All right,” Gabrielle allowed. “But—I’m confused. Because, was she wearing shoes? Wooden shoes? Because”—her eyes took in Saroni’s bare feet—“I thought an Apollo-priest was supposed to go barefoot—?”

			“That’s only if you’re reading the steam—you know, doing visions for people. Except we don’t have a steam vent here, like they do at Delphi, we have to use a brazier. But—well, Krista goes her own way, she always has. I guess she’s pure enough or whatever, the god indulges her. Because even when she’s reading, she wears those clogs,” Saroni said. “She claims the stones hurt her feet.” She grinned suddenly, and Gabrielle realized the woman was no older than she. “It’s handy, you know. I can always tell when she’s nearby.”

			Gabrielle laughed. “No kidding! You could probably hear her halfway to the pier! So—well, I guess if she doesn’t want noise out here, I’d better go. Xena sent me for supplies and things while she looks for a ship.”

			“Another adventure?” Saroni asked eagerly, and as the other woman hesitated, she added, “I understand, you don’t have to say a word, not if it’s something secret you and Xena are doing. We’ll all hear about it in a year or so when you can set it in verse, anyway, won’t we?” She seemed to come to a decision. “Ummm . . . one thing, if you can tell me, though. Did you really punch Ares out?” Her face was suddenly quite pink. “And—and is he really as gorgeous as they say?”

			Gabrielle stared blankly. “Ares? Ahh—oh. That. No, I never did punch him. I wanted to. And he had it coming, believe me. But—no, Xena stopped me.”

			Saroni’s eyes were wide. “Gosh—you’re really brave, going after the God of War!”

			“Well, he wasn’t God of War right then, thanks to Sisyphus—but that’s a long story. And gorgeous? Well—I guess he could be good-looking to some people,” she added with an apologetic smile, “but he really isn’t my type.”

			“Oh.” Saroni sighed faintly, then shook herself. “Sorry. Of course, he isn’t my type, either,” she said hastily. “After all, I’m sworn to Apollo. Though,” she added in a much lower and less carrying voice, “I’m not so sure that’s for the best, either. Ahh—” she glanced toward the small hut, where Gabrielle could see a wisp of smoke rising from the vent in the thatched roof. “Listen. Do you have a minute?” Gabrielle nodded. “Well, then . . . Can we go back out into the street? There’s something I think I should—” She turned and started across the amphitheater grounds without waiting for Gabrielle’s response. Gabrielle took a last wistful look at the small theater, then followed the dark woman back through the tunnel. Saroni drew her back against the wall, next to the tunnel entry. “I am probably speaking out of turn here,” she said, “and it may get me into trouble, but honestly I don’t care. Because, I didn’t know you were involved here. Or Xena. I hope you won’t feel like I’m interfering, or anything . . .”

			“That’s all right,” Gabrielle nodded as Saroni hesitated.

			“I just—sometimes I wonder if I’m doing the right thing, serving Apollo. I mean, he’s the god of light and things, and that’s what I always wanted to serve. It’s not like being a Hestian virgin, or anything, and it’s certainly not like serving Hades. Or Ares. But sometimes—there are just these—undercurrents, around here. Like something’s going on that I can’t quite get hold of. Like I—you probably won’t understand, it’s as if I hear things in my sleep, or just barely overhear things when I’m going about my own duties.” She shrugged helplessly. “I—you don’t know me; you only have my word that I’m not mad.”

			Gabrielle shook her head and smiled. “You don’t look or sound mad to me. But I know a little about Apollo.”

			The priestess gave her a long, measuring look, and abruptly nodded. “Well—it’s just that Krista had some kind of vision in her seeing-bowl two or three nights ago. I was outside, working on one of my lessons, so I didn’t see anything. I wouldn’t have anyway; I’m not tuned to her seeing-bowl. And I didn’t hear everything she said, I wasn’t listening at first, you know how that is? But all at once, something caught my attention. I’m sure I heard her talking—not to dread Apollo, she sounded more like she was talking to another priest, if it’s possible to do that—talk to another priest with the bowl.” She shook her head, visibly frustrated. Gabrielle shrugged. “I thought it was only for communicating with Apollo, or the other way around, but I only know what she teaches me; I’m too untrained yet to speak with Apollo directly. The thing is, I’m almost certain I heard Xena’s name and then Helen, maybe—then something like, “joker,” or “huckster”? That sounded odd, because we don’t have any people selling things on Rhodes unless they live here, and they have to obey all the market laws if they want to keep selling things, the governor’s got strict laws.”

			“Joxer?” Gabrielle ventured.

			The priestess frowned; after a moment’s silence, she shrugged. “Could be. I’m not sure. Anyway, it sounded like Krista was supposed to watch out for them and find a way to keep them from getting onto a ship leaving Rhodes.” She gave Gabrielle a worried look. “I didn’t hear your name, I would have remembered that. But I did clearly hear her say she’d keep me completely out of it.”

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh. Figures, doesn’t it? she asked herself. She patted the novice priestess’ shoulder. “Thanks for telling me,” she said quietly. “That may just keep us out of of some serious trouble.”

			Saroni considered this, then blurted out, “You—if you could tell me anything about it, maybe I could help? After all, I feel almost like I know you, and—”

			But the bard was already shaking her head. “Too dangerous for everyone, especially you, if Krista found out,” she said. “But, maybe you could help, a little.” She fished in her bag and drew out the little clay figure. “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” The other woman studied it carefully, then shook her head. “Or this?” The signature glyph got the same result.

			“Is it important?”

			“We don’t know, Saroni. It just may be. Anyway—thanks. For the warning.”

			Saroni smiled. “I’m really glad you came here. Maybe someday, if you come to Rhodes again, we can talk. Next time, let the governor know ahead of time if you can; you’ll have as long as you like in there to tell your stories.” She held out her arms; Gabrielle gave her a brief hug and let the woman pat her shoulder.

			“I’d like that,” she said. “Thanks again.” She turned and strode back into town. When she looked back, Saroni was still standing on the street, watching her, but the woman waved then and vanished into the tunnel.

			“Odd,” Gabrielle murmured to herself. Over the past couple of years, she’d run across plenty of Xena’s wide-eyed fans, but this was a first for her. She bit back a grin as she passed the first market stalls. Imagine, a priestess of Apollo with a huge crush on Ares! That really has to be a first.

			 
			Partway down through the market, she remembered the dwindling box of goo to keep off seasickness. It took several inquiries, but as Xena had suggested, one of the locals had what she claimed was a similar substance. Let’s hope it works, she told herself as she pocketed the little jar. This stuff was a liquid and smelled a bit like rosemary—not even a little like the other. And, of course, there’d be no way to test it until they were at sea. Too late to get her dinars back if the shopkeeper had sold her herb-scented water. Remember that a lot of people fish off these shores and come home to Rhodes every night, she told herself. And that other people on ships come through here now and again. A local merchant would be foolish to pull a stunt like that. She got a small, flat loaf of black bread from the baker’s next to the herbalist’s for eating on her way back down to the wharf.

			The crush of men around the base of the Colossus seemed to have grown, if anything; now she could hear men bellowing at one another well up the street from the wharf. She emerged onto the dock nearest the Wave Dancer to find Xena standing in the shade, talking to a couple of men; Joxer sat cross-legged on the dock, fiddling with his pack. Now and again he eyed the warrior or her companions with a sour look and a twist of his mouth, but mostly he seemed to be doing his best to ignore them. He glanced up as she came into the open, sighed elaborately, and went back to fiddling with something in his bag.

			Gabrielle ignored him. Joxer in a mood is something I do not need today, she told herself firmly.

			Xena turned as she came close—alerted by the movement of the boards underfoot, no doubt. And beyond her, one of the men uttered a glad, wordless cry and came into the open, hands extended.

			Gabrielle stopped short. “Briax?”

			“Gabrielle! I was—I—that is, I mean—”

			“He’s been looking for you,” Xena murmured dryly. The village youth gave the warrior an alarmed glance.

			“Well—I have—I mean, that is . . .”

			“Briax,” Gabrielle broke in; undoubtedly, he would have gone on in like fashion for the rest of the afternoon. “I’m really glad you’re okay.” She extended her hands and he gripped them; his fingers were slightly damp. “But; Briax, I thought—I honestly hoped you’d stayed in your village. And, when I found out you were in Sparta—well, I couldn’t help but hope that by now, you’d have gone back home.”

			“I understand,” he managed, a little more normally. “And I know you said there wasn’t a quest. But—Gabrielle, I couldn’t help myself, after you left, and then my father was bellowing the way he always does, and—well, something just snapped. It was—was as if your coming to Katerini was what I needed, to get me out of my rut. Make me go out and do something. Prove myself. You know?”

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh. “I know,” she replied quietly.

			“So I took one of our boats down the coast to Sparta, and the king and his priest were really very nice to me. Even though I hadn’t really been chosen, except for that priest coming to Katerini and talking about it. Well—” he waved that aside and smiled at her. “The priest agreed to give me the test, and he and the king gave me the right to search, and . . .” He drew himself up, letting go her fingers. “But there really is a quest, there must be! Because, after all, you’re here, aren’t you? You and Xena? And—” He glanced doubtfully at Joxer, then turned to beckon his companion forward. “Gabrielle? This is Bellerophon, from Corinth. He’s come from Sparta, too. We met in Phalamys, while we were searching for a ship, and Bellerophon said it was a good—I mean, he decided I could come with him.”

			Gabrielle’s eyes widened. Briax’s companion looked like he’d stepped straight from old legend. Tall, superbly muscled, golden skin and golden hair. Even the outdated armor that looked cut down from a larger man’s pieces couldn’t detract from his beauty. And doesn’t he know it, she thought dryly. He gave her a casual, cold glance, waved a hand in greeting and slightly inclined his head. Bellerophon—wait. The name was familiar. She couldn’t remember; maybe later.

			Briax caught his friend’s elbow as the taller man would have retreated into shade. “Bell, this is Gabrielle—you know, I told you about her? She’s the one who’s a warrior and a bard—”

			“Bard?” Bellerophon caught at the word; the corners of his mouth turned in a smile, then suddenly, his whole face warmed, and he gave her a neat, proper bow. “Of course, I remember, Briax. I hope to hear some of your tales—to lighten our journey, Gabrielle.”

			Wow, the bard thought; that smile was enough to dazzle anyone, especially coming as unexpectedly as it had. She pulled herself together, and smiled back. “Well, it kinda depends, you know. How long we have here on the docks, and—”

			Briax broke in eagerly. “I already found us a ship, Gabrielle. And when I found out from Xena that you and she were here, I went back and made sure the captain’d take you, too. And Joxer, of course,” he added as a snarled, wordless noise came from along the dock.

			Gabrielle glanced at Xena, who gazed back at her impassively. “Well, you know, we might not be going the same—”

			“The difficulty,” Bellerophon put in neatly, “is to find a ship going from Rhodes that isn’t making a circle of the main islands. We two arrived four days ago, just before those—” a disdainful gesture took in the near-riot at the end of the harbor. “We’ve been seeking a ship ever since.”

			“Going where?”

			“Egypt!” Briax said. “It stops other places, of course, but we were thinking—” Bellerophon cleared his throat gently; Briax blushed and fell silent.

			“I understand,” Gabrielle assured him. “You don’t have to tell us. Xena?”

			The warrior shrugged. “I got no problem with it myself,” she said evenly.

			No, Gabrielle thought as the situation came clear, but Joxer sure does. She nodded and thought for a long moment. Joxer in a sullen, jealous fit—that could be bad, especially on the confines of a ship. But infrequent ships could be a bigger problem. Especially if Apollo’s priestess was communicating with that priest in Sparta. Xena would have to know about Krista as soon as possible—obviously not right here and now, though. “Well,” she said slowly. “I got everything we need just now: food and drink and the like. So if we can get off Rhodes, we probably should.”

			“Sure,” a voice behind her mumbled, “all of us in a happy little bunch, isn’t that just—swell?”

			Gabrielle ignored him; her eyes were focused on Xena, who knew her well enough to realize the other woman wanted to talk.

			“Fine,” the warrior said. “Briax, if you and your friend want to go on ahead, let the captain know we’ll be there. Gabrielle and I have a few things to talk about. We’ll meet you down there within the hour.”

			“No longer than that,” the village youth warned. “Yeloweh is supposed to sail as soon as the tide’s full.”

			“We’ll be there, okay?” Xena said. Gabrielle moved to Xena’s side and the two women watched them go, Briax tugging at the sleeves of his dark-red tunic and trying hard to keep lip with the longer-legged Bellerophon. The two men veered around a pile of crates and up the ramp of a medium-sized merchant ship—to Gabrielle it looked almost as wide as it was long. Much nearer to hand, Joxer had apparently run out of things to fiddle with, but he was still mumbling. Fortunately, the bard thought, he was doing it quietly enough, she couldn’t hear anything he said.

			“Well?” she said finally. “You think traveling with them is the best way to go?”

			Xena shrugged. “No. But it gets us off Rhodes. What’d you find up there?” She listened while Gabrielle made the shortest and most coherent tale of it she could. “Great. Good idea for us to get out of here, before this priestess finds out we’ve been and gone, don’t you think? Especially since there’s no trace any of Helen’s pottery’s ever been here.”

			“Which means, probably Helen hasn’t either,” Gabrielle said. Her eyes went beyond the Yeloweh, which rocked gently side to side as men swarmed into the rigging and onto the spar; several of the sailors seemed to be mending the sail where it attached up there. “You actually think that thing’s safe?” she asked in a smaller voice.

			“I’ve seen her before,” Xena said. “Her captain’s got a reputation for taking good care of his ship. She’s all right.”

			Gabrielle sighed. “And, all right is as good as safe? Never mind,” she added hastily. “I’ll take it. You know though . . .” Her gaze went beyond the ship to the Colossus. Sun shone on the back of the massive head and shoulders and seemed to spark a flame in the torch. The crowd had moved back from the base of the statue. She could make out steps, and near that foot, a half circle of armed guards. “You know, it just seems wrong, leaving those women. I mean, if we could do something . . .”

			“Gabrielle.” Xena touched her arm to get her attention and smiled at her. “I know how you feel. But we’ve already got something to do, and right now, we’re no closer to Helen than we were back in Sparta. At least knowing where she is, and how close they are to finding her. And those women are doing all right for themselves.”

			Gabrielle gave her a startled look. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, if half what those old gossips said is true—”

			“Then they’re part of a cult, they aren’t allowed any rights or freedom, and their men are trying to take them as far from other people as they can. I know that. But they haven’t exactly gone along with that, have they, Gabrielle?” Silence. “Look at them. They managed to grab their kids and get inside the statue, barricade the entrance so the men couldn’t drag them out. They’ve got other people out there trying to keep the men away from them, and the governor’s sent troops down to protect them.”

			“I suppose,” Gabrielle said doubtfully. “But what if he decides the men have the right to haul the women out of there?”

			“Then they’re gonna have a hard time getting through that door,” Xena replied evenly. “But this is Rhodes. I don’t know what’ll happen, but that’s the least likely thing I can see.”

			Gabrielle considered this, finally shrugged. “I—well, I guess you’re right. If there’s a way to settle it by fighting, I can’t see how—and nobody out there could hear either one of us talk.”

			“This is one for a government, Gabrielle. Sure you got everything you went for?” she added, in a clear change of subject.

			“All of it,”

			“Good. Then let’s go.” She nudged Joxer with one booted foot as they passed him. “Joxer, c’mon,” she said.

			He looked up, his mouth twisted and his eyes sullen. “Feel free,” he said finally. “You just—go right ahead, Xena. I’m sure that—those two—” He sighed deeply. “Yeah, maybe that’s better anyway; you lead them astray, and I’ll—”

			“Joxer,” Xena growled warningly.

			He fell prudently silent.

			“I said, c’mon!”

			“Hey, Joxer,” Gabrielle said cheerfully as she grabbed his near arm and dragged him to his feet. “What, you giving up that easy?”

			“Giving up? Hah!” he replied loftily and bent to grab up his pack. When he would have bowed the women ahead, Xena gave him a look and Gabrielle propelled him forward, between the two of them. “Sheesh,” the would-be warrior grumbled under his breath.

			“What?” Xena asked dryly. “You afraid of competition like that, Joxer? A half-grown village kid and a snotty Corinthian noble?”

			Joxer wouldn’t welcome any competition, Gabrielle knew; he’d never have enough real self-assurance to think he could overcome it. I hope we aren’t gonna have to listen to him sniveling all the way to Egypt, she thought unhappily. To her relief, Joxer glanced at Xena, drew himself up straight, and snorted.

			“Competition? Those two? Xena, for your information, I—”

			“Yeah, yeah, we know, Joxer,” the warrior cut him off hastily. “Let’s go before we get stuck here, all right?” She waved a hand toward the Colossus. “All that noise is giving me a headache.”

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			The ship rocked at anchor, making even walking up the plank an exercise in balance. Gabrielle staggered aboard, brushed past Joxer, and tapped Xena firmly on the arm. “Wafer first,” she said. “I haven’t had any of that stuff all day, and this is—this is bad, okay?”

			The warrior gave her a dubious look, then shrugged. “If you say so.” She fished a wafer from her belt, where she’d apparently shoved one or two for emergencies, and handed it over. “Save half of it, if you can. In case it’s rough out there.”

			Gabrielle closed her eyes and groaned faintly.

			The warrior laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Gabrielle, it’ll probably be just fine. You find us a good place against the rail, will you? I gotta go talk to the captain myself. Make sure there won’t be any trouble.”

			Gabrielle merely nodded; she opened her eyes and began nibbling on a portion of the dry little cracker as she turned in place, seeking out a likely spot. Briax had settled his blanket near the foremast, close to the small boat that hung over the side. Clever of him, she decided, but she didn’t care for the way his mind worked. In case the ship starts to sink, he’s close to a way off . . . brr! Might not be that, of course.

			She gazed his way a moment longer. Poor kid. Did he bring anything with him but one blanket and that big old sword? The sword looked like it belonged to someone twice his size—probably his father. Great. That would give the obnoxious innkeeper something else to yell about. Besides his son being gone, of course. I swear, I had him convinced! Well, there wasn’t anything she could do about that now. Unless she could persuade him to turn around and go home sometime during this voyage.

			“Sure, you could,” she told herself, and bit back a chuckle. “Just like you woulda stayed in Poteidaia instead of following Xena, if someone had just talked sense to you.” At least, she hadn’t had a parent like Briax’s father, yelling abuse at him all the time.

			Bellerophon was almost exactly opposite him, a little nearer the ramp on the starboard side, unfolding a woven mat. Joxer mumbled something peevish-sounding under his breath, and stomped off. She turned, ready to tackle him if he was trying to head ashore, but he had apparently picked out his own spot, where the high aft deck overhung the lower and at the moment, there was the least bit of shade. His shoulders were hunched and tight, sure sign he didn’t want to talk to her, or anyone else. Fine. I don’t wanna talk to him, either.

			His choice of location seemed like a good one, she thought. But unless she and Xena wanted to rub elbows with him, there wasn’t much other room over there. Boxes and crates and a few nasty-looking damp bags were piled against the starboard rail, and on his other side, coils of rope were piled high next to the water barrels. On either side of the barrels, doors led into the space below the aft deck: crew’s bunks and mess, most likely.

			She turned some more, shielding her eyes against the glare of sun coming off the harbor water. Best bet seemed to be about the same location they’d taken on the Wave Dancer. Nearly midships, a little farther back, away from any of the rigging. She walked slowly up and down, pausing every few paces until she found a place where there seemed to be less movement back and forth; she doubted anything could be done about the side to side rocking and could only hope it would go away once they got into open water once more.

			The sun was suddenly very hot and blaring off the water into her eyes, the sky cloudless and what breeze there had been was gone. Ropes creaked on tackle high overhead; the ship slammed into the dock, then wallowed sluggishly side to side as a heavy net of goods dropped onto the deck. High on the aft deck, a gravelly voice began bellowing curses; this was answered by someone deep in the hold and other men she couldn’t see, down on the dock. Men came running down the deck from above, the net swung barely off the boards and was guided into the hold where it again landed with an unnerving thump. Gabrielle was already braced, fortunately; the ship rocked in earnest this time, but apparently it was all right—by the captain and crew’s standards anyway. No one was yelling this time, anyway.

			The echoing cries of men bellowing at each other around the base of the Colossus was overlaid by shrill women’s voices, all of it nearly overwhelming, coming at once. Gabrielle cast up her eyes, and unsteadily knelt against the rail to spread the under-blanket on the deck, then rigged the covering cloth between the rail, her staff and Xena’s small pack. She crawled into the sliver of shade this provided, drew her knees out of the sun, and closed her eyes. The wafer began to work—suddenly as they always did—and as her stomach calmed, the outside noise seemed to fade.

			She woke some time later, by the feel of the air and the position of the sun. The ship rocked less than it had when it had been tied; a faint breeze ruffled the shade cloth over her head. She opened an eye and could just make out a bit of dark blue sky beyond the rail and, reassuringly close, a dark leather boot. She yawned and began easing her way out of the little shelter. “Gosh,” she murmured. “That felt good. What time is it?”

			Xena settled down cross-legged next to her. “Almost sunset. You all right?” Her companion nodded. “If you want to look, you can still see Rhodes from here.”

			Gabrielle waved a dismissive hand.

			“Next stop should be Carpathos, then probably Alexandria.”

			Gabrielle considered this. “The library? Really?”

			Xena smiled over at her. “That would mean a lot to you, wouldn’t it? It would probably be a good place to ask after Helen, too.” The warrior uncorked her water bottle, drank, and passed it on. Gabrielle swallowed, passed it back.

			“Thanks. So—who’s this Bellerophon? I mean, the name’s familiar, I think.”

			Xena shrugged. “Don’t know, except what I overheard in Sparta. He might be the king’s son—”

			Gabrielle stared at her. “What—you mean Menelaus actually—?”

			“King of Corinth,” Xena corrected her. “Then again, he may be the son of Poseidon.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle considered this, then smiled suddenly. “Hey, if we’ve got Poseidon’s son with us, Poseidon’s that less likely to sink us, right?”

			“Good point, Gabrielle.”

			“Maybe that’s why the sea’s so calm?”

			“Maybe. More likely, that’s just how the sea gets around here, this time of year, this time of day,” Xena said. “Briax, though . . .”

			Gabrielle sighed. “I know. Xena, I swear I did everything I could to convince him—”

			“Hey, I know you did. I don’t think there was anything you could’ve done. At least, he seems to have made friends with our young hero over there. Maybe that’ll keep him alive, until he learns how to take care of himself.”

			“You think?” Gabrielle glanced up the deck; Briax was on his feet, leaning against the rail and staring out to sea, but she thought he was very aware of her, and just doing his best not to stare, or at least not to be caught glancing her way. The look he’d given her this afternoon, when she’d first walked onto the dock . . . her eyes closed briefly. It was the exact same look that Hauer fellow had given Xena—pure, blind, dumb adoration. Funny when Hauer’d followed Xena around like a puppy hoping for a pat on the head. Now it was her turn. . . . I don’t need this, she thought unhappily. Especially with Joxer at the other end of the ship, glowering at her. And Bellerophon . . .

			She touched Xena’s arm to get her attention, sent her gaze across the deck. “So,” she asked quietly. “What’s his problem? I mean, the way he looked at me when Briax introduced us. He’s not one of those women-hating types, is he? Except, no,” she answered herself with a little frown, “because if he’s out looking for Helen . . .”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena broke in dryly. “He wants to be a hero. A classic hero. You know—the pure and noble kind? If Briax hadn’t told him you were a bard . . .”

			“I—oh. I get it,” Gabrielle said. “Pure and noble, as in, no women of any kind, right? Unless there’s one to adore him blindly, and spread tales of his heroic deeds for him?” Her mouth twisted. “Yeah, right. And I’m supposed to just—he smiles pretty and I fall for that.”

			The warrior raised an eyebrow. “Well? It’s a pretty package, isn’t it? Some women would.”

			“I guess,” Gabrielle allowed. She shrugged that aside. “Look, let’s forget it, okay?”

			“Fine with me. Anything else you learned from that priestess that you didn’t tell me?”

			“Don’t think so.” Gabrielle turned down individual fingers. “No Helen. No pottery with a swan glyph. No little people. The head priestess—well, she seemed weird and a little scary to me, even without Saroni saying so. And then that conversation she overheard—”

			“Thinks she overheard,” Xena corrected her absently. “Though I don’t see why it couldn’t be Avicus.”

			Gabrielle was fishing bread out of her pack; she hesitated, then set the pack aside and swung around to face her close companion. “You knew about those bowls, that they could be used that way?”

			“I don’t know anything, Gabrielle. But Avicus definitely has more ways than one of finding things out. That rhodforch we found early on; the patches he put on—” She fell abruptly silent. Gabrielle cleared her throat.

			“Patches? What patches?”

			It was Xena’s turn to stare. “I told you about those.” Gabrielle eyed her sidelong, then shook her head. “I didn’t tell you? There are these—wait here, okay?” The warrior rose to her feet and strode up-deck to talk to Briax. The young man started as she said something, then smiled faintly. Gabrielle couldn’t make out a word of any of it, and, was slightly surprised when Xena laid a hand on the youth’s tunic. Some moments later quietly, she moved the hand and pointed something out. As Briax turned to look, Xena eased the hand out beyond the rail and shook it, hard. She clapped Briax on the shoulder then, and walked over to talk to Bellerophon.

			The Corinthian youth was visibly less open to the conversation—wary of Xena, which didn’t surprise Gabrielle, since most people were. After some moments, though, Xena’s hand rested casually against the fellow’s armor and came away as if clutching something. She said something else; Bellerophon shrugged and the warrior turned away to walk back across the deck. Her hand was now a white-knuckled fist, and when Gabrielle would have spoken, Xena silenced her with a look before moving over to shake her hand over open water. She scrubbed her palm against the leather straps of her skirt and settled next to the rail.

			“Sorry,” she said finally. “You got some of that bread? I’m hungry.”

			The two women ate in silence for some moments; Xena finally wrapped her share of bread and let Gabrielle stow it away. “Do you mind telling me what that was all about?” the bard finally asked. “And—what’s all this about patches?”

			“I meant to tell you in Sparta.” The warrior glanced at her and shrugged, a faint smile tugging at her mouth. “We never got the chance, right? When Avicus chose each of his heroes, he put a patch on them.”

			“But, I didn’t see—”

			“You couldn’t see,” Xena said. “Some kind of god-thing, like the rhodforch; it lets him see where they are, like he was right there. If I got it right,” she added, mostly to herself. She glanced at Gabrielle. “I got Draco’s first thing; and I grabbed Joxer’s as soon as I got my hands on him, just out of Phalamys.”

			Gabrielle was eyeing her narrowly. “Wait a second,” she managed finally, setting her bread aside. “You’re telling me that Avicus—that he could tell where we were, like on that lousy ship out of Sparta, because Joxer had on some stupid patch that—?” She stopped, apparently searching for words. “But, that means that, now he knows where we are!”

			“He knows where we were, as of a few minutes ago,” Xena replied.

			“Is that supposed to make me feel any better?” Gabrielle retorted. “Because, frankly, it doesn’t.”

			“He might already have known which ship we’d be taking,” Xena told her. “If only because that head priestess might have already found out we’d come in aboard the Wave Dancer and maybe had her own ways of learning we went out on the Yeloweh. But we weren’t exactly hiding back there. And there were only three ships leaving port today. So . . .”

			Gabrielle let her eyes close. “You know,” she said finally. “I wish just one thing could go straight and normal. Because, I swear, nothing has since Joxer talked to those Spartan soldiers back up in Thessalonika.”

			Xena wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her briefly close. “I know. Look, I’m gonna go talk to Joxer, see if I can’t get him out of this mood.”

			“Great, go for it,” Gabrielle mumbled. “I think I’m gonna take another nap, while it’s still calm.” She forced her eyes open long enough to return the bread to its wrappings and store both her and Xena’s loaves to their corner of the pack, then stretched out again under the canopy. The ship rocked gently, ropes creaking softly high overhead, and her last glimpse of sky before sleep claimed her was a dark blue canopy with one faint star.

			 
			She woke some hours later to a sickle moon and scudding clouds; wind hissed across the deck, snapping the sail.

			Xena slept heavily at her side. The bard eased quietly down the rail and into the open, then got to her knees; Xena murmured something in her sleep and was still and quiet again.

			To Gabrielle’s surprise, the water still looked fairly smooth, and the ship was still plowing evenly along. An occasional whitecap rolled past, and once, she thought she made out the shape of a vast fish—maybe even one of the fabled dolphins, just behind the sweep of water that curled away from the bow.

			Tantalizing thought. I wonder if they really do swim with people—or rescue people when boats go down. The latter thought wasn’t a good one. The first, though . . . Wonder what that would be like? She edged a little farther forward to gaze out and down, but it was just too dark for her to tell what might be moving out there. The moon was in and out of cloud, and the only lights aboard ship were ones that glowed steadily back where the wheel was and another high on the main mast, flashing out only now and again.

			She was just as glad the light up above wasn’t a steady one. No sense hanging out a beacon for another ship to find us. From what she’d gathered the past days, listening to the crews of the ships they’d been on thus far, they were far more likely to meet another merchant ship than anything else. Still, there were pirates about. And foreign raiders, either of whom might be drawn to such a light. If I were gonna attack a ship, I’d think about doing it at night. An hour like this, when no one would expect it. You could probably round up the whole crew without anyone getting hurt. Not the way pirates thought, if the tales were true; they didn’t care who got hurt, including their own kind. Still. . . .

			She dismissed pirates and raiders alike. Nothing she could do about them. Xena wouldn’t be sleeping so peacefully if there were any chance of them being boarded. Gabrielle eased down to peer into the rigged-up shelter, smiled faintly. The warrior slept flat on her back and the chakram was still hooked in its usual place on her belt, not up by her shoulder where it would be ready to catch up and throw. No pirates, she reiterated to herself, this time with relief.

			Of course, there was always the possibility of a ship carrying King Menelaus and his pet priest, who would know what ship to seek out thanks to those patches. . . .

			I wish Xena’d remembered them earlier. It wouldn’t have mattered, of course; Avicus would certainly have been aware that Briax and Bellerophon were in Rhodes earlier, that they had met up with Joxer, Xena, and Gabrielle. No way Xena could’ve gotten to them sooner. So Xena was right about that, too. No way they could have prevented Avicus knowing what ship they were on.

			She swallowed past a dry throat. Was it likely king and priest were already at sea, staying close on the heels of certain of the heroes in hopes of nabbing Helen? Gabrielle considered the notion briefly, then tried to dismiss it. Anything was possible, but as many men as had been sent out from Sparta—no way they could follow all of them at once.

			Of course, that might be extra. Maybe Menelaus had focused on Xena to begin with, assuming she could find Helen, and the rest weren’t important. Yet—once that ship had left Sparta, they could have gone anywhere. Xena could have commandeered the Euterpe, and how would Avicus have known, with Joxer’s patch gone?

			If Saroni was right, Avicus had been communicating with that spooky-looking head-priestess. Which, again, should mean he was back in Sparta still, keeping an eye on all his questors.

			She clutched her head. That didn’t mean he wasn’t aboard a ship; there wasn’t any reason she knew of that the priest couldn’t have brought his bowl along. Or something else that would let him stay in touch with others of his kind.

			Give yourself nightmares, why don’t you? she told herself. She glanced around the ship. It was very quiet out here at the moment. Men were talking softly far overhead, above the mainsail. She couldn’t make out what they said, even if there were two or three of them. Or one, who talks to himself, she decided with a faint smile. The smile faded. Or one, talking to Avicus. “Cut it out,” she whispered sharply, then clapped a hand over her mouth as Xena stirred. Silence. The warrior sighed deeply and slept once more.

			Joxer seemed to be asleep—quietly for once. If he was lying awake and sulking, she didn’t want to know. She couldn’t make out where Briax was, or Bellerophon—the deck was simply too dark for that. You can’t see anything, she told herself. So, be sensible and don’t bother. Go to sleep. She eased back between Xena and the rail and closed her eyes. It seemed like a long time indeed before she actually slept.

			At her side, Xena lay still, breathing deeply and regularly until she was certain Gabrielle was again asleep. I wonder if she saw anything out there? There didn’t seem any point to getting up, herself. Even if she weren’t getting sleep, she was still resting, and that was nearly as useful. If Gabrielle was awake, or if she woke her close companion, she’d just worry.

			She’d have reason to worry if she’d seen what I saw, just before full dark. Two long, matching wakes well behind the ship, and off to the south. Poseidon’s sea serpents hadn’t given up. She didn’t think they’d come close tonight. First night out from this port, generally captain and crew kept a close eye out because of the half-submerged rocks and islands all around Rhodes, and because at least two different ships of freebooters liked to prey on merchants in the triangle between Rhodes harbor, the Hittite mainland, and Egypt well to the south.

			With luck, Gabrielle wouldn’t ever need to know that. Or how treacherous sailing could be along the sea southeast of the big island. If the chunks of rock stayed put, up or down—but they don’t.

			She briefly opened one eye; Gabrielle was curled on her side, head close to the warrior’s shoulder, golden hair spilled across her face. Xena smiled, settled her shoulders, and fell asleep.

			 
			Some distance behind the Yeloweh, another ship followed—staying as near the horizon as it dared for the dark night, barely keeping the faint, occasional flicker of light in view. A few crewmen worked the lines, hauling in sail as the wind stiffened. This vessel was longer and sleeker than Yeloweh, and could easily pass her.

			High on the aft deck, a vast, ruddy-haired man worked the wheel with thumb and forefinger, eyes fixed on the ship ahead, making minute changes in direction as it did. At his side, a slightly shorter and much darker figure peered into the gloom. The captain glanced at him, finally cleared his throat. “Y’said ye’d decide by middle night, man and t’is past that. D’ye follow Xena or no?”

			Draco sighed deeply. “What point? You win, Habbish. I think you were right all along, Xena doesn’t know where Helen is. Or, if she does, she’s making certain no one learns by following her.”

			“She’s a clever one,” Habbish allowed. “And y’won’t trick a thing like that of her.”

			“Or anything else she doesn’t want me to know,” Draco admitted. “All right, Habbish. I’ve run out of ideas; we’ll go where you suggested.”

			“Good man,” Habbish replied. “G’wan then and get y’self some meat. There’ll be fresh mead in my cabin, or wine if y’d rather. Get some sleep, if y’can. T’is gonna blow up rough later in t’day tomorrow, I think.”

			“Thanks for the warning,” Draco said. His eyes strayed to the ship far ahead of them; a faint smile moved his mouth and warmed his eyes. Sleep well, Gabrielle, he thought, then turned and left the deck.

			 
			It was dark all across Rhodes at this hour of night. A torch fluttered aboard the Wave Dancer, casting odd shadows over the deck, and another pair burned on the next ship down. Beyond it, torches cast ruddy light against a well-muscled metal calf. Two Rhodsian soldiers paced back and forth between the legs. No one else was in sight anywhere around the statue, and only the faintest gleam of light high above through the eyes—and the least sound of a whimpering child—showed the statue was still occupied.

			The market was deserted, tables and stalls wiped clean, canopies taken down and stored for the night. Wind whistled in fitful gusts across the stone paving.

			Some distance away, the stone steps of the amphitheater gleamed briefly as the moon came from between thin clouds. The small priestess-hut was dark, and anyone standing just outside the doorway could have made out faint, whuffling snores. The high priestess, her day’s duties concluded, slept.

			Moonlight slid across the open courtyard and was gone. A small figure muffled in a dark cloak slid from the hut and stole quickly across the open, stopped just short of the tunnel, and edged along the wall to a place behind the back of the theater. There was a well here, and a pool, visible only as the merest gleam of reflected stars; and another brief glimpse of moon.

			Saroni listened intently for a long moment, then eased the hood away from her face. A moment later, she cast the cloak aside, knelt by the pool, and drew water into her cupped hands. Murmuring under her breath, she hesitated, then gently blew on the liquid. It rippled, seemed to steam, and when it cleared, a pale face with intense blue eyes gazed into hers. “Honor Avicus,” she said quietly.

			He smiled, though his eyes remained wide and cool. “Yes, Saroni. I am aware of your success.” His mouth quirked. “You will hold yourself ready, for when the time comes.”

			“Of course, Honor.”

			“In the meantime—well done.” He was gone. Saroni drew a deep breath and let it out with !in exultant smile. It had worked. And he still needed her. One day soon—very soon—Rhodes would be behind her. She opened her fingers to let the water spill back into the pool.

			Goodbye to Rhodes . . . It couldn’t come quickly enough for her, poor, dull town, dull people—the dull, hourly progression of a priestess’s rounds. She caught up the dark cloak and prudently covered herself again as she stepped into the open, though by now she could hear the chief priestess’ faint snores. Her mouth twisted in amusement. A famous bard Gabrielle might be—but her story had convinced the young woman that poor, hapless Krista might actually be some kind of evil entity, a spy. . . .

			Continue to think that, Gabrielle, she thought grimly. Twickenham had described the bard as such an innocent—babbled, actually. Her hair, her eyes, the legs, the little stick, her belief in the basic goodness of people. The kind of Goody Two-sandals Saroni knew you could make believe just about anything, if you went about it the right way.

			She crossed the courtyard and entered the little hut, settled down on her narrow cot in the herbal room and tuned out the noises from the outer chamber with ease of practice. Sleep, she ordered herself. The next few days could be—interesting.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			The deck under the warrior’s back seemed almost as stable as dry land—and as hot as a desert, at the moment. Xena eased slowly and quietly from under the arm the sleeping Gabrielle had flung across her shoulders some time earlier, and quietly backed on all fours from the sheltering blanket. She sat back on her heels, ran a hand across her eyes, finally blinked up at the dark sky far overhead and the mast—and the craw’s nest just barely visible as a darker blotch against that sky.

			The ship was a quiet place at this hour. The first mate—or, more likely in such a calm sea, his apprentice—manned the wheel; one of the ship’s beardless boys would be lodged in the bow, watching for danger that might range from half-submerged racks to approaching ships, while a youth kept watch from the circular platform above the mainsail. Yet another might be posted in the stern to watch the back path especially this near the Hittite shores, though that wasn’t a given.

			Everyone else—except possibly the cook and the navigator—would be asleep at this hour, and those who watched made sure they did nothing to waken the ship without very good cause.

			Xena smiled. It felt good at the moment, being back aboard a ship and well out at sea. She drew a deep breath, savoring the mix of damp, salty air, the tar that coated the ship’s hull, the faint but pervasive fishy odor that blended with an even fainter scent of some spice or herb down in the hold.

			Dim stars were still visible to the north and west; the eastern sky showed a blood red, uneven line at the horizon. She rose quietly and gazed back along the rail. Storm weather, when it’s that red this early. For Gabrielle’s sake, she hoped it wouldn’t be anything more than a passing late-day squall, but it didn’t look that way to her.

			The water was as flat as it ever got. Smooth, low waves slid past the hull, hissing faintly as the prow cut through them. Xena stood for some moments listening to the faint creaks of the ship and the whispery ploosh of water. The last stars faded and distant islands began to separate from the sea, hard black shapes scattered across a silvery-black surface. No other ships visible anywhere—and no sign of the long wakes she’d seen the previous evening, either.

			Maybe they were gone. A corner of the warrior’s mouth quirked. Yeah, right, she thought sourly. It was possible, of course. She didn’t think it very likely.

			There wasn’t really anything else to do at the moment except stare out to sea, and visibility still wasn’t all that good. She wasn’t particularly hungry yet. And you aren’t up there sailing the ship or watching for ships to take, are you? She yawned hugely, stretched, and slid back under the shelter next to Gabrielle.

			The younger woman was deeply asleep, pale hair tangled across her shoulders except for one strand that lay across her face between lip and nose. Xena smiled faintly and moved it back behind her ear before settling into place.

			 
			She woke some time later to find the early sun hot on her legs and Gabrielle up and gone—though not far. She sat cross-legged with her back to the rail, running a brush through her hair and talking quietly to Briax, who sat with his arms wrapped around his knees; his face was very rosy. He wouldn’t meet Gabrielle’s eyes, though whenever Gabrielle looked away from him, he’d gaze at her with open longing.

			Gabrielle, the warrior thought with amusement, was well aware of the young man’s fascination, but doing her best not to let on. “. . . and that’s why I think you should give this up, Briax, before you—” She paused; he nodded. Gabrielle sighed faintly and waved her free hand before his face. “Briax, are you even listening to me?”

			He blinked. “I—of course I am, G-Gabrielle. I was just thinking, though; when I find the—the dish and return it to Sparta—”

			“Briax,” Gabrielle gritted his name out between her teeth. He cast a shy smile her way, then fell to studying his fingers.

			“I know what you told me, Gabrielle—about there not being a quest and why the king’s supposedly doing all this. But—but you know, Bellerophon explained it all to me, not long after we sailed from Phalamys, and he was there, after all. Like I was, except, of course—well, he knows more about things like this. Quests and the like. You know,” he added thoughtfully, “it was so incredibly nice of him to let me travel along with him. I mean—well, I told you, I’ve never been far from Katerini, nothing like this. If it hadn’t been for Bellerophon, I wouldn’t have known what to do, which direction to go once I left Sparta. . . .”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle gazed narrowly across the deck to where Bellerophon stood. Xena’d warned her about the young Corinthian’s attitude, but it hadn’t been necessary; she could see it in the disdainful looks he gave her, and even the way he snubbed the warrior, though he was careful not to sneer when Xena was watching him. She could just bet Bellerophon had explained things. “It’s a men’s quest, Briax. Mere women can’t be expected to understand this side of Apollo, it’s not like inhaling steam and having visions, its . . .” Yeah, you’ve heard it all before and all it does is make you mad. Give it up, you won’t change him, and you won’t convince Briax—even if he’d like to believe you just because it’s you telling him. Just now he was watching her sidelong and looking vaguely puzzled—probably at the grim expression on her face. “Yeah,” she said finally. “He’s a real prince, all right.”

			Briax gaped, then shook his head; he’d taken her literally again, Gabrielle realized. “I didn’t know that he’d—oh, no, I’m sorry, I didn’t understand what you meant. But I forget, he told me it’s pretty much common knowledge. About—that. But, no one’s sure about his father except maybe his mother, and she wouldn’t ever say. So not even Bellerophon knows. I know that much, because he told me about it—all the rumors in Corinth, and of course, people were talking in Sparta.

			“But it doesn’t really matter to him whether he’s a prince or—well, the other thing, you know. He says that so long as he can travel the world helping people and righting wrongs, that’s all he wants.”

			At least, as long as everyone knows it’s him that’s doing it, Gabrielle added silently. She kept the words in with an effort. It won’t do you any good to bad-mouth the snobby little monster, she realized. Because Briax already sees him as a good person—and for whatever reason he did it, at least Bellerophon is keeping an eye on the poor kid. Besides, if Briax is happy trailing around in Bellerophon’s shadow, who am I to say that’s wrong? She laughed quietly. “Hey, the world could use a lot more people like that, Briax. And nice people like you, too.” Oops, she thought. But the youth merely blushed and scrambled to his feet, the too-long, borrowed sword banging against the deck and tangling in his arms as he righted himself.

			“I—better get back,” he managed. “Ah—I’ll, ah—” He was still mumbling as he turned away. Gabrielle watched him go and sighed faintly, then glanced at the shelter as Xena eased out into the open.

			“You handled him just fine, Gabrielle.”

			“Yeah. Maybe. Except if I’d handled him just fine, he’d still be at home. Safe.”

			The warrior shook her head. “You know better than that. You’re not responsible for his choices. By now, he could have come up with a dozen reasons to leave, besides a quest that might impress you if you ever heard about it.” She got to her feet and held out a hand, drew Gabrielle up and turned to gaze out to sea. The water was rougher than it had been at daybreak but still fairly smooth, and the breeze steady and light. No clouds anywhere.

			“It’s gonna be hot,” Gabrielle said as she glanced at the sky before settling her elbows on the rail. “I know; you’re right. Menelaus’s priest had already been there before I ever got to Katerini, and he was already excited about it. And his father—if there was ever a man who seemed to be trying to drive his sons away, that’s the one. It’s just that—I meant what I said to him, you know. There aren’t enough nice people in the world. Ordinary ones, who stay in their villages, live their lives, raise families and make things a little better—” She shrugged and fell silent. “I’d rather he didn’t leave that behind and come all the way out here just to get himself killed.” Xena laid a hand on her shoulder.

			“I know what you mean. Still, if he was gonna leave home anyway, at least he did it for the right kind of reason.”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle laughed shortly. “I just—” She was silent for a moment, then turned to meet her close companion’s eyes. “What if he’s the one to find Helen? He’s so naive and so full of good intentions . . .” She let the thought trail off.

			“That’s what’s bothering you? That he’d just bundle her up and haul her back to Sparta? No matter what she said?”

			Gabrielle shook her head, visibly frustrated. “I don’t think he would—no, of course, he wouldn’t do something like that. But Bellerophon? I can see him doing something like that. He’d never listen to her, and he probably wouldn’t listen to Briax, either.”

			“But that would be true of just about any of them,” Xena said. “They wouldn’t have any reason to listen to Helen, and plenty of reasons to do what Menelaus wants.”

			“Yeah. It’s just that—I don’t know.” The bard ran an impatient hand through her hair. “I—I just don’t like any of this, everything that’s going on lately, Xena. It’s getting into my dreams and they’re all bad. Last night—that priestess I told you about on Rhodes, the one with the wooden shoes?” Xena nodded. “I was back in that courtyard, but behind the risers where the audience sits, somehow I knew what it looked like, and I could hear that echoing clonk, clonk, clonk, like she was walking just ahead of me or just behind, far enough around the curve of the wall that I couldn’t see her. Deliberately letting me know I was being stalked or something. And then, there was a pool—but when I looked in it, I couldn’t see my face, just her hood.” The warrior drew her close; Gabrielle leaned against her. “It wasn’t really—that bad, or anything. Not scary, really. Just—”

			Xena nodded as the other’s thought trailed off once more. “Doesn’t sound pleasant, though. Gabrielle, you sure you haven’t been eating any of Joxer’s stuff?”

			Gabrielle laughed. “Nice,” she said finally. “That reminds me, though, I could use some of that bread.” She eyed the spray coursing back from the bow, then gazed out toward the horizon.

			“With or without goo?” the warrior asked as she fished out the smaller loaf and felt in her pack for the wooden box.

			“With,” Gabrielle replied firmly.

			 
			The morning stayed calm and clear, the wind light. Gabrielle settled under the shade of the overhead blanket and worked on one of her scrolls for a while, then fell asleep. Xena watched the horizon for ships and saw three—all clearly merchant vessels and none of them on the same course as the Yeloweh. The air was clear enough she could still make out a smudge on the northeastern horizon that was Rhodes, and if she could still reckon things properly, the smudge more or less dead ahead should be one of the small outer islands to the east of Carpathos.

			At their current speed, they wouldn’t make land until early the next morning—but that could all change if the weather turned as she expected it to, late in the afternoon. If it does, Gabrielle’s gonna be glad she ate that goo. She glanced down at the sleeping young woman, then smiled as she went back to her study of the surrounding sea.

			If a real storm blew up, the captain would head for deeper water, and well away from the islands. The harbor at Carpathos was nearly as tricky as the one at Phalamys and shallow water ringed the island for a goodly distance. Shallow water in a storm was no place for a ship, unless the captain was set on wrecking her.

			At mid-morning bell, the captain came out to take over the wheel, snapping low orders at his men. Two swarmed up the main mast to take in sail while several others crossed the deck and dropped into the hold. Moments later three of them emerged with a roll of heavy canvas wrapped in ropes. The last man out was virtually wreathed in coils of rope, half of which he dropped on the deck so he could manage the steep stairs of the aft deck with what he still carried.

			Tie-downs for whoever’s on the wheel, and safety lines for those who’d need to cross the deck, she knew. She watched as crew unrolled the canvas and snugged it down over the hatch before moving off to other tasks. One of them paused to talk to Bellerophon and Briax; the village youth was pale when the shipman moved on and immediately fell to his knees so he could stuff things into his pack. Bellerophon squatted beside him, apparently soothing whatever fears the youth had, because Briax finally nodded, laid the full pack to one side and got back to his feet to gaze out to sea. Bellerophon turned to look up at the aft deck, beyond that to the eastern sky, then shrugged and began folding his one blanket around his sack of food and drink. He tied the leather thongs around the resulting neat bundle, attached a broad carry-strap to it and set it aside, then sat down cross-legged, set his blades out in a neat line in front of his knees, and began edging his sword. Briax’s shoulders tightened as metal screeched against metal; he murmured something and moved away toward the bow.

			She wouldn’t get a better opportunity anytime soon, Xena decided, to talk to the young hero by himself. Yeah, she thought, suddenly and grimly amused. Let’s see how serious he was back in Sparta about taking on the traitor Xena. She pushed away from the rail and crossed the deck.

			Her shadow fell across the line of blades; Bellerophon tensed as his gaze fixed on her boots, but as he met her eyes, his hands were moving again, absently working on his sword. A faint smile turned the corner of his mouth in a wry smile, but his eyes were chill. “Xena,” he said, and with a wave of his hand indicated the deck. She shrugged, and stayed where she was; he lay the sword aside and got to his feet. Silence. “I’ve heard of you since I was a boy; of course,” he said finally. “Back in Corinth, you have—quite a reputation. Odd that we’d be on a ship together.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, well. These things happen.”

			“Especially after Sparta.” He studied her for a long moment. “I’ve already heard that you dislike the king and would do anything you could to thwart his quest to regain his treasures.”

			“Wrong,” she put in evenly. “I despise the king, and I wouldn’t trust anything he said as far as I could throw him, and his priest. You want to go find this trinket he puts so much value on, you do that. But Helen? Don’t waste your time. Because even if you find her, you won’t get her back to Sparta.”

			He brought his chin up. “Is that a challenge, Xena?”

			“No,” she replied softly. “That’s a promise.” The youth’s dark eyes flashed, but whatever he would have said went unspoken as a sharp cry went up from the crow’s nest; it was echoed from the stern, near the tiller. Xena pushed past Bellerophon to lean out across the rail.

			Water spilled away from the ship, a spreading vee of whitecapped wavelets. This was broken by crisscrossing wakes. Something—two somethings—were coming up behind the Yeloweh, and fast. “Let me guess,” Xena muttered to herself. She spun back to meet the youth’s still angry gaze and leveled a finger at him. “We’ll finish this later,” she said, then turned and sprinted for the aft deck.

			Bellerophon started to say something; it came out a startled squawk as a massive, blue-gray, snaky head rose from behind the ship, then dipped out of sight again. Water sprayed high.

			She could hear Joxer’s high-pitched voice behind her, and a startled cry from Gabrielle, who’d apparently been awakened by all the noise. Xena threw herself up the steps and onto the high deck to find a huddle of men against the rail above the main deck—as far as possible from the stern, she thought. The central upper deck was all but deserted: A towheaded lad clung to his perch on the tillerman’s seat. His face was deadly pale as he gazed out and down.

			The captain—a white-haired, vigorous, and sturdily built man—gripped the wheel hard; his mouth was set and grim. He glanced back as Xena reached the deck, then shouted, “Dyonis, get down from there!” The boy seemed not to hear him. He swore then, and scowled at Xena, who’d drawn sword and chakram.

			“You aren’t gonna fight anyone on my ship, woman!” he shouted. Water boomed, thunderlike, as a massive body slapped down across the waves and Dyonis cried out; the huddle of sailors crammed even more tightly together.

			“Get those men off the deck and out of the way!” she shouted back. She vaulted forward in a tight flip, dropped the sword long enough to catch hold of the boy’s shoulders and haul him back behind her, then shove him toward the terrified sailors. He staggered and fell into them and several other men went down.

			“Down in the mess, the lot of you!” the captain bellowed.

			Momentary silence. Their new traveling companions had apparently gone underwater once more. Xena could hear the creak of ropes and wood as the captain spun the wheel and the ship wallowed gently to a more southerly path. Gabrielle’s light footsteps on the aft stairs, then, followed by Joxer’s inevitable stumble and muted yelp of surprise. She glanced back as the two emerged onto the upper deck.

			Bellerophon had the main deck to himself at the moment, a sword in each hand and half a dozen daggers jammed into the rail nearby. But she could see Briax now; he’d gone into the bow to pull the boy from his watch post and give him a shove toward the crew mess.

			Water boomed again, and the ship lurched as a wave surged across the stern. The movement broke the frozen moment on the aft deck. Led by the boy Dyonis, the crew fled down the narrow steps, or over the rail, and out of sight. A door creaked and slammed. Silence once more. Xena clipped the chakram onto her belt and, when Gabrielle would have come up beside her, she held out her free hand. “Wait there; watch my back. There’s two . . .”

			“Two what?” Gabrielle asked sharply. “Ahh—Xena?” This as the captain turned white as his hair and slowly slid down behind the wheel until he was folded up almost beneath it, one clawed hand clung to it, the other clapped across his mouth. Behind the women, Joxer began to laugh.

			“That’s right, you sailors, run!” he shouted giddily. “Seek the safety of your cabin, hide and cower! Joxer the Mighty is here, to turn danger aside with a—”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle topped him—barely. “Will you shut up? Xena, just what is—ohmigods,” she finished in a half-audible gulp as a large, snaky body rose from behind the ship to glare down at them through beady little eyes. The rest of the head seemed to be all spikes and points—and teeth.

			“With a glower, ha hah!” Joxer finished triumphantly. He strode forward, teetering as he passed Xena and the ship lurched into a trough. The warrior grabbed his collar and set him back upright. He didn’t even seem to notice; his attention was fixed on the massive creature hovering high above the aft deck—nearly as high as the mainmast itself.

			“Joxer!” Gabrielle hissed urgently. She was pale, but she had the fighting staff at ready and had positioned herself at Xena’s left shoulder. “Joxer, you’re gonna get yourself eaten!”

			“Eaten?” He swaggered, glanced back her way and gave her a knowing smile. “Relax, Gabrielle, it’s just a big sea snake.”

			“Joxer, it’s bigger than the ship!” she hissed.

			He laughed and held out his sword. “Gabrielle, it doesn’t matter how big a snake is, it’s still just a snake, and there’s only one . . .” A booming, explosive clap rang across the water directly behind them, silencing him. An incredibly deep grunt followed this. A long shadow fell across the aft deck.

			Xena’s gaze slid sideways to meet Gabrielle’s, and both turned halfway. Joxer’s eyes were white all the way around; he clung to the sword still but the tip dragged the deck as if he’d forgotten it entirely. He was gazing up, toward the aft mast, then along its thick length. Back beyond it, and farther back still. Gabrielle caught him when he would have overbalanced. She licked suddenly dry lips.

			Joxer gazed straight up into the beady, pale gray, curious eyes of a second massive, snaky being. Water coursed from its scaled, sleek body, dripped from spikes, points, barbels and possible horns onto the rail just behind him, and splattered across the main deck. The would-be warrior’s mouth fell open; the sea serpent’s mouth went wide in what looked to Gabrielle like the worst travesty of a smile she’d ever seen.

			Joxer screamed; the brute high above him drew back, then leaned low over the upper rail to stare at him, wide-eyed. Joxer staggered back, fell flat, and screamed again. The serpent cocked its head, for all the world, Gabrielle decided, as if studying a curiosity. Or lunch. Her grip tightened on the staff, but Xena laid a hand on her shoulder, and when the younger woman glanced at her, the warrior shook her head. “Wait,” she murmured.

			Back on the main deck, she heard Bellerophon shout a challenge and Briax’s startled yell. No time to worry about them, she decided. They had their hands full right here.

			“Poseidon’s?” she asked Xena in a low voice.

			“Poseidon’s pets,” Xena replied in like fashion. “He sicks ’em on people he doesn’t care for.”

			“You, for instance?”

			“Once before,” the warrior admitted. “Fortunately, it wasn’t my ship they turned into a collection of toothpicks. Actually, I’m not sure it was me he was after, anyway. This time, though . . .”

			Gabrielle smiled tightly. “If they’re supposed to be an improvement on that whirlpool Cecrops nearly got sucked into, or the tidal wave . . . Well, they’re—different, anyway.” Xena shrugged, then went into fighting stance, sword up and out as the serpent that was hovering over Joxer brought its head nearer the deck. Gabrielle caught her breath in a gasp and gazed up at the hovering serpent. “Hey! I don’t think you want to eat him! I mean, neither of us can remember the last time he bathed—!”

			“Gabrielle, do you mind?” Joxer hissed frantically. “I have everything under control here—and besides, are you trying to get this thing to drown me before it eats me, or something?”

			“Why?” she shot back. “You got a preference or something?” She yelped and came halfway about at the strangled little sound near her feet, but it was only the captain, who was now curled in on himself so tightly she couldn’t see his face at all—only the hand that still clung to the lowest point on the wheel. It was keeping the ship on a straight course, fortunately, but she didn’t think it was on purpose.

			Down on the main deck, Bellerophon shouted, “To me, my trusted companion! And beware, thou foul creature, lest thou shouldst feel my wrath, and that of my blade! For know this is the sacred sword of. . . .” A loud splash silenced him. Gabrielle glanced that way to see the bombastic young hero pick himself sopping wet out of a pool of water. The second serpent hovered high over him.

			Briax, who clung to the far side of the mainmast, leaned around it long enough to remark, “Um? I don’t think I’d yell at him like that again, if I were you. I mean, he can spit an awful lot of water at a time, Bellerophon, and this isn’t a very big ship.”

			Bellerophon swiped streaming wet hair out of his eyes. Gabrielle smothered laughter. The situation was not even remotely amusing—another minute or so might see them on their way to the bottom, or being picked off the water like . . . she fought the picture aside.

			“Xena?” she urged in a hoarse whisper. Surely Xena could take out one of the pair! Maybe she, Joxer, and Bellerophon could distract the second until Xena could go after it, and . . . “Xena, we’ve got to do something!”

			To her astonishment, the warrior sounded like she was fighting laughter. “Gabrielle, we’ve already done it.”

			“I mean, if we can keep this one—we have?”

			“We have. Because—” An echoing skronk silenced her. Joxer gaped up at the creature far above him, and as the massive head slowly began to descend, he closed his eyes, swallowed hard, and licked his lips.

			“Start with the head,” he babbled under his breath. “That’s all I ask, don’t go for the feet first, just chomp! and that’s it, I can deal with that.”

			Gabrielle changed stance and brought her staff up to the ready; the brute ignored her. Its eyes were all for Joxer; she shuddered as the tip of a very green, forked tongue slid briefly between snaky lips. To her surprise, the serpent stopped some distance away from and above the fallen Joxer. The corners of its long, mobile mouth curved upward, the eyes narrowed like those of a pleased cat, and it made a deep, rumbling noise not unlike a purr. Joxer slitted an eye open, gave out a muted yelp, and squinched both eyes tight, then folded in on himself much as the ship’s captain had done; Xena kicked his sword aside before he could accidentally impale himself, then gripped Gabrielle’s arm and drew her back two paces.

			“Xena!” Gabrielle tried to shake the hand off. “What’re you doing? You can’t just—!” An echoing, deep voice filled her mind, bringing her around to stare at the hovering serpent. “It—spoke?” she asked wildly. “It—you spoke? You can speak?” The serpent ignored her and her question; its whole attention was fixed on Joxer.

			“Awwww,” it rumbled somewhere deep inside itself. “Awww, it cute!”

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			Dead silence. Gabrielle planted the end of her staff on the deck and took one wary step forward. “Excuse me? Did you just—say something?” The creature’s gaze flicked her direction, then fastened on Joxer once again.

			“Cute!”

			Gabrielle shook her head as if to clear it, rubbed at her ear, and stared wildly at the deck. “Okay, fine. Either my mind’s going or my ears are, because—”

			Xena tapped her shoulder. “Gabrielle, it’s in your mind.”

			“I was afraid of that. It was bound to happen, everything that’s gone wrong since Thessalonika—no, it’s that seasickness goo, whatever Ares did to it, I’ve finally flipped out. Terrific.”

			“Gabrielle, you haven’t flipped out. The voice is in your mind. I can hear it, too.” The two women gazed up at the sea serpent; their gaze slid as one down to Joxer, who lay motionless on the deck. They turned to look at each other; back at Joxer.

			“Okay. I can deal with that,” the younger woman said finally. “But tell me I didn’t actually hear it say—”

			“Yeah, I know what it said,” Xena murmured. She tilted her head sideways and eyed the swaying creature thoughtfully. “No one ever said they had good taste—”

			“Let’s not,” Gabrielle broke in firmly, “talk about taste just now, if you don’t mind!”

			Xena grinned. “Not that kind of taste, Gabrielle.”

			“All the same—” Gabrielle caught her breath in a squeak as the sea serpent rumbled. It sounded ominous, or impatient. Either one couldn’t be a good thing. She tightened her grip on the staff. Yeah, this is gonna do a lot of good once that thing decides to attack. Best she could hope for was to distract it while Xena went for the kill. . . .

			“Not kill. Cute!” The words rang through her as if in response to her thought. She swallowed hard.

			“Ah—Xena? They can’t read my mind, can they?”

			The warrior shrugged. “Don’t think so—but I don’t know. You can’t tell everything it’s thinking, though, can you?”

			“How should I know? All I’ve heard so far is, ‘cute.’ And ‘not kill.’ Ah—you don’t suppose that means what I hope it means?” She glanced at Xena, who considered this, then shrugged again.

			“Kill?” Joxer gulped audibly and began slowly scrabbling backwards. He stopped as the massive head came around to block his progress. “Sorry, that was not kill, didn’t mean to upset you or anything. Especially if you mean ‘not kill’ the way I hope you mean it? N-nice beastie, ahhh—n-nice beastie?” Silence. “Ah—if you don’t mind, I’d like to get up, now,” he babbled. But as he tried to ease up onto one knee, the serpent batted at him with one of its dangling barbels, and light as the touch seemed to be, Joxer went sprawling. Gabrielle reached for him; Xena caught hold of her elbow, and when the younger woman’s gaze slid sideways to meet hers, the warrior shook her head and mouthed, “Wait. I think it’s okay.”

			Gabrielle gave her a dubious look. “You think it’s okay?”

			“Look at it,” the warrior murmured. “I think it’s playing.”

			“Playing,” the younger woman echoed. “Ah—you know, Xena, there’s playing and playing, and right now that thing looks a lot like a barn cat going after a—”

			“Not like that,” Xena growled hastily. The creature gave Gabrielle what she would have sworn was a narrow—and unfriendly—look.

			“Not kill!” it reiterated.

			“Not kill, great!” Joxer rolled off his face and propped himself up on his elbows. “You know, I could learn to live with a philosophy like that.” The serpent hovered so close he could probably have patted its massive snout if he’d wanted to.

			Gabrielle’s nose wrinkled as it blew a gust of fish-tainted breath all over the deck.

			Joxer fell back flat and clapped both hands over his face. Enormous eyes stared up into narrowed ones that were nearly the size of his head. “Ahh—you know, you could really stand to chew some mint, or something,” he said earnestly. “Not that I have anything against your diet or your hygiene or anything, but you’d probably have a lot more friends if you did something about the—well, that. You know?”

			The smile—if it was a smile, Gabrielle amended her thought hastily—deepened, and two long, pointy fangs edged past blue-gray skin.

			Joxer promptly rolled into a ball and squeaked, “Don’t eat me! I wouldn’t taste good, I’m stringy and tough and, besides that, I haven’t even bathed in days, and—”

			“No eat!”

			Gabrielle let the staff fall and clutched her ears with both hands. Not that it helped; the sound seemed to ring through her head.

			“Cute! Awwwwwwww,” it repeated, even more loudly.

			“Joxer,” Xena drawled. “Relax, it’s not gonna eat you.” One dark, disbelieving eye peered up at her, eyed the hovering serpent with alarm, then vanished as the great head came even lower. “It said so, didn’t it? And it thinks you’re flirting with it.”

			The serpent turned its head to give the warrior a remote, chill look. “She.”

			The warrior flapped a hand its direction. “Sorry. She thinks you’re flirting.”

			Joxer uncurled enough to gape at her. “I—flirt—I mean, it thinks—she thinks—?”

			Xena nodded gravely.

			His jaw dropped and he transferred the disbelieving stare to the sea serpent. “She thinks I’m flirting with her? What—that I have a—a crush on a—on a—?” Words failed him.

			Gabrielle bit her lip. So far, the beast had ignored her; as far as she was concerned, that was just fine.

			“Why not?” Xena drawled; her eyes were wicked. “We keep hearing about all these women who’ve got such a thing for you, Joxer. Like Meg?” He cast her a wild-eyed look at mention of the tavern woman who so closely resembled her. “Or all those women in that tavern back up in Bacchia? Bet they’re still singing ‘Joxer the Mighty.’” His mouth curved into a self-satisfied smirk that vanished as the sea serpent’s shadow fell across him. Xena nudged him with her foot. “Well, come on, Joxer, let’s see that famous charm at work. She’s fallen for you in a big way, you don’t wanna let her down, do you?”

			“She’s—got a thing for me?” he asked, visibly stunned by the idea.

			“I’d say she does. Can’t you tell?”

			He cautiously uncurled, just enough that he could look up. “I—no?” And, as the creature let out a low growl, “I mean, yes! Of course I can tell, it’s written all over your face—I mean it’s—! It’s just that—I mean, I’m just not used to being—I mean—” He babbled himself out of words.

			“Go for it, Joxer,” Gabrielle murmured encouragingly. “She thinks you’re cute. You don’t want to disappoint her, do you?” He gave her a dirty look, glanced at the hovering creature and swallowed, then managed a wavery smile.

			“Ahh—you know,” he said at last, “it’s really—ah—nice to have someone think you’re cute, even if you’re not even remotely alike or anything? And it’s flattering; I—boy, am I ever flattered!” He tittered, swallowed hard, and floundered around for something else to say. “I—because, you know, it’s not like anyone I’ve been around lately has called me cute. Not that I’m complaining, you understand!” he added quickly as Xena made a low noise in her throat. “People get used to other people being around them all the time, and they just don’t bother with the—with the compliments, you probably know all about that? Well, or maybe you don’t?” He sent his gaze sideways. “Xena,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth, “I do not seem to be getting anywhere here!”

			“You’re doing fine, keep it up,” she replied.

			“Yeah, right,” he mumbled. “Ah—well, yeah! And—you know, your eyes are probably really pretty, if you’d open them up instead of—of squinting at me like that?” Gabrielle backed up a pace as the creature’s eyes suddenly went very wide indeed. They were blue-gray like the serpent’s hide, speckly and bloodshot. Joxer managed a weak grin. “S-see? Really pretty.” Another sidelong glance Xena’s direction. “Xena,” he hissed, “this isn’t working!”

			“Sure it is, she’s all but eating out of your hand, Joxer.”

			He sighed heavily. “Xena, will you not use words like ‘eat’?” He swallowed hard and went on. “Anyway, it’s really nice of you to come all this far out of your way, just to tell me how cute I am. Because, I bet you’ve got a lot of stuff you should be getting done that’s not getting done and I—ah—and well, stuff that you probably need to do, right?” Silence. The serpent continued to gaze at him, wide-eyed. Joxer swallowed again. “Well! Ah—you know, I just can’t begin to tell you that—I mean—this has been—really neat. Nifty. And I’m glad we had this opportunity to meet, and believe me, I’ve got nothing against large, seagoing snakes or anything, but . . .” He squirmed around, gazed at his hands, muttered under his breath. Finally nodded. “Okay, fine. I just think you should know that—like I say, nothing personal here, but I’ve never been big on the whole idea of inter-species dating. Heck, I don’t even swim so good, you know?”

			The sea serpent immediately lowered her head to gaze deeply into his eyes; the corners of its mouth curled up once more, giving it the rather smug look of a camel. Give or take all those teeth, Gabrielle reminded herself. She swallowed past a dry throat. Maybe, just maybe—if Joxer didn’t blow it—

			He gulped audibly, turned aside to catch a breath of unfishy air, and went on. “I mean, it’s good to get to know other people—and—and other—well, things, but the fact is,” he was rallying rapidly, the way he always did when he started talking, “the fact is, this is just not gonna work out. I mean—well, eventually, I’m gonna have to get off this ship, and you don’t look like a dry land kinda girl to me—”

			“No get off. Stay here. Cute!”

			Joxer gaped at the creature, then ran a hand through his hair and tried again. “Ahh—right. Well, sure, I suppose I could stay on this ship, that wouldn’t be a problem for me. Long as you like, whatever. But, I gotta ask myself, what’s in it for Joxer? Because, sooner or later, some big hunk of a guy serpent comes along. And all of a sudden, there I am with a broken heart, and you’re off sharing squid with—” He considered this, finally spread his hands in a broad shrug. “I’m telling you, things like this just hardly ever work out the way you want them to.”

			“Pure. Sweet.”

			The inner voice had a different sound to it, this time. Gods, there’s two of them, remember? Gabrielle tore her gaze from Joxer and his enormous suitor to look over the main deck. Briax was plastered against the mast, trembling so badly she wondered if he was able to keep to his feet at all. The second sea serpent was giving him the same besotted look. When Bellerophon shouted a wordless challenge and stepped between the two, sword raised, the creature used its snout to slap at the arm, sending the blade flying and the young hero scrambling on hands and knees after it. Briax would have moved then, too, but the beast’s eyes hadn’t left him. And frankly, Gabrielle thought, she doubted if the boy could so much as crawl at that point.

			“Pure,” Joxer’s oversized “friend” agreed.

			The inept warrior stiffened at that and began flailing about, trying to sit up. He finally managed it, using one hand to steady himself against the deck as he leveled a finger at the spiky snout. “Now, wait just a second here, you listen to me,” he said rapidly. “We need to get something straight here. If you mean what I think you mean by that word, then—” His eyes flicked Gabrielle’s direction; he managed a weak smile. “Um—do you think maybe we could go somewhere else, just the two of us, and—talk about this?”

			“Joxer,’ Gabrielle began, “do you think that’s a good idea? Because if she’s not busting up the ship because she thinks you’re a—”

			“Gabrielle!” Joxer clapped a hand over his mouth; the name echoed across the deck. “Will you let me deal with this?” he hissed around his fingers. “You—whatever your name is, if you’ve got one? I don’t quite know how to break this to you, but you’ve picked the wrong guy, because if there’s one thing I’m not it’s, ah—it’s a—” His mouth hung slack as he searched for the right word. Gabrielle fought laughter—not very successfully—and Joxer cast her an injured glance.

			“Hey, Joxer, c’mon, it’s all right if you haven’t—I mean, if you have—” She spluttered again as he blushed a deep red and began stammering. The sea serpent flicked its tongue and wrapped it in a strand of his hair. It was making the purrlike noise again; the sound vibrated the deck and made her feet itch.

			“Gabrielle, for your—owww!—for your information, I have not only—owww, will you cut that out?—I have—” He clutched at his hair and pulled it free, fell back onto one elbow and eyed the serpent warily, then glared at her. “Well,” he added loftily, “I have.” He scowled up at the creature hovering over him. “So—I don’t mean to disappoint you or anything like that, but you should probably just—I mean, if that’s an important part of a relationship for you, then I guess you should just—just—” He sent his gaze the other direction. Briax had slid down with his back to the mast, eyes fixed on the massive head that hovered just above the deck and near enough his feet he could have shoved at it. Bellerophon had retrieved his sword, but seemed unable to decide what to do next. “See that guy down there?” Joxer indicated the youth with a nod of his head. “The big fancy hero in the shiny armor? Go talk to him, because if there was ever anyone who had v-virgin written all over him, it’s that guy.”

			The sea serpent turned its head obediently, but turned back at once. “Too pure,” it announced flatly.

			Gabrielle stared. “Huh?”

			“Joxer.” Xena sounded as if she were fighting laughter. “I understand what you’re trying to say, but I don’t think that’s what your big girlfriend has in mind. Not that kind of pure.”

			“Well, obviously she can’t mean that,” he mumbled; his eyes remained fixed on the serpent. “I mean, let’s face it, a relationship between us could only go so far, and—” He made a face, drew a deep breath and expelled it in a gust. “Let’s—not go there, okay? But—I guess what you’re trying to tell me is, all those women don’t mean anything to you, so long as—” He tugged at the strand of hair the serpent had caught hold of, made another face, and shook out his slobber-coated palm, then wiped it down his pants. “So long as I haven’t dated another sea serpent?” he finished hopefully. “Um—well, I haven’t, so I guess that’s all right, and ah—” He ducked as the tongue flicked toward him. “You know, this just is not gonna work. Wouldn’t it be all right with you if we were just good friends?” The creature growled; Joxer squeaked and scooted backwards; a moment later, he crashed into the rail.

			“Not kill, pure,” the serpent insisted. Joxer sighed, but before he could say anything, Xena held up a hand for silence.

			“Wait,” she said and gazed up at the looming brute. “Are you trying to tell him that he’s—ah—pure because he never killed anyone?”

			“Pure,” the beast agreed.

			“And—the same for Briax down there?”

			Gabrielle clutched her forehead. “Xena, can we speed this up? Because I am getting such a headache!”

			The warrior chopped a hand for silence. “I’m doing the best I can, Gabrielle. Okay, I get it,” she told the sea serpent. “I think,” she mumbled. “But not Bellerophon? He’s—never done anything. Hasn’t killed anyone, hasn’t had any women? So—too pure?” She glanced at Gabrielle. “So you and I wouldn’t seem to qualify as pure, even if they’d fall for women.”

			“Thanks,” Gabrielle said dryly. “I think.”

			“I don’t get it,” Joxer put in weakly.

			“You don’t have to,” the warrior informed him dryly. “Just be grateful it works that way, or we’d probably all be good and wet by now.”

			The sea serpent was ignoring both women, and hadn’t bothered to respond to the warrior’s last question; its head was on a level with the rail now, peering over the wood or up the stairs at Joxer, who seemed to be adjusting to the idea of being courted by something at least ten times his size. Gabrielle stared at him as he grinned and wiggled his fingers; the massive head ducked back out of sight but a moment later came up directly behind him and the forky green tongue flicked lightly across the back of his neck.

			“Hey, watch it!” Joxer protested and vigorously scrubbed at wet skin with his sleeve. “You know, if you’re gonna flirt with a guy, you should learn what kind of flirting he likes. Now—the peekaboo thing is just fine, that’s—it’s cute. But the wet smooches are definitely not my kinda thing, okay?”

			“Okay.” The sea serpent batted its eyes at him. “Cute.”

			“And actually,” he put in firmly, “that’s Joxer. Joxer the Mighty . . .” He gave Gabrielle a sidelong look as the bard groaned feelingly. “Well, you said to go for it,” he told her resentfully. “So I’m going for it. Or maybe you’d like a nice refreshing swim after all?”

			“Joxer,” Xena snarled, “I wouldn’t push my luck, if I were . . .” She fell abruptly silent as the sea serpent scowled at her and bared its teeth. “Fine,” she muttered. “Whatever.” She backed away; the serpent turned away from her and let its head drop below the rail again. Xena kept moving until the port rail stopped her; she turned then and shouted, “All right, Poseidon! They’re not gonna break up the ship for you, come and get them!”

			Silence.

			Gabrielle wrinkled her nose and turned her head aside to catch a fresh breath of air. Except, at the moment, there didn’t seem to be any fresh air left on the aft deck. There wasn’t any wind, either, she suddenly realized; the ship was rolling slightly, the sail hung limp and behind her, she could hear the terrified captain panting.

			Suddenly both serpents straightened and turned to gaze back behind the ship. A gust of wind bellied the sail briefly and drove the vessel past them, but only for a moment. Silence again, this time broken by a loud gurgling noise. Gabrielle cast a disbelieving look at Xena, whose lips twisted. “Not my stomach, Gabrielle,” she said dryly.

			Joxer’s sea serpent looked at Briax’s. “Hungry.” The inner voice sounded vaguely apologetic.

			Gabrielle thought that was the second one—not that it mattered. Her own stomach tightened as the creature’s gaze moved along the deck and past the ship. It hovered over Briax for a long moment, then simply turned and dove—straight for the ship, Gabrielle thought, but before she could even cry out a warning, the creature had surfaced on the far side of the vessel and was swimming rapidly south.

			The other hesitated, then swung its massive head down close to Joxer. “JoxertheMighty. Cute,” it announced proudly, then arched its neck back and threw itself out of the water. It landed on its back with a resounding slap; rolled over, and slid beneath the surface as the resulting wave rocked the ship, and moments later was close on the tail of its companion.

			Xena remained at the rail, sword still out, as the two vanished. Waiting for Poseidon to answer her, maybe? Gabrielle wondered. Or waiting for him to rise like a man-shaped column of water? Or just making sure his pets didn’t come back? She leaned her staff against the rail and went over to kneel at the captain’s side. “It’s okay, you can get up now,” she said. “They’re gone.”

			He swallowed hard, opened one eye to look at her, let it close again, then shook his head firmly. “May be gone, but I saw how fast they move, they could be back—” He swallowed. “Never saw such things in all my days,” he whispered finally.

			“Yeah, I know what you mean. We were lucky.”

			“Lucky, hah.” Predictably, that was Joxer, who’d pulled himself to his feet. He swaggered as Gabrielle glanced at him. “Lucky for all of you that I just happened to be aboard this ship, and lucky for you that I was here, that’s what, Gabrielle. Because if it hadn’t been for my charm and wit—”

			“If it hadn’t been for your ‘purity,’ you’d have been a quick snack,” she replied sweetly and grinned as he turned a bright red; she turned her attention back to the captain. “Come on, it’s okay now, they’re gone.”

			Xena came back across the deck, sheathing her sword. “And we’d better get moving.”

			The captain eyed her with alarm. “They’re not coming back are they?” he whispered.

			“No—but remember why you battened down the hatch this morning?” He frowned, perplexed. “Storm sky, remember?” She bent down and hauled him to his feet; Gabrielle wrapped his hands around the wheel when he would have fallen, and gazed past him where Xena pointed. The entire sky north and west was filled with fat black clouds, and what little wind there was had begun to shift from the general direction of Rhodes. “Gabrielle, get down on the main deck and gather up our stuff; it’s gonna get real wet here before much longer.” The bard nodded and threw herself down the stairs as the captain hauled a metal bar from his belt and began banging on the bell next to the wheel.

			The mess door slammed open, but Gabrielle noticed no one came out at first, despite the echoing clangor and the captain’s bellowed orders. Finally, one of the older men crept from the cabin and to the rail, where he stood peering about for some time before he turned to shout, “They’re gone!” Sailors swarmed across the deck then, some stringing rope lines, others climbing into the rigging. Two middle-aged men carried rope up the main mast and vanished into the crow’s nest, and moments later the two boys who’d been up there came shinnying down. Both were a ghastly white, and one looked as if he’d been ill.

			Probably they’d had as close a view of sea serpent as she’d had. Gabrielle shaded her eyes and gazed up the mainmast—and up. “No,” she told herself, “that would definitely not have been the place to be just now.” Not at any time, as far as she was concerned. A gust of damp air soared across the deck and filled the sail; the ship began to come around slowly, until it was nearly on the same course as the sea serpents had been.

			It took some moments to gather up her things and Xena’s, and the rising wind nearly took the shade blanket as she tugged it free. She finally knelt on one corner and rolled it, then stuffed it away, and scooped up both packs. A quick look around for someplace to put them, now . . . one of the boys who’d been in the crow’s nest came running over to her. “I can put those in the mess for you, if you want them to stay dry, miss.”

			“Great,” she said, and handed them over. A glance at the aft deck: Joxer was gone—off gathering up his own stuff, she realized. Bellerophon was up in the prow, gazing out to sea. Watching the waves grow, she thought, and shuddered. The water was noticeably rougher than it had been moments earlier, whitecaps at times, and the wind was beginning to whistle through the ropes.

			Briax sat where the sea serpent had left him, his back against the mainmast, his eyes huge and fixed on the distance. He was in the way, Gabrielle realized, but seemingly oblivious, even when two sailors began rigging a line from the prow to the mast. She shook her head and went over to get his attention.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			Gabrielle ducked under a swaying length of rope and knelt next to the mainmast; Briax blinked and transferred his blank gaze from the distant horizon to her face. She flapped a hand in front of his nose. “Briax, are you all right?”

			He swallowed; the corners of his mouth twitched. “That depends,” he managed finally. “Did—I see what I think I saw?”

			She nodded.

			“Big, snaky thing, ugly eyes, lots and lots of teeth?”

			She nodded again.

			“My head aches,” he said fretfully. “All that noise, except it wasn’t really—noise, I guess,” he finished lamely. He sent his gaze sideways. “Are they gone?”

			“Gone,” Gabrielle assured him firmly. “For good,” she added.

			“That’s nice,” he said faintly. “Because I—don’t think I like being cooed over by something with that many sharp teeth.”

			“I understand,” she said; she got to her feet and held out both hands to help him up. “Come on, it’s gonna rain.”

			He gave her a bemused look and staggered back against the mast. “They left because it’s gonna rain?”

			“They left because it was time to go. Hey, don’t worry about it. Everything’s fine.” She swallowed hard as the ship rolled under her and sank into a trough, then wallowed out.

			“Gabrielle?” Briax caught hold of her near arm. “If everything’s fine, why do you look so—?”

			“Pale?” she suggested as his voice trailed off, but he shook his head.

			“Green, actually,” he began.

			“It’s the light,” she assured him firmly. “I always look green in the late afternoon when it’s about to rain like crazy. Get your things off the deck, they’ll let you toss them in the crew’s mess. You can probably wait out the—the storm in there.” Before he could say anything else, she staggered off toward the aft deck, where Xena was waiting.

			 
			The storm broke an hour later. Lightning flared across a black sky and the wind howled, driving the ship south across open sea. Gabrielle hid from driving rain and the roar of thunder in the captain’s cabin, her face buried in Xena’s shoulder, fists jammed against her ears. Wind shrieked through unseen holes, and the wooden cabin creaked alarmingly as the ship floundered its way through high seas.

			“I think I’m gonna die,” she mumbled as the wind briefly eased to the point where she could be heard. Xena stroked her hair.

			“It’s loud, that’s all. It’s not a very bad storm, just an intense one,” she assured the younger woman. “And it’s not one of Poseidon’s storms, either; those can be really nasty.”

			“I know,” Gabrielle managed. “We were both on Cecrops’s ship, remember?”

			“This isn’t anything like that. It’ll pass pretty soon.”

			“Yeah, right,” Gabrielle mumbled. “I had to pack everything up and let that boy take the packs, didn’t I?” she added.

			“You weren’t thinking about the box of wafers right then, Gabrielle. You’ll manage all right without them anyway. Take a nice deep breath, and let it out slow and easy.”

			“Yeah. Right.”

			“It works, trust me.” Xena tugged gently at a narrow strand of hair, then eased it behind Gabrielle’s ear. “You can always pinch your earlobe, you know. I won’t let you eat anything.”

			“Great. Except, you can’t let me eat anything,” Gabrielle reminded her sourly. “Because the bread’s packed away, too. And I haven’t eaten anything since—” She jumped convulsively as blue-white light seared across the cabin and thunder battered her half a breath later. “We’re not gonna need those stupid serpents to sink the ship, lightning’s gonna—”

			“No, it’s not, Gabrielle. C’mon, deep breath, let it out slow. Nothing’s gonna happen, except the storm’s gonna move on, and the sea’ll go down. I’ll get your bread for you as soon as you’re ready to let go of me.” She tugged another strand of hair. “You’re doing a lot better at ships than you think you are, you know. Just thinking about food in a storm like this—”

			Gabrielle fixed her with a dark eye. “You said it wasn’t that bad,” she pointed out. “And I didn’t say anything about eating, just that I was—”

			“Hungry. I know. That’s still an improvement.” She smiled. “Trust me.”

			“Yeah. Right.” Gabrielle subsided against her shoulder and drew a deep breath, let it out slowly.

			“The sea’ll be calm enough tonight, you’ll sleep fine. And tomorrow early, we’ll be putting in at Carpathos.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle muttered darkly. “Dry land again. But we’ll leave again tomorrow afternoon, or the morning after, and who knows what will be out here the next time? Besides another ‘adventure’!” She was silent so long, Xena thought she might have fallen asleep, but just then she stirred again. “Xena, have I mentioned lately that I really, truly hate this kind of travel?”

			“Gabrielle?”

			“Yeah?”

			“No one likes this part.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle leaned away from her to study her face. “You aren’t making fun of me, are you?” she asked finally.

			Xena smiled, shook her head and drew her close again. “Gabrielle, you know me better than that.”

			The younger woman’s hands tightened on her arm. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I know you better than that.”

			 
			The sky cleared just before sunset, but the wind was still strong—and chill—when night fell. Xena went out for a while and came back with the packs. “The captain says we might as well stay in here tonight, he’s going to stay with the helm until daybreak.” Gabrielle looked up anxiously. “It’s usual,” the warrior assured her. “When there’s been a storm and it hasn’t blown out by sundown, it’s the captain’s job to make sure things are under control.” She fished through her pack and held out a wafer. “Here, eat this, I’ll dig out the bread.”

			“It’s in my bag, under the scrolls,” Gabrielle mumbled. “Next to the water bottle.”

			Wind still whistled through warped boards and small holes. Gabrielle draped the shade blanket around her shoulders as she ate, passing a water bottle back and forth with Xena. “Not much left in here,” Gabrielle said.

			“Finish it, if you’re thirsty,” Xena told her as she stretched out atop the captain’s wide bunk. “The water barrels will be overflowing after all that rain.”

			Gabrielle pinched off more bread and tucked it in a corner of her mouth. “Everyone else all right?”

			“Briax was asleep in a corner of the crew’s mess when I went down to get our stuff and Bellerophon looked halfway there. Or maybe just bored. Joxer was—naw. You don’t wanna know.”

			Gabrielle set the water bottle down. “Joxer was—what?” She shook her head and groaned faintly. “Don’t tell me, I can guess.”

			“Five new verses,” the warrior said.

			“Too bad his new girlfriend didn’t carry him off this morning,” Gabrielle replied, mock-sweetly.

			“Yeah, well, be grateful that ‘serpent’ doesn’t rhyme with much,” Xena told her. “Or there’d be a whole lot more than just five new verses.”

			“It doesn’t?” Gabrielle considered this, began mumbling to herself and turning down fingers. She laughed suddenly. “You know, I’ll bet Bellerophon just loves that! He gets ignored by two of Poseidon’s pets—passed over for Briax and Joxer, yet!—and then Joxer takes over entertaining the crew—” She considered this, chuckled wickedly. “You know, he probably wouldn’t be so bad if he didn’t spend half his time giving me those superior looks—”

			“—and the other half giving me the same looks when my back’s turned. I know, Gabrielle. It’s too bad about his education.”

			Gabrielle sighed faintly and drained the water bottle. “Yeah, I know he’s not responsible for how he was raised, or what he learned to think about women. And maybe while he’s out in the real world, he’ll learn not to be so—arrogant.”

			“Maybe.” Xena’s voice was fading; Gabrielle recorked the water bottle and stuffed it into her pack, then eased over to lay down next to her friend. “But if he’s got it fixed in his mind that heroes are like that, and that’s what he wants to be, he may never change.”

			“Great,” Gabrielle mumbled. “So long as I don’t have to deal with it, once we’re done with this stupid ship.” She shifted her shoulders; the captain’s bunk was lumpy and something was poking her. “Speaking of this stupid ship, how far is it going beyond—?”

			“Gabrielle?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Go to sleep.” The warrior’s voice faded at the last word and her breathing slowed. Gabrielle eased up onto one elbow, partly to free whatever was sticking into her shoulder, partly so she could smile down at her close companion. Xena shifted slightly at the movement, then rolled onto her side, slid a hand under her face, and was still again.

			Go to sleep. Something about the way Xena said it—growled it, most often—invariably warmed her. And left her feeling suddenly relaxed, ready to drift off. Even this night, with wind still shrilling through tiny cracks and the ship lurching through whitecapped water. She’s right, Gabrielle, she told herself as she found a comfortable place for her head and shoulders. Go to sleep.

			 
			The last of the storm passed some time before dawn; by the time Gabrielle woke, the cabin was overly warm and muggy, and smelled like the indifferently-washed man who normally occupied it. She wrinkled her nose and clambered out of the bunk.

			Xena was long gone, of course; she’d probably been up since first light. Gabrielle emerged onto the aft deck, both hands shielding her eyes in case the sun was full on the deck; the deck, wheel, and most of the rail were still shaded though, and the mast laid a long, skinny line of shadow straight up the main deck and onto the water beyond.

			Gabrielle yawned and stretched, tugged her skirt straight, and ran a hand through her hair, freeing bits of straw and a few fluffs from the captain’s ancient bedcover. The air was very still at the moment, and it was nearly as warm outside as it had been in.

			To her surprise, the aft deck was completely deserted, though someone had tied the wheel off to keep the ship on a straight course. Not that there seemed to be a problem with that; as far as she could tell, the ship wasn’t going much of anywhere at the moment. It rocked gently from side to side, and the mainsail hung limp.

			Gabrielle frowned and held her breath as she listened intently. At the moment, it looked as if there was no one else on the ship—not a good thought, she hastily told herself. Not true, in any case. As she stepped farther onto the high deck, she could hear low, worried-sounding voices. She approached the rail and leaned out. The captain was down there, surrounded by what looked like most of the crew. Bellerophon and Briax were nowhere in sight, nor was Joxer, but Xena leaned against the bulkhead, next to the open doorway to the crew’s mess.

			“That’s it, then.” The captain raised his voice; what little mumbling there had been fell to nothing. “We’ve two smashed barrels that might hold half their normal water, with a little work and some pitch. There’s the empty down in the hold. And there’s a half-full barrel down with Cook. That’s plenty, if we make Carpathos or another port by nightfall.”

			“And if we don’t?” someone called out. “We made a fair passage of it last night, Capt’n, and beg pardon, but none of us have much notion where we might be, just now.”

			“Besides becalmed, that is,” another put in.

			Gabrielle licked her lips. The ship was still rocking side to side as small waves passed under it, but making no forward progress. And when she turned slowly in place to look all around the ship, she couldn’t see anything that might be land, anywhere near. The faint purply line to the west—surely that was land, but mainland or more islands? These guys should know which it is, she told herself. They worked at this; they couldn’t afford to get lost.

			“So what now?” yet another man demanded.

			“We take stock,” the captain told him. “You know that. No move decided on until we have the best possible idea where we are. Wind should gather a little strength by mid-morning, but if it doesn’t, we’ll have to use oars.”

			“With half a barrel of water left? In this heat?”

			“We’ll manage,” the captain said shortly. He clapped his hands once, ringingly, and Gabrielle jumped. “All of you! You have tasks, get to them!” There was some grumbling, but several of the men moved out to untangle rope safety lines from the night before, two others began working on the hatch cover, and the boys who’d come down from the crow’s nest the previous afternoon swarmed back up into it; other men followed them partway up, to pull in a large portion of the sail.

			Gabrielle retreated out of the way as heavy footsteps came up the aft stairs, and the captain strode onto the small deck, two men with him. One went to the wheel and released the tie-off, then settled down next to it; the other lay a worn-looking chart on the deck, and he and the captain squatted down to pore over it.

			Xena came quietly up the stairs some moments later; she vanished into the captain’s cabin briefly and returned with their packs, dropped them next to Gabrielle, and settled her shoulders against rough wood.

			Gabrielle eased onto her feet. “How bad is it?” she whispered. Xena shrugged.

			“It’s not unusual for the weather to be like this after a rough night. It’ll pass. What makes it bad is losing two full water barrels last night.” She shrugged. “They’ve still got half a barrel, so nobody’s gonna get too thirsty. And if we’re still east of Crete and south of Carpathos, there’s places to put in to fill what barrels they still have.”

			“We—don’t know where we are?” Gabrielle managed.

			“Not exactly.” Xena gazed out across the bow, toward the distant line of purple.

			The captain cleared his throat. “Ah—Xena? I—seem to remember you used to—ah—sail these waters. If—”

			“I don’t know where we are, either,” she put in as he hesitated. “But I’ll do what I can to help.” She took a long look around, then bent over the chart. Gabrielle watched them for some time, then settled her shoulders against weather-worn wood. It looked to be a very long day.

			 
			To her surprise, the breeze did pick up within the hour—about the time she was beginning to worry in earnest. It wasn’t much, just enough to keep the ship moving as fast as the oars would. Better yet, once they actually began to move, she could make out distant islands once more. Most of them seemed to be too small for people, let alone any fresh water. One or two of the more distant ones seemed vaguely familiar, until she remembered they all tended to look alike: high spiky peaks rising at sharp angles straight out of the sea, an occasional ledge overhanging deep water or jagged rock.

			At some point not long after, Joxer wandered out onto the open deck. He teetered in place for some moments, then clutched his head and staggered toward the rail, where he flopped down in shade and stayed put. She bit back a grin. One too many verses of Joxer the Mighty celebrated with one too many cups of sour wine. Maybe some day, he’d figure that one out.

			Briax came into the open shortly after, shielding his eyes against the glare to look all around. When his eyes caught sight of her, he smiled and waved, then vanished under the edge of the aft deck. Bellerophon stayed out of sight.

			Halfway through the morning, the sun took over the aft deck. Gabrielle gathered up the two packs and went back down to set up the shade cloth over the piece of deck they’d previously claimed. Xena was still up by the wheel, conferring with the captain, studying the horizon and the chart. Gabrielle felt a little better about the whole thing with her up there, even though Xena was probably every bit as lost as they were. She’ll find a way, though. She always finds a way.

			Midday, the cook came out with a small bucket: one ration of water for everyone. Gabrielle’s nose wrinkled as she drank hers down. The barrel had been used to ship something like fish before it had been turned into a water container—or the bucket had. It was fortunately faint. Too bad we drained ours last night. That particular bag tasted a little like leather, but she was used to that.

			 
			Late afternoon left her feeling damp and limp from the heat, but the wind had been gradually picking up and now there was enough of a breeze to cool her skin. The men had released more sail twice before, and now two of the younger fellows clambered out onto the crossbeam to loose more. A clear call came down from the crow’s nest: “Land!”

			Gabrielle scrambled to her feet and leaned over the rail, but there wasn’t anything to see yet. The sun eased down behind a single, fat, white cloud, out again, and still she couldn’t make out anything but water. Lots of it in all directions. She mumbled to herself, licked dry lips and sank back to the deck, under the thin shadow cast by the overhead blanket. You should write some of this down, she told herself. In case you ever need to write about a lost ship, or you ever want to. At the moment it didn’t seem very likely, but, she decided, it would give her something to do while she waited. But when she finally pulled quill, ink, and a blank scroll from her pack, her mind went blank and stayed blank. She finally put things away and got back to her feet.

			This time, there was a dark smudge on the horizon—a little to her left and still well out there. Or so she thought at first. The island was much nearer than she’d initially thought because it was nearly flat. When Xena came down to point that out to her, she shook her head.

			“And there’s supposed to be water? Fresh water, I mean?”

			The warrior shrugged; she looked tired, Gabrielle thought. “There’s always a chance of water,” she said finally. “If not—well, we should be able to figure out from that just where we are, and they can correct course.”

			“And—that will get us back on course for Carpathos?” Gabrielle asked. Xena smiled and patted her shoulder.

			“And get us back to Carpathos. Gabrielle, it’s all right. We got blown a little farther last night than the captain thought, and losing those barrels was bad luck. But if I’m right about where we are, we’ll make Carpathos by tomorrow, mid-morning at the latest.”

			“Oh.” She considered this. “And if you’re—not right?”

			The smile widened. “Well, we’re not gonna sail off the side of the world or anything like that, okay? If I’m wrong, then we put in at Crete, or back at Rhodes—or if I’m really wrong, then you get to see the library at Alexandria a lot sooner than you’d planned on.”

			“Egypt? You really think—?” But Xena was already shaking her head.

			“That’s if the mate’s right about what direction we went last night, and how hard the wind was blowing. I don’t think he’s even close.” Xena settled down against the rail, cross-legged, and patted the deck next to her. “C’mon, relax, it’s gonna be a while yet. They’ve gotta find a good place to either anchor out, or pull the ship onto the beach.” She waited until Gabrielle was settled at her side. “Don’t suppose you’ve got any of that cider left, do you?” Gabrielle shook her head. Xena sighed faintly, rubbed her shoulders into a more comfortable place, and closed her eyes.

			 
			The island looked like a jungle, Gabrielle decided; low, massively green, shrubs, trees, flowering things all growing in a wild tangle, right down onto the sand. It wasn’t that large a place—the ship had circled it in no time at all—but the vegetation was so thick it was impossible to see much beyond the beaches. There did seem to be a few narrow paths leading back into the shade, though. And Xena pointed out the narrow, overhung swale that had been a running stream. What could be seen of it was dry. “That doesn’t mean there isn’t water if you follow it back in a ways,” she said.

			“And—what if you get lost in there?” Gabrielle wanted to know.

			Xena laughed. “Gabrielle; you can see the size of it; you could walk from one side to the other in no time.”

			“Yeah. Unless you start walking in circles because you can’t see where you’re going, or where you’ve been.”

			“Well—then you’d better stick close to me.”

			Gabrielle leaned back to eye her companion warily. “What—you think I’m going in there?”

			“You want a full water bottle or not?” the warrior asked reasonably.

			“Is this a trick question?” Gabrielle retorted. Her eyes strayed to the lush island. “I don’t know, though. . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Gabrielle, c’mon. It’s dry, solid land. Don’t tell me you prefer the ship?”

			“Land.” The younger woman sighed faintly. “Dry, solid, land. Yeah—I’ll take some of that.”

			 
			A short time later, a boat was brought up out of the hold and lowered over the side. Two barrels were lashed in and half a dozen men rowed the others who were saddled with water gourds, buckets, leather bags, and the like. The boat pulled onto the sand moments later, two men knee-deep in the waves holding it steady while the others freed the barrels and most of them went up onto dry ground. Four men rowed back out and picked up another load of crew, jugs, pots, and one barrel that ended just past the midstay. Briax and Bellerophon went with this load, Joxer with the one after. Gabrielle settled midships with the final load, the two water bottles and her cider bottle draped over one shoulder.

			She peered forward as the island drew near. The sun was low in the afternoon sky behind the island; this side seemed dark and rather ominous. “Xena? Why can’t we see anyone?” she asked. Xena gazed at the vacant strip of sand and shrugged.

			“Because they’ve all moved back where it’s shady, filling the barrels probably,” she said.

			“All of them?” Gabrielle asked. The warrior shrugged again. The boat creaked its way into shallow water, then plowed a furrow up the sand. Gabrielle jumped out and moved up toward the wall of green, barely aware when the boat shoved off.

			It was quiet. Unnervingly quiet, she suddenly thought. There should be birds—insects, even. Of course, this many people might scare birds and the like into stillness—but at the very least, they should be able to hear men moving through the undergrowth, twigs snapping. People talking to each other. “Xena?” 

			“Yeah?” 

			“How come it’s so quiet?”

			Xena raised an eyebrow. “Because no one’s yelling? Gabrielle, how should I know?”

			“Fine,” the bard said. “But we’ve been here”—she turned slowly in place—“long enough for that boat to make it back out to the ship. And in all that time, we haven’t heard a single thing out of Joxer? No trip, no stumble, no yelp when he falls in a hole or falls facedown in the mud?”

			Xena considered this as the men who’d come ashore with them moved up the nearest narrow trail. She tugged at her sword, changed her mind, and unclipped the chakram, then stole quietly along the sand toward the dry waterway.

			“You may have a point, Gabrielle,” she said quietly. “Stay here, and I’ll—”

			“Stay here?” Gabrielle echoed as she shook her head. “Not a chance, Xena! You go in there, I’m staying right with you.”

			“Fine. Then stay close,” the warrior ordered. The overhanging branches seemed to reach for her, Gabrielle thought nervously. But Xena didn’t seem to have any such concerns; she turned from side to side as she moved stealthily up the shaded waterway, eyes constantly moving. Gabrielle cast up her eyes, got a two-handed grip on her staff, and followed.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 14

			It was cooler than she would have expected under the matted overhanging branches. Gabrielle kept her eyes fixed on Xena’s back and followed her friend off of the sand and onto a bed of rough, tumbled stones. Her ankle turned, and she flailed for balance, caught herself on a thick tree trunk, and leaned against it to catch her breath. When she looked up, there was no one in sight. Including—She opened her mouth to call out, then hesitated, frowning. “I better call her before she gets much farther ahead of me,” she told herself. The words seemed to hang in the air. “Call—wait a minute.” She scowled at the seemingly solid wall of green, then at her hands. “What’s her name?” She considered this as she slowly turned in place. Green everywhere, and the only path was this dry waterway. “Umm, it’s—wait a minute, I know it, it’s. . . .” Nothing came. She finally shrugged, stepped cautiously onto a flat stone. “Maybe I’d better go back in case she’s waiting?” She eyed the course in both directions—nothing to be seen but green, and more green. She considered the options, shook her head in bafflement. “If I came from there—no, if we came from there, then that’s the way I gotta go to get out of here.” Another long pause. “Wherever here is.”

			She tugged at her hair, thought some more. “But if I go that way, and it’s the wrong way . . .” She shook her head, raised her voice. “Hello? Anyone there? It’s me, ahhhhh—” She swore under her breath. “Okay,” she demanded of the vining thing that swung low just short of her head. “So, who am I?”

			No answer. Except—she held her breath and listened. There seemed to be someone talking—that way? She turned away from the stream bed, but as the staff trailed behind her and clonked loudly on the dry bank, she turned back, shaking her head. “Oh, no,” she murmured to herself. “That’s an old trick, and I’m not falling for it, no sir! They’re trying to get me away from this nice clear path, so they can . . .” She clapped the free hand over her mouth, listened some more. Now all she could hear was a faint breeze rustling the leaves far overhead; it was too dense down here for any of the moving air to make it through to where she stood.

			“They?” she asked herself finally in a whisper. “All right—there was one somebody else just now. I think,” she amended more honestly. “And a bunch of others, and water . . . ?” A ship, the thought offered itself. She considered this, shrugged it aside. Maybe a ship. Meantime, she needed to get out of this jungle so she could see. “That way,” she told herself, and started off, plunging more deeply into the island.

			She walked one direction, then another, finally stumbled onto what seemed to be a path beaten down in the grass. This went up a small incline, down a few steep; ledges, and eventually came out in a small clearing. Another one—maybe the same one—she was vaguely aware she’d completely lost her sense of direction and was ambling aimlessly, but felt no urge to stop.

			There was a different clearing eventually; a clear pool of water that felt cold on her hands and forehead and tasted of nothing at all. Now she could hear other voices—well, one other voice, she decided. Singing? You could call it that, maybe, she thought judiciously. It didn’t sound particularly dangerous, but she kept a tight grip on the staff as she skirted the pool and eased her way under a low-hanging fern.

			A man lay on his back, hands tucked behind his head, brown hair standing on end, eyes fixed on the green canopy overhead. He yelped in surprise as a twig cracked under her foot, and he rolled away from her, gasping. “Who’re you?” he demanded. “Do I know you?”

			She spread her arms in a wide shrug. “I don’t think so. Do I look familiar to you?”

			His brows drew together as he studied her, but he finally shook his head.

			“Is there anyone else here?” she asked. He shrugged and settled down cross-legged.

			“Have you seen anyone else?”

			He shrugged again.

			She sighed faintly, walked past him, and plunged into the forest on the other side.

			“Hey!” he yelled. “You—whoever you are—wait a minute!” She could hear him scrambling to his feet and thrashing around. She sighed again, but waited for him to catch up. He tripped over a low vine, barely caught himself before he could fall flat, and practically ran her down. Dark brown eyes stared bemusedly into hers. “Are you sure you don’t know me?” he demanded finally. “I mean, everyone knows me, I’m . . .” He boggled at that point.

			“Everyone knows you?” she inquired dryly. “Fine—then what’s your name?” He simply stared. She nodded. “Thought as much,” she said, and was pleased with the logic of her comments as she strode off. Behind her, she heard a flurry of movement as if he’d tried to follow, a crash and a thump.

			“Owwww. I hate it, when that happens,” a reedy voice complained. Silence. “I think I do,” it added.

			She half turned, puzzled. Why does that sound familiar? she wondered.

			But at that moment, he began to sing again, a low, bumbling sound. Half or more of the words were missing, and finally he stopped altogether. “Homer the Mighty? Ahhh—wait, Aphrodite the Mighty? No, can’t be that, it’s too long. . . .” The voice trailed off. She shook her head, rolled her eyes, and walked on.

			The path hadn’t been much more than a game trail to begin with, and now it petered out. Fortunately, Gabrielle thought, so did the woods. She gazed down into a small, rocky bowl, a few tufts of dry grass clinging to the edge, two or three low, thorny bushes near the bottom.

			Nothing there. But as she gazed across to the far side and another solid wall of greenery, dark blue eyes met hers. She caught her breath in a gasp and started to cough rackingly. Tears filled her eyes; she went onto one knee and thumped her chest, trying to clear the air passage. She was vaguely aware of the leather-clad woman who stepped briefly from the trees to stare at her, aware of the round weapon she held, ready to throw. The woman uttered a terrifyingly shrill, eldritch screech, turned, and sped back into the trees. Gabrielle whooped for air, backed away from the stony hollow and into shelter of the trees again.

			“Who or whatever that was,” she wheezed, “I don’t wanna see it again! I coulda been killed!”

			The day was fading, she suddenly realized. Shadows were longer than they had been, and the sky was a very deep blue, what little of it she could see from her current vantage. “I gotta find my way out of here,” she told herself. “There was—yeah, I’m sure there was sand, and salt water, and a ship. . . .”

			People, too. Especially the one person she’d been with—She clutched at her hair with both hands. “Auugh! This is crazy! I—all right. It wasn’t that weird guy, the one who was trying to sing; Aphrodite, or whatever he called himself. And it wasn’t—” It simply wasn’t any good. The harder she tried to remember a face—or worse yet, a name—the more blank her mind went. “Logic,” she told herself finally. “Forget the name stuff, all the rest of it. Find a place where you can see the sky, so the sun’s in front of you or at your back, and keep it there until you get out of all these trees!” It felt like there was a flaw in her reasoning somewhere, but she wasn’t going to try to find it just now.

			Somehow, she found herself back at the edge of the trees and the rock bowl. It took time for her to convince herself that the odd and dangerous woman was gone, that she was alone here, that it was all right to move out into the open. She drew a deep breath and took two steps forward.

			“Okay,” she told herself quietly. “The sun’s—over there. So that must be—west?” It sounded right. It didn’t matter, so long as she kept moving in the same direction. Now—which way to go. If she returned the way she’d come, the sun would be at her back. “I can’t remember any real obstacle between here and—well, wherever there is,” she murmured aloud.

			One last look around, she decided. Just to make sure there wasn’t a real path anywhere on this side of the bowl at least. Remember which way that madwoman went, she reminded herself as she slowly turned in place.

			She yelped in surprise as her eyes crossed the bottom of the stony dell. A tall, black-haired man stood there, watching her, and she was ready to swear there hadn’t been anyone around a moment before. She clutched at her throat and stumbled back a pace, fetching up against a tree trunk hard enough to set her ears ringing. “Who are you, and how’d you get down there?” she demanded. He smiled lazily and started up the slope. She brought the stick up, a last possible barrier between them. “Don’t you—you stay away from me!” she yelled.

			“Don’t you remember me?” he asked softly; his voice was deep and resonant, and should have been soothing. For some reason, it made her even more wary, but before she could move, he was between her and the bowl, one hand casually holding her shoulder, pressing her back into the tree.

			“Why?” she panted. “Should I?”

			He chuckled. “What—I’m not memorable looking?”

			He was definitely that, she decided as she eyed dark, deep-set eyes, neat beard, and a moustache surrounding a wry-looking mouth. An incredibly well-muscled body was barely concealed under a black, leather, sleeveless shirt. “Maybe,” she said finally. “So, I if you know me, how about helping me get out of here?”

			Silence. He studied her face for a long moment. “You know,” he said finally, “you’re never gonna believe this, but that’s why I’m here.”

			“I’m not?” She eyed him warily. “Why wouldn’t I? I mean, we do know each other, right?”

			“We know each other, right,” he agreed. His free hand toyed with her hair. “Been through a lot together,” he added softly and leaned toward her. She ducked just as his lips would have touched hers, and only an agile twist kept him from falling face first into the tree. “Hey, you had your chance,” he murmured, and snapped his fingers as he stepped back from her.

			A deluge of seawater slammed down onto her, soaking her clothes, plastering the hair to her face, and sloshing into her boots. Gabrielle gasped, choked, and scrubbed water out of her eyes, spat saltwater, and sneezed violently. When she looked up again, her eyes were very aware, and narrowed in anger. “Ares!” she snarled as she spun the fighting staff. “This time you’ve got a good one coming, and this time, I don’t have Xena here to tell me not to—”

			“Back off,” he snarled back. “You remember who you are now, right?”

			“I’m Gabrielle, what’s the point?” she demanded, and suddenly leaped at him. He sighed heavily and shoved her back into the tree.

			“Shut up and listen a minute, will you? You’re on Lethe.”

			“Shut up? Why should I—? Wait a minute.” She gazed around warily, then looked at him, a faint line between her brows. “Lethe? That Lethe? The forget-everything place?”

			He smiled faintly.

			“I thought it was a river—”

			“It’s an island,” Ares broke in. “Look, can you save all that for later? You want to get off this island before it gets dark, all right?”

			“Why?”

			“Because if you don’t, you stay here. For good,” he added. “That’s like, forever, if you catch my drift.”

			“Got it,” she said, but the frown remained.

			“What?”

			“I’m just curious,” she said warily. “I mean, what’s in it for you? Rescuing me?”

			“Oh, it’s not just you,” he said. “Xena’s been a good ally in the past, and she’s one of the few decent adversaries I’ve got. It would be a waste of good talent to let her rot on Lethe. You with me on that?”

			She nodded.

			“Good. Now—the reason you got wet is, the only way to keep your head once you’re off the sand is to have seawater on your feet. So, if it’s in your boots, you’re okay, that making any sense to you?”

			She considered this briefly, nodded again.

			“Good. Now, what you’re gonna have to do is get back to the water, make sure your feet stay wet, find Xena—”

			“You’re kidding?” Gabrielle broke in. “I mean—Xena, sure. But you know how many of the crew of that ship came ashore? I’ll never find all of them before it gets dark!”

			“Yeah, you will,” the god of war said flatly. “You got no choice, okay?” But he spoke to her back; Gabrielle was already running toward the shore, her boots squelching wildly. Ares watched her go and shook his head. “Xena,” he murmured, “you are gonna owe me big time for this one.” He vanished in a blare of light.

			 
			It was exhausting, but not as bad as she’d feared, Gabrielle realized. Because she found Joxer and half a dozen of the sailors on her way back down the dry streambed and persuaded them to follow her. Remembering a couple of verses to that stupid song sure helped me there, she thought. Coupled with her promise to let Joxer know what the name was he so urgently sought so he could properly bellow out the words. By now, the crewmen he’d been regaling with his half-recalled adventures were almost as curious as he was. And once she’d led them far enough out into the breakers to get thoroughly wet from the waist down, it was fairly easy to explain what they needed to do, and why it was so urgent.

			One woman searching the island at this late hour of the day would’ve been a sad joke. One woman joined by a dozen sailors, who in turn restored others of their kind. . . .

			 
			The sun was hovering near the horizon when a third boatload of men rowed back to the ship. Bellerophon had been easy to find, but Briax had been hiding under some low bushes and she’d nearly missed him. Several of the sailors—including the captain—had run deeper into the woods when she and Joxer had gone after them, but they’d been near the narrow end of the island at the time, and they’d run straight across a pebbly beach and into the sea.

			Another boatload, and another. The water barrels had been filled and were being hauled aboard. “And still no sign of Xena,” Gabrielle murmured to herself.

			Xena—she recalled the wary look on the warrior’s face when they’d almost run into each other in that stone bowl. Xena didn’t know who she was, but she had enough memories to work with that she’d been hiding, stalking those trying to find her and get her safely off the island. Gabrielle tugged at her hair, suddenly wild with frustration. “I’ll lose her if I can’t get her out of there!” She tipped back her head and shouted, “Ares! You owe me this one!”

			Joxer tapped her arm. “Gabrielle, are you sure you’re okay? I mean, it’s not like you to call on Ares—is it?” he added in a worried voice. He backed into the waves to get his feet wet again, scooped up a leather bag of saltwater, and ran dripping hands through his hair. “I hope you realize it’s gonna take me forever to get all this salt out of my boots,” he added with a grimace of distaste as he shook water down around his feet.

			“I know.” She sighed faintly. “We’ve got everyone but Xena, haven’t we?” she added.

			He nodded.

			“And—the sun’s down,” she said bleakly. “Another hour at best, and . . .”

			“Gabrielle, how do you know he isn’t lying to you?” Joxer urged quietly. “I mean, wouldn’t he do that just to give you grief? Sure he would,” he answered himself before she could. “If you can’t find her right away here—well, I’ll go back to the ship, get some torches, we can keep looking—”

			“Go on back to the ship, Joxer,” Gabrielle broke in wearily. “It’s okay, you go ahead when the boat comes out. Send them back for me when it gets dark, will you?”

			“You’re sure?” he asked; she nodded. “Because I can—”

			“I’m fine, Joxer. Go on. I’ll—yeah, I’ll manage.” He cast her an unhappy glance, but when she started back toward the dry streambed, he made no move to follow her.

			 
			She detoured out into the water one last time, squelched ashore with the dripping water bag dangling from one hand, and started inland once again. It was extremely gloomy away from the water, and what breeze there had been had died away. Gabrielle took two steps forward, feeling her way with her feet, then paused to hold her breath and listen.

			There could—just maybe—have been a faint noise ahead. Somewhere between her and the stream, maybe, she thought. She almost called out Xena’s name, but kept quiet. The woman wouldn’t recognize the name or Gabrielle’s voice; most likely she’d run away, but if she didn’t, it would be because she was stalking. . . .

			“Don’t think that,” Gabrielle told herself in a faint whisper. As close and dark as these woods were getting, she could scare herself half silly with such a thought.

			It was utterly silent as she stepped away from the loose stones of the streambed and onto the narrow path the sailors had tromped down through the grasses, bringing out water. The woods opened out all at once, and she could hear the faint bubble of water over rocks. It was nearly dark, even here, but she could just make out the huddled shape sitting next to the water. Xena, she realized, and swallowed a lump.

			The warrior was aware of her at the same moment; she half turned, coming onto one knee, chakram in her hand. Gabrielle dropped the water bottle and held out both hands. “It’s all right,” she said quietly, soothingly. “Xena, it’s me. Gabrielle. I won’t hurt you, I’d never hurt you.”

			“I—do I know you?” Xena’s voice was husky—she sounded afraid, Gabrielle realized with a pang.

			“You know me, Xena,” she said. “It’s all right. Everything’s going to be all right, but we have to get you out of these woods right away. This—this isn’t a good place for you, Xena. It’s not safe.”

			“Safe. . . .” The warrior rose awkwardly to her feet and turned in place, her eyes wide and wild-looking as she gazed into the woods and high overhead. “There are things out there,” she whispered. “Ugly, nasty things.” Her lip quivered. “I was afraid.”

			“I know.” Gabrielle’ held out both arms, and as Xena hesitated, she took a small step forward. “It’s all right. I’ll keep you safe.” A thought occurred to her. “I have something here, magic, it’ll protect you.”

			“Magic.” The dark blue eyes went wide. “Are you a witch?”

			“No, not a witch. I’m a friend, Xena. Your friend. And you can trust me, I swear it.”

			Xena hesitated again, then took one step toward her. Gabrielle held her ground, resisted the urge to run forward, catch the woman close, knowing Xena would likely turn and sprint into the woods and be lost to her forever. It was getting hard to make out her face. Getting dark, she thought, and her heart sank. But Xena took another step, wavered, and reached for her; eyes brimming with tears, the warrior staggered forward and fell into Gabrielle’s arms.

			“It’s all right, you’re safe now, everything’s all right,” the younger woman soothed. “But we need to get out of here, before it gets completely dark.”

			“It’s dark, it’s already so dark,” Xena sobbed. “Get me out of here, please?” she whispered, her hands clinging painfully. Gabrielle eased the grip on her shoulders the least bit, caught up the bottle of seawater and turned to lead the way back to the shore.

			A glance overhead assured her it wasn’t full dark yet. Get her out to the sand and walk her into the water, she decided. If she tried to pour the jug of water into Xena’s boots, snugly as they fit around the warrior’s knees—if she missed, she might never get another chance.

			To her surprise, Joxer sat waiting for her, two torches dug into the sand behind him and a small, lit, oil lamp at his feet. Xena started and would have pulled back, but Gabrielle had an arm around her waist, and the fingers of her other hand twined in the warrior’s belt. “It’s okay, he’s a friend,” she said soothingly. “Come on, just a few more steps.”

			Xena eyed Joxer warily but edged past him, only to hesitate at water’s edge. “I don’t wanna get wet,” she murmured fretfully.

			“Sure you do,” Gabrielle replied. “It’s part of the magic, didn’t I tell you?”

			The warrior gave her a confused look. “I don’t understand, how does getting wet have anything to do with magic?”

			Gabrielle stepped into the low waves and tugged, hard. “Trust me,” she said firmly. “In a moment, I promise, it’ll all make sense to you.”

			 
			The sickle moon was just rising behind the ship when the captain gave orders to cast off. Gabrielle leaned back against the rail, her head on Xena’s shoulder as the vessel creaked and rocked and finally began to move north, a cool evening breeze puffing into the sails. “I don’t think I will move for the next three days,” she murmured. “My feet hurt.”

			Xena wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I don’t doubt it.” She stared off across the open deck. “That was—the strangest thing. I remember walking into the woods ahead of you and then—nothing. Except eyes, everywhere. Following me. Like I was being stalked by a bear or something.” She considered this. “I haven’t been scared like that since I was a little kid, and one of my brothers pretended he was a bear, followed me through the trees, growling . . .” She laughed quietly. Gabrielle’s head slipped against her arm to fall heavily against her shoulder. “Gabrielle?” the warrior murmured.

			Silence.

			She smiled down at the exhausted young woman, leaned back against the rail and let her own eyes close.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 15

			The voyage back to Carpathos took two days, but fortunately was otherwise uneventful. Gabrielle slept most of the time, and Xena stayed close by, ready to offer bread, a drink of cool water, a damp cloth for her forehead. The younger woman was so exhausted—she didn’t even seem to notice she hadn’t had her dose of goo since before the storm that had driven them nearly to Lethe.

			At one point, Gabrielle smiled up at her and shook her head. Xena spread her arms in a wide shrug. “What?” she asked.

			“You’re spoiling me,” Gabrielle accused.

			“Well, maybe you’ve earned it,” Xena replied softly.

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I didn’t do anything special. Nothing you wouldn’t have done for me.”

			“Maybe. But I didn’t go looking for a heavily armed crazy woman in deep woods like you did.” She hesitated. “I could’ve hurt you, Gabrielle. Killed you, even, and I’d never have known it.”

			“Well, I didn’t feel like I was in any danger,” Gabrielle began, but Xena laid a hand across her mouth.

			“Don’t,” she said quietly. “I know better.” She shifted and scooped up the loaf of dark bread, now so hard she needed to saw at it with one of her daggers. “You want any of this?”

			“Pass,” Gabrielle said. “If that’s the best we’ve got around here, I think I’ll go back to sleep.”

			“It’s better than ship’s biscuit,” Xena said around a dry mouthful of bread.

			“Pass on those, too.” Gabrielle yawned and settled back down on her side.

			Xena adjusted the overhead blanket so she’d be in shade, finished the crackerlike bit of bread, and wrapped the remainder of the loaf. With luck, she thought, they’d reach Carpathos late in the afternoon.

			 
			It was nearer sunset than not when the Yeloweh maneuvered up next to the stone pilings mid-harbor—there were no berths in the small bay at this hour, and the ship would probably not be able to unload any cargo until midday. The boat was hauled out of the hold and dropped down into the harbor. Xena and Gabrielle sat near the bow, Joxer just behind them, and Briax at the far end of the same bench. Bellerophon hadn’t decided whether he wanted to come ashore yet. Sulking, Gabrielle privately thought, but she didn’t say as much. Briax openly admired the fellow and would be uncomfortable hearing such remarks.

			All the same, the young Corinthian had barely managed to be civil to her when he’d found out what had happened on Lethe—as if it was my fault Ares picked me to find everyone, instead of him, she thought sourly. Frankly, the way her feet still felt, she’d much rather have given him finding rights and left her to find Xena before it had gotten so frighteningly close to the deadline.

			Xena touched Gabrielle’s shoulder to get her attention; they’d come bumping up against the pier, and she hadn’t even noticed. Gabrielle got to her feet, staggered as the boat lurched and caught at the pier, two-handed. Xena stepped ashore and tugged her onto solid ground, then caught Joxer, who stubbed his toe on a warped board. He staggered off, grumbling under his breath. Gabrielle got her balance and stepped back out of the way as one of the crew tied the boat off and held it against the pier while it emptied out. “You all right?” the warrior asked.

			“Fine,” Gabrielle said. She drew a deep breath and let it out on a happy sigh. “Something smells really good,” she said. “I just hope that whatever it is, there’s a lot of it.”

			Xena tugged at her hair. “Well? Let’s go find out, shall we?”

			Briax seemed suddenly shy around her—something to do with being found by her, hiding under a bush, she was afraid. He followed Joxer into the tavern portion of the waterfront inn as the two women settled onto a bench near the kitchen, and a boy came hurrying over with cups and a pitcher.

			What she’d smelled was stew. Rich, dark broth brimming with chunks of meat and vegetables—very plain, barely spiced, incredibly filling; particularly since it came with a heavy loaf of seed bread. Gabrielle finally pushed aside the empty bowl and settled her elbows on the smoothed wooden table, watching absently as Xena swiped the last drops of gravy from her bowl with a final wedge of bread. The warrior drained her mug of ale and set the cup down with a thump.

			“Gonna live now?” she asked.

			Gabrielle sighed happily and nodded.

			“You get enough of that?”

			Gabrielle propped her chin up on one arm and blinked. “Why—is there more?” Xena’s eyes widened in mock alarm; Gabrielle laughed. “I’m fine.” She glanced toward the open doorway, where the last rays of the setting sun lay across the harbor. “What now?”

			“Fresh supplies, at least for tomorrow morning,” Xena replied. “And maybe a look over the market.”

			“I don’t know,” Gabrielle said. Her eyes strayed toward the next room, where sailors and local men were drinking and shouting over one another’s voices. So far, she hadn’t heard anything out of Joxer, though she’d caught a glimpse of him now and again. “I mean, we grab Joxer, and Briax will—” She shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t matter, except if Briax learns we’re interested in pottery, then Bellerophon will find out, and . . .”

			“Even if he learns that much, it won’t do him any good because he won’t know why.” Xena tipped her cup back, remembered she’d already emptied it, and shoved it aside. “But I don’t see why we need to haul Joxer along with us. There’s nowhere he can go tonight, and I don’t think he’s gonna try anyway.”

			“I—” Gabrielle considered this, finally shrugged again. “Yeah. Even if he wanted to get away from us, there won’t be any ships going out of here tonight. But I don’t think the idea of going off on his own has even occurred to him lately.” She glanced toward the other room. Briax was walking toward the bar; no sign of Joxer. She cast her close companion a grim little smile. “He’d better not start thinking about it, either,” she said. “Because if I have to chase him down again, after everything else that’s happened lately—” She got to her feet. “You hold him, I thump, right?”

			“I hold him, you thump,” Xena replied gravely.

			 
			The market was one of the smallest Gabrielle had seen so far. A handful of meager stalls and blankets in the town square were grouped around the central fountain and pool. There was no logic to any of it. The baker sold bread and a few dull-looking chipped daggers, a woman who kept a pair of fat milking goats in a pen sold kerchiefs and used boots, while the cloth merchant had a rack of dried, seasoned, meat strips hanging between the roped lengths of dyed yarn and fabric. At first there seemed to be no one selling pottery, new or used, but Xena talked to several people and finally ran down a rickety bench behind the goat pen, where a frail old woman had piled everything from cracked, clay cups to a massive glazed tray that was one of the ugliest pieces she’d ever seen. Gabrielle smiled pleasantly, letting the old woman size her up, before she began picking up individual pieces and asking about them. Gabrielle cheerfully answered the usual questions—including, “why isn’t a nice young woman like you married?”—and traded a couple of harrowing stories about life on the road for the old woman’s shaky memory of a ship’s journey from Naxos to Athens, back when she was younger and ship travel (according to her) much more perilous.

			Gabrielle listened closely, laughed at the right moments, applauded the old woman’s courage, and finally brought out the little clay figure. “I was hoping you might have something like this,” she said. The woman’s fingers trembled as she took the little piece, and Gabrielle held her breath until the figure was safely back in her own hands. “Because I only have the one, but I’d like . . .”

			“Nothing like it,” the old woman said firmly. “Never saw anything like that.” Watery old eyes blinked and her gaze slid away from Gabrielle’s. “Never at all,” she said, and forced her lips tightly together.

			Gabrielle glanced at Xena, who minutely shook her head. “I—see. All right.” She shoved the clay figure carefully away; the old woman seemed relieved with it out of sight. “Maybe—you wouldn’t mind if I took another look at what you do have?” She glanced beyond the woman’s shoulder as Xena beckoned with her eyes. “Ah—excuse me a minute, I think my friend needs to borrow some dinars or something.” The old woman watched her closely, but as Xena led Gabrielle over to the baker’s stall and knelt to pick up one of the daggers, she seemed to lose interest, and got up to rearrange some of her cheaper looking pieces.

			Xena’s lips twisted as she gazed at the warped blade. “Keep your eyes on it, like it matters,” she said softly.

			“Got it,” Gabrielle replied, as quietly. “What’s wrong with her?”

			“She recognized that piece, I’m sure of it.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

			“Either that, or she knows who made it, and maybe even where she is. And she knows it’s important that no one find out from her.”

			“You think so?” Gabrielle glanced up as the baker came over, a broad smile on his face. “Ah—we’re just looking, all right?” He nodded and stepped back. “Well—that makes sense, I guess. Do you—do you mean she might be here?”

			“Maybe, Gabrielle. But I doubt it. Carpathos is a little off the regular shipping routes, but not that far. And it’s small enough that she’d stand out, even if she was careful.”

			Gabrielle looked around the little market and finally nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. A stranger would stand out in a place this size, and it’s all so close to the harbor—unless there’s another town?”

			“Just the one. And the only land good enough for farming or herding goats is right around the town.”

			“Okay.” Gabrielle gazed down at the dagger, took it from Xena and dropped it back on the blanket. “I can’t believe someone would actually buy something like that,” she said.

			Xena’s mouth quirked. “Wanna bet he’d been even more surprised than you, if someone did?” She got to her feet.

			Gabrielle shrugged, cast the merchant an apologetic smile and let Xena haul her up. “So—now what?” she asked.

			“Two choices,” Xena said finally. “We can try to talk to her now—or we can wait until she closes up shop for the night, and find out where she lives.”

			“You think she might tell us something if we follow her home?” Gabrielle asked.

			The warrior raised a shoulder. “I think our chances of persuading her to listen are better than they are out here in the open market,” Xena said. “It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”

			 
			Fortunately, they didn’t have long to wait. As torches began to flutter along the harbor, the woman with the goats dropped a thick cloth over the pile of boots, pulled the gate aside, and flapped her apron at the goats, who obediently pranced up the street ahead of her. The baker followed some moments later, a heavy basket of loaves and rolls strapped across his shoulders. When the old woman drew a corner of the trailing scarf over her wares and fastened it down with a lumpy little statue that reminded Gabrielle of Salmoneous, the two women held back long enough to make certain the woman wasn’t aware of them and that no one else in the market paid them any attention.

			The woman moved slowly, with the tottery caution of those who didn’t dare chance a fall, and she stopped frequently to catch her breath. In the encroaching gloom, they would have lost her, but Xena’s keen ears picked up the sound of harsh breathing, and her eyes picked out the narrow doorway between two low, stone houses.

			The doorway led into an alley that emerged behind the houses. Half a dozen small huts clustered against a dusty wall; most of them looked uninhabited. Xena held up a hand, indicating Gabrielle should wait where she was, then stole softly up to the farthest of the little hovels. Nose wrinkling, she shook her head and moved on. At the next to last of them she froze for a long moment, then nodded and vanished inside. Gabrielle moved, stopped short of the cloth-covered doorway. It smelled like goats, she thought, and felt sudden pity for an old woman who hadn’t any place better to live than this. Xena’s low voice reached her.

			“Gabrielle? She says it’s all right; come on in.”

			 
			The old woman was a frail huddle in the faint light cast by a tiny oil lamp that smelled fishy. Cheap oil, Gabrielle knew. All she could afford, and probably she considered herself lucky to have that much.

			“I had a feeling, you know,” the woman said abruptly. “When you asked me, earlier. About her little figure. I knew somehow, knew you’d come here, that you’d find me.”

			“I’m sorry,” Xena said softly.

			“We wouldn’t have bothered you if it weren’t so important,” Gabrielle added.

			“Important—yes.” The woman nodded emphatically. “She knew she could trust old Arana right from the first. I was—no one important, you know. A servant—not one of hers, of course, they took young ladies for that, and I was—a herder’s daughter. A woman who’d had a man, and children, not good for much but building fires, and sweeping out the ashes after. But—but when she went to Sparta as—as queen—I was one of those who went with her.” The woman smiled faintly, her eyes fixed on the door curtain. “I remember when she first noticed me, it was . . .” She sighed. “Well, that’s not important. She knew, though; knew I understood what kind of a man her husband was. Knew how—what a tyrant he was to her.” She glanced up at Xena. “You’ll probably not believe it, but I knew because mine was the same, right until the day he died. Cold-blooded brute, with never a kind word for me.”

			“I believe you,” Xena said quietly.

			“When she—went from Sparta, he kept the household servants, but the rest of us were dismissed. I was too old to earn my keep, even if the laws had let me. Probably I’d have starved, but my eldest daughter learned where I was and how bad off. She’d just married a fisherman, down in Phalamys, and he let her bring me in; kind man, he was.” She sighed. “Drowned four years ago, off Naxos, he was, and after that, she and I went to his mother’s people, here. When the fever took her—well, there’s none of them left now, just me.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Lass, would you fetch me water? There’s a cup and a jug from the well on the sill yonder.” She fought a dry cough, took the cup Gabrielle held out for her and sipped at it. The two women exchanged a look over the tossled white hair, but when Gabrielle would have spoken, Xena laid a finger against her lips, held it there until the younger woman nodded. Arana finally set the cup aside.

			“I hadn’t much of anything after my daughter died,” she said. “Just a few extra bits of pottery. But, all I need for myself is a cup and a jug, and maybe a bowl or a small plate. Anything else—well, there’s always someone who’ll give you a copper or two for something that’s new to them. I started like that, and found that while the sailors didn’t much care what I had, a few of the other people who came through Carpathos did, and often, they were willing to trade.” Her mouth trembled. “When that man—! I can still see his face—when he came to me with a piece of her blackware, I didn’t know what to think. She’d been gone so many years, you see, and everyone knew the war’d ended badly for Troy. No one hereabouts knew, though, whether she’d died with the city, or if he’d found her and taken her away. But that little pot . . . her mark on it and everything.”

			“How’d you know that?” Gabrielle asked. The old woman gave her a watery smile.

			“Why—who do you think built the fires for her kiln, and raked the pieces out when it cooled? Old Arana, that’s who. I was the only one she trusted, because I was the only one in all that time who never broke so much as a cup.”

			Silence. Gabrielle glanced at Xena, then gazed at the old woman, who gazed levelly back at her. The warrior finally cleared her throat. “Do you know where she is?”

			“If I did,” Arana replied cautiously, “would I be fool enough to say so?”

			“As much as you’ve already told us,” Gabrielle began, but the old woman shook her head.

			“Told you nothing that isn’t common knowledge. If I did know more, no one’s learned it in all my years on Carpathos, and there’s no reason I’d have to tell it.” She looked up at Xena, visibly unafraid. “At my age, there’s nothing I want, and nothing—including death—that I fear.”

			“I understand,” Xena replied. “But we’ve got reasons of our own for needing to know anything you can tell us.” Another silence, a stubborn one, which Xena finally broke. “Gabrielle,” she said wearily. “Tell her.”

			Gabrielle made a fairly succinct story of things, but even leaving out Joxer, the long maddening journey to Sparta and much of what had happened since, it took time. “The important thing is,” she said finally, “the king hasn’t given up. Normally, I would never want to know where H—where she is. Xena absolutely would not want to know. And if there’s some way for you to warn her without letting us know where she is—that’s fine, we can deal with it. She may be doing a good job of being careful, but with Menelaus launching this new quest for her, careful may not be enough to keep her safe.”

			Silence.

			“If you can reach her yourself, send her a message somehow, tell her that it’s Xena who’s looking for her.”

			“If I could do that . . . but how would she know you’re really Xena?” Arana demanded.

			“She’ll know. Ask her to remember the question I asked her—the one no one else ever bothered to ask her.”

			Another silence. This one stretched. Off in the distance, Gabrielle could hear men laughing as they strode up the street, out beyond the narrow little alley, and farther up the hillside, a dog barked.

			Arana stared down at her hands. She finally shook her head. “If I could—I’d send that message. I don’t know where she is, and that’s the truth.” She looked at Xena. “Oh—that she’s alive, yes. Or, she was. Because she came through Carpathos not two years ago.”

			“You—saw her?” Gabrielle said.

			“She got off one of the ships down there—came up into the town square, just another robed and hooded woman, I thought at first, walking around town to get the stiffness out of her body while she had the chance. That little piece of blackware—I had it displayed right in the middle of my wares, even though I knew no one around hereabouts would ever pay what I was asking. I nearly fell over when her voice asked what I’d take for it. And when I looked up—” She smiled. “She hasn’t changed, not a bit, all those years. I nearly spoke her name, but something in her eyes warned me, so I named my price—ten dinars, I told her, and no bargaining for such a fine piece, either. Imagine my surprise when she handed over the coins without a murmur, then scooped up the little thing and shoved it deep in her sleeve.” She sighed faintly. “That evening, she did just what you did tonight—followed me, though it was to a cleaner place than this. She was still—it upset her, not because it was me, I don’t think. Just to see anyone living like that.

			“She warned me then that I must never tell anyone I’d I seen her. That she’d been making the blackware again, enough to pay her way, but that she’d seen someone she’d known, one of Menelaus’ captains, and she’d had to move on. Naxos, I think that was. She had one of those little people with her, something new—for children to play with, I think. Something Menelaus wouldn’t recognize, she said, though he never paid much heed to her pot work.” She picked up the cup with trembling hands and took another sip of water. “When she left that night, it was the last I saw of her. Now and again, one of those little people will come through, but they could be traded from anywhere.” Xena stirred; Gabrielle got to her feet. Arana watched as they moved toward the doorway. “I don’t expect to hear from her, or to learn where she is. But if I do, I’ll pass her your message.”

			“That’s all we can ask,” Xena said quietly. Gabrielle moved over to refill the woman’s cup, and quietly slipped a dinar onto the blanket next to the jug, where Arana would find it later. She quietly followed Xena out into the drab little courtyard, and back down the alley.

			They moved steadily back to the harbor, stopping at the tavern long enough to see Joxer was no longer there. Briax was; he was talking to Bellerophon, who sat at the table where the women had eaten earlier, long legs splayed out before him. Dark eyes stared down at the cup he was turning in long-fingered hands, and Briax finally seemed to realize the man wasn’t paying any attention to him. He sighed, and turned toward the door. Xena gave Gabrielle a shove past the open doorway and down toward the harbor.

			“Let’s get moving, before he catches up with us,” she said in a low voice. “We gotta talk.”

			Fortunately, the boat was tied up to the pier, the young seaman in charge of it half asleep over his oars. He came awake with a start as Gabrielle clambered down into the stern, waited only long enough for Xena to cast off the bow, and rowed them out to the Yeloweh, yawned as the women climbed aboard and turned to row back over to shore.

			Joxer was curled up on his blankets, pack under his ear and helmet balanced over his face; muffled snores issued from beneath the metal brim. Gabrielle gave him a sidelong look and snorted. “How does he do that without it waking him up?”

			Xena shrugged, led the way over to the opposite rail and dropped down onto their blanket.

			“Poor old woman,” Gabrielle added as she got comfortable. “Living like that—all her family gone, and then . . .” She shook her head.

			“It’s hard,” Xena agreed. “Fortunately for her, she’s learned how to deal with it.”

			“You’d have to,” Gabrielle agreed. “Helen, though. She was actually here, two years ago—I know, if Arana isn’t lying to us.”

			“Or changing her story enough to make sure we don’t look in the right places,” Xena added. She shook her head. “I was pretty worried when you first showed her that little statue of yours—a woman that old, that—well, it would’ve been clear to anyone that she knew something about your piece. I thought she’d spill everything she knew.”

			“Well, she didn’t. Which is good, except it means we’re no closer to finding Helen than we were.” She considered this. “Unless you think she knows where Helen is, and she’ll pass on your message?”

			“Gabrielle—right now, I haven’t got the faintest idea what to think,” the warrior admitted. “Except it’s late.” She drew the sword belt over her head and set it against the rail, eased under the shade-cloth and settled her shoulders against the deck.

			“You sleep,” Gabrielle said absently. “I’ll think.”

			“You do that,” Xena replied sleepily, and closed her eyes.

			 
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 16

			Xena woke early to find the ship quiet and Gabrielle slumped sideways, as if she’d fallen asleep where she sat the night before. The warrior eased her carefully down and draped the end of the blanket over the younger woman’s shoulders—it was cool at the moment, though it probably wouldn’t stay that way once late morning sun finally worked its way down to the water. She settled back down next to Gabrielle, who murmured something in her sleep and closed her eyes.

			Sleep evaded the warrior, however. Too many things to wonder about—or worry over.

			That old woman could have been telling the truth last night, only omitting that Helen had remained behind, on the island. It didn’t strike Xena as very likely, and that besides the arguments she’d given Gabrielle the night before. It wouldn’t be like Helen to allow Arana to live in such squalid conditions if she were around to keep that from happening.

			You don’t think she would, another thought intruded. She didn’t really know Helen. And it had been a long time now, since she’d last seen the woman. Years of living like a commoner, of traveling by foot, maybe living by her wits and whatever little coin she could scrape together by selling bits of pottery—a life like that could harden people. Getting older, maybe losing some of her fabled looks—they might have meant more to the woman than even Helen herself realized, until they began to slip away from her.

			She finally forced all that aside. If and when she came face to face with Helen, she might get answers to some of those questions. For now, she could only guess, and that wasn’t at all useful.

			She did feel fairly safe in assuming Helen was nowhere on Carpathos, however. People in small towns talked—whether about mysterious veiled strangers or incredibly beauteous newcomers, the result would be the same. The woman wouldn’t dare chance such a thing.

			All right, she told herself. If you were in her sandals, where would you feel safe? And anonymous? Two possible answers: in a big city, or in someone’s court.

			Mainland cities: She still felt safe in assuming that Menelaus had had his spies search Athens, Tirins, and places like that. This current quest, she was willing to bet, hadn’t come about until the man was reasonably certain the woman was nowhere on the mainland.

			Which left plenty of places to consider. Egypt was a possibility—Cleopatra was said to have a strong lock on the loyalty of her court and her servants. Anyone trying to spy for the Spartan king wouldn’t stay hidden there for long. The Hittites tolerated Greeks but wanted nothing to do with Menelaus and his, mostly because of Troy. Aside from that—she had one or two other ideas, and at least one of those would probably be eliminated in the next few days.

			Next item: To stay with the Yeloweh, or leave her here? Might as well stick with it, she thought, and stifled a yawn as Gabrielle stirred and rolled toward her. She opened an eye briefly, but the young woman was already breathing deeply once more. After that storm, and Lethe, Yeloweh’d given up on Alexandria this trip, the captain hoping to recoup losses in the Cyclades. The ship would make two more ports on local islands before it docked on Crete and then worked its way north across two days’ worth of open sea to Melos. There’d be good opportunities to find something in Crete heading south or back east. Meantime, it was almost pleasant, the way the captain and his crew simply accepted her presence. Far cry from that red-faced buffoon out of Phalamys—the one who’d dumped them the first chance he’d got.

			Next thing, she thought, and yawned again as she rubbed an itching shoulder against the deck: What to do with Bellerophon and his young companion? Because even if she hadn’t overheard the young Corinthian hero when Avicus and Menelaus had tapped him for the quest, she’d have been wary of him. The way he looked at her and Gabrielle, his attitudes—he wouldn’t be able to do a thing to or with Helen if Xena didn’t want him to, of course, but she didn’t want to be in the position of having to silence him.

			That might handle itself, however. After Lethe, she wouldn’t be terribly surprised to find the two young men switch to another ship. Since before Lethe, she thought drowsily. Bellerophon wasn’t the type to follow anyone, particularly a woman. Particularly me, she thought with a faint grin, remembering all the things he’d said to Avicus back in Sparta. Traitorous woman, was it? She noticed he hadn’t confronted her about Helen’s whereabouts, despite Avicus’s earlier assurances that Helen might be with her.

			Joxer—she wasn’t sure what he believed about the whole thing these days. It was probably as much habit as anything that kept him tagging along with her and Gabrielle. Fine with her; it was better than having to haul him around by his collar. Even if she did wind up hearing a lot more of “Joxer the Mighty” than anyone in her right mind would want to hear.

			She smiled, rolled onto her side and prepared to doze off; one last thought flitted through her mind as she did so. I wonder where Draco’s got himself to.

			 
			Draco, at the moment, was standing on the Wode’s aft deck, scowling into early morning sunlight, trying to pick out what Habbish was pointing out. He finally managed as a thin veil of cloud got between him and the glare, and he shrugged. “It’s a ship. So?”

			“It’s a ship,” Habbish agreed waspishly; the man tended to be ill-tempered so early in the day, the warlord knew. “And t’is the same ship as was out there yesterday and the day before.”

			Draco eyed him sidelong and with clear disbelief in the set of his mouth. “What—you’re being followed? You don’t think Xena—?”

			“It is no merchant ship,” the Gael broke in flatly. “And for why would the woman follow my ship?”

			“Because she thinks I know where Helen is? How should I know?”

			Habbish shook his head. “If she thought that, she wouldna tossed you overboard.”

			“Oh—I don’t know about that. She can be just as straightforward as you’d like to think, Habbish—but she can be just as devious as they come, too.”

			“Whatever,” the pirate mumbled. “That, though, that’s a raiding ship. I’ve seen it about, mostly nearer Rome than here.”

			Draco turned to stare at him. “Rome? You don’t think—?”

			“Rome interests itself in Greek waters,” Habbish replied as the warlord’s voice trailed off. “But I doubt it’s one of theirs, either. I just wonder,” he added softly, as if to himself, “why it follows the Wode?”

			Draco stretched massively. “Well, I’m no sailor,” he said finally. “But if I wanted to know the answer to that, I’d wait around for them to catch up, and ask.”

			Habbish cast him a sidelong glance, then turned to scowl toward the eastern horizon, and the distant ship. He grinned suddenly. “Ask ’em, the man says,” he chuckled. “D’you know, warlord, I b’lieve we’ll do just that!” He turned and strode for his cabin, motioning the dark man to follow. Inside, he lit two lamps from the little oil lamp that was kept burning at all times, set them at opposite corners of the heavy wooden table, and partly unrolled two charts before finding the one he wanted. He flattened this out, set the lamps on it to hold it down, and bent down to peer at the maze of water and islands set there.

			Draco gave it a passing glance, then settled down to wait. Charts were enough different from maps that they confused his eye, and he didn’t figure on being at sea any longer than he had to, to accomplish his current goal. After that, as far as he was concerned, he’d never set foot on another ship.

			Habbish mumbled to himself, moved the two-pointed little measuring instrument back and forth, eased a stubby finger along a thickly inked line, mumbled some more, and finally nodded as he shifted the lamps to let the chart roll back up. He dropped it next to the other two, blew out one lamp, then fished two cups and a jug from the litter at the table’s far end. He poured a dollop into each cup, handed one to Draco, set the jug aside and blew out the other lamp, leaving them in semi-darkness. “To Crete,” he said finally, and raised the cup in a toast. “To Crete with her long-fingered eastern tip, and all the lovely little bays where a ship like the Wode might hide.”

			Draco grinned and tapped his cup against the other man’s. “To Crete,” he agreed. One of the bigger ones, he thought. Bigger than Rhodes, even. Maybe. There was a great palace somewhere on Crete, he seemed to remember. Maybe a fancy enough place to house Helen.

			Remember what you promised Xena, he reminded himself—though he really didn’t need to. He’d let the woman talk if he found her. Ask her if she was afraid of Menelaus, like Xena said. Either way— He swallowed, and his face felt warm. I’d like to tell Gabrielle. Either way, however it worked out. Remembering the stammering, gibbering, blushing mess she’d reduced him to on Melos, though. . . .

			Well, there was a time for such things, Maybe, when all the fighting was behind him, and Helen was safely wherever she wanted to be—maybe then he’d find a way to talk to Gabrielle.

			 
			When the Yeloweh sailed from Carpathos two days later, it carried a bale of tin that had been left for forwarding to Melos, a crate of aromatic tea for the king’s kitchens in Knossos, and three passengers: Xena, Gabrielle, and Joxer. Briax had been unhappy over the separation from Gabrielle, but unwilling to let Bellerophon go off by himself.

			“He’s—been really nice to me, Gabrielle,” he explained awkwardly. “I mean—you’ve been nice, too, but, I just feel like—well, you know. And—really, he doesn’t feel as if he’ll have any chance of—of doing the right thing, if he’s with you and Xena.”

			“As long as you feel you’re doing the right thing,” Gabrielle replied. She was personally of two minds about the whole thing. Glad to be rid of Bellerophon, but still worried about where he’d go and what he’d do if he got to Helen first. And unsure what to say to Briax that might make a difference in how things worked out, if that was the case.

			Probably it wouldn’t do any good to say anything to Briax; it would just make him unhappy, regardless of whether he actually wound up doubting the supposed half god or not. And she sincerely doubted he’d ever dare thwart the man. He just wasn’t the type for that kind of conflict, particularly against someone he so openly admired.

			There wouldn’t be any point in saying anything directly to Bellerophon, of course, she thought sourly. He hadn’t spoken to her at all since Lethe, and little enough before that. He wasn’t likely to believe a word she said, especially about Helen. I’m a woman, after all. Anything I say is suspect, because I’m a walking bundle of emotions, and no brain to speak of Ahh—let it go, she ordered herself in disgust,

			And Briax—Xena’s right, she told herself firmly. He looks young, he acts young, he’s incredibly naïve—but he’s as old as you are, Gabrielle, and he’s gotta learn sometime. You did. Bellerophon was no Xena, but maybe Briax wouldn’t need that much guidance. She could only hope he wouldn’t need that.

			At the very least, he didn’t seem to share her early enthusiasm for eateries with “atmosphere.”

			She’d come up with half a dozen different threats to use on Joxer if he decided to go his own way, but fortunately the would-be warrior didn’t seem to have even considered it—not even after Bellerophon’s announced decision to find his own ship out of Carpathos.

			The water outside the harbor was rough, and the wind sharp—a little cooler than she normally liked. After the warmth of the harbor, which had made her sleep more than anything else, she rather welcomed the edge to the weather. She still spread the goo on her bread first thing in the morning, but only about half as much as Xena was willing to allow her. Xena might be right about her adjusting to the sea, she thought gloomily, as Yeloweh wallowed through whitecaps, but travel by water was about as boring as it got.

			She rested her chin on the rail and stared out to sea. Water was water, and the changes it went through weren’t all that different. At the moment, she could see a few scudding clouds, a few islands. Same as the last time, and the time before that . . . Water sparkled under the sun or looked like dull metal when it was cloudy; whitecapped waves shone at night, or now and again reflected starlight off smooth ripples. It was still simply water.

			Walking, now. She sighed faintly. The trip from Thessalonika to Sparta hadn’t been any picnic, but it was a lot more interesting than this. And the journey up to Thessalonika from Athens—she’d enjoyed that. A good path to follow, good company (if you ignored Joxer’s occasional case of the sulks, that was), and either a good fire and her own cooking to look forward to come nightfall, or an inn with good food or good cider—sometimes both. Forest led down to farmlands or up to alpine meadows, and you could encounter just about anything in between. The higher you went, the trees changed from elm and oak to sharp-needled fir and the like. Water in the mountains was often a pale, milky green that meant bone-chilling cold. . . .

			Her thought shifted suddenly. I wonder where Argo is—how she’s doing? Xena had left the mare behind at other times, of course, but this seemed like a particularly long stretch for the two to be apart. Xena’s got to really be missing her. Heck, even I miss her!

			She considered this, finally shook her head. She and Argo had long since grown used to each other, and these days, she found it hard to imagine life without Xena’s beloved mare. “I wonder how much longer we’ve got to go,” she murmured. No real answer there. Even if they found Helen tomorrow, it might not be reasonable for them to simply warn her and leave. Xena might decide the woman needed their protection—or their help to get to a new place of hiding. The way things had gone so far, she wouldn’t be the least surprised if it was snowing in Thessalonika before they got off ship.

			She turned and settled against the rail, her gaze distant. Helen might very well need all the help they could offer her. She might have found protection from one of the island lords, of course—but there weren’t many of them, and probably most of them would think twice before siding with Helen if it meant siding against the jealous Menelaus. And Helen doesn’t have the protection she had when she first left Troy. Gabrielle shook her head sharply. She didn’t want to let herself think about poor dead Perdicas just now—not even the gallant young figure he’d been when he set out with Helen for the next city beyond Troy.

			Something suddenly occurred to her, and she rummaged in her pack to find the little clay figurine that so reminded her of the boy he’d been.

			Helen had known him, too. She’d forgotten that. She smiled down at the familiar face. That nose. The mouth. Her fingers closed around it and her heart briefly lifted. Maybe the resemblance wasn’t a coincidence after all.

			 
			Yeloweh put in that night just offshore from a small island fishing village most of the way to Crete. Gabrielle looked around her most of the late afternoon and early evening, fascinated by the constant stream of little boats that came out, offering fresh fish, some jerky that smelled so bad even Joxer wouldn’t buy any of it, dried fish, salted fish—and an assortment of other goods like plain-woven rugs and mats of undyed wool, a few ratty-looking rings and bracelets missing half their stones, pots of some kind of mead that Xena tried and proclaimed much too sweet, plain clay jugs and stoppered drinking vessels—practical stuff and nothing marked with a swan on its base. Trading was heavy, with many of the sailors buying for their own personal use, or to take home to Paros or Icaria.

			Eventually the sun dropped below the horizon and the procession of little boats went away. Gabrielle gazed out across the darkened sea later to see the winking of torchlight here and there. Night fishing, Xena had told her. It seemed like a particularly dangerous way, to her, to get food on the table. Unnerving at best—a torch would illuminate the water immediately around the boat, not anything in its depths or beyond the circle of light. Anything could be lurking, . . . She shuddered and forced the thought aside.

			But when she told Xena later, the warrior laughed. “There are a lot more dangerous things around the sea than things waiting in it to eat you,” she said.

			“Never mind,” Gabrielle put in hastily. “You can tell me all about them once we’re back on solid ground for good.”

			 
			The Spartan palace was dark and quiet, the priest’s private quarters deserted for the moment. Avicus sat cross-legged on the low bench in the god’s private chamber behind the reception throne, eyes closed, waiting.

			Not that he expected anything from Apollo at this hour. In fact, he rather hoped not. The last two times the god had bespoken him at an hour past midnight, he’d been increasingly tearful and inclined to be snappish at whatever his priest needed to know. Yes, I do understand the god has his own view of the matter—but he fails to realize that Menelaus also has such a view, and my king is at least as arrogant—and as snappish—as the god. The priest’s stomach hurt at the moment; it often did, anymore. That came of walking the fine line between two such imperious masters.

			Menelaus had finally learned that several of his heroes were missing the badges they’d been sent out wearing—and though Avicus had chosen his words with care, he didn’t doubt the king knew Xena was responsible. First Draco, then Joxer. Those two on Rhodes would have been perfect for keeping watch over the woman and her chattering little companion, but she’d dealt with them not long after that tubby little boat sailed out of the harbor.

			Unfortunately, the device his assistant had attached to Joxer’s gear wasn’t as much use as it might have been. A man with any wit at all would have attached it to the outside of the arrow case! Where it was—well down the inside lining of the case—it was far less likely to be found, of course. But unless the case was tipped on its side, it couldn’t see anything but an occasional glimpse of distant rigging and the sky beyond it.

			He rubbed a hand across tired eyes. Fortunately, Saroni had been successful in getting to Gabrielle. Silly young woman, calls herself a bard! Anyone with a measure of wit would be suspicious of a strange person just walking up and nattering at her, never mind embracing her on such short acquaintance! Fortunately, Gabrielle was still naive, and so, marked. The only place Saroni had been able to attach the device was something of a problem, however, because the view from the back of that tiny little green top gave him a headache if he concentrated on it too long. The bard moved too sharply, leaving him feeling as if the wind were whistling through his ears, and it was decidedly odd seeing things in reverse.

			And there were things he still didn’t fully understand. What had she been up to, wandering around that gloomy little jungle of an island? And what by the name of all that was holy had the god of war been doing there?

			Ares has a soft spot for Xena—or did, he reminded himself. It had looked to him as though the god had a roving eye, though, the way he’d been all over Gabrielle. Somehow, he didn’t think Xena would be one for sharing his affections, even if she was as fond of her young companion as they said. Particularly if—but he let that slide. Gossip, or a closely guarded relationship, whatever; either way, it wasn’t his business, and it didn’t interest him, either. Besides, the warrior had dropped Ares when she’d decided to turn good, everyone knew that.

			It was unfortunate the patch devices were much better at vision than hearing; he’d caught only a word or two of the conversation on Carpathos to be intrigued, but not enough to sort out who that ancient woman was, or her connection—if any—with Helen. But Helen would not be hiding out on a grubby little spot of dirt like Carpathos, and he sincerely doubted anyone who did live there had the faintest idea where she might be. She’s clever enough to have avoided Menelaus all these years, he reminded himself grimly. She’s not foolish enough to make a mistake like that.

			He let his thoughts move on: Draco. He still had some hopes for the warlord, if only because the man seemed to be sincere about impressing Gabrielle with his good deeds. The priest’s mouth twitched. What is it with that woman, anyway? He couldn’t begin to see the appeal—certainly not to the point where a perfectly deadly warlord would give up control of an army and all the power and wealth such an army guaranteed. For what—love? He snorted. Not just love, but for that woman? Well, he might not be able to understand it, but plenty of people obviously did.

			He dismissed that; it was something he’d never understand.

			Draco’s badge was long since gone, of course, but he knew where the warlord was. At least two of Habbish’s men carried their own badges, and there was a small device in that ever-burning oil lamp the old Gael kept in his cabin. The smallest rhodforch yet, he thought with pride.

			Avicus grinned suddenly. All that planning the two men had done, and he’d caught every last bit of it. Enough to pass on to the Hammer, which had been following Wode ever since it had skirted Rhodes. Menelaus’ own personal raiding ship, manned by a picked crew made up of men who’d supposedly deserted Sparta right after Troy. His idea, actually, Avicus thought—well, a suggestion of the god’s, but he’d been the one to put it to Menelaus in a fashion the king couldn’t turn down. Not just a ship to keep an eye on things for Sparta, but whatever raiding was done, the king took first cut off the top.

			Unfortunately, it hadn’t located Helen for him as he’d hoped, but Avicus had never thought that likely.

			He drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, and considered what message to send to Hammer. There wasn’t any good reason for Hammer to attack Wode—except that wily old Habbish might start wondering what the Roman-based raiding ship was really up to if it didn’t at least feint in his direction. Besides, the priest thought, it had been some time since Wode had sent any decent percentages to Sparta. Habbish knew better than to withhold the king’s share of any ill-gathered spoils, but the man was just stubborn enough, jealous over his rights as a freebooting captain, and stingy like all his northern kind—well, the man’d never know where the goods went, after they left Hammer, would he?

			The faint rattle of water drops against hard stone caught his attention, all at once. Avicus sat up straight and smoothed yellow silk robes. A moment later, Saroni’s face hung in the air above his small gazing-bowl, and the priestess began to speak.

			 
			Midday, and the long, bony shape of Crete now blocked all view of the southern sea. Gabrielle dismissed it as one more island—larger than most but no more picturesque—but Joxer stared avidly at the high ridges capped in stubby trees, and despite her clear lack of interest, he continued to point out various landmarks. She finally sighed. “Joxer? I mean, really, why should I care about Crete?”

			He considered this, shrugged. “No reason, except it’s—Did you know the palace in Knossos is five times as big as the one in Athens? That makes it almost ten times as big as the Spartan one, and that’s just the building, not the grounds.” He stared beyond her. “And then there’s the maze . . . I mean, that all by itself would just be. . . .” He sighed happily. “Imagine getting to walk through the maze. You’d—”

			“Be lost before you got through the first three turns,” Gabrielle interposed neatly. “I know all about the maze, some guy named Daedalus designed it, and it was so twisty and turny that even he couldn’t find his way around it without a ball of twine.”

			“Oh yeah?” Joxer gazed down his nose at her. “Says who?”

			“Says bardic tradition, that’s who,” she replied. As usual, Joxer had no ready response to this; as usual, it visibly frustrated him. “C’mon, Joxer. I can think of a lot better places to get lost in than a great big, old, walled, underground place that probably still smells like minotaur.”

			“Oh yeah?” he repeated. “Like, where?”

			Gabrielle sighed faintly, settled her elbows on the rail, and leaned out to gaze at the water. There were dolphins in these waters, she’d already seen three today, just none close by. It could happen, though, she thought. “Where?” she murmured. “Woods, or maybe a wide open field just covered in wildflowers. Or a road . . . a road that goes from someplace like Athens to someplace far away, a village so small it’s not on any map . . .”

			Joxer snorted, breaking the thread of thought, and she scowled at him.

			“Gabrielle, you’re landsick,” he informed her, and strode away.

			“I’m landsick?” she shouted after him. “Joxer, I’m not the one staring at that big old island as if I’d like to eat it!” Someone farther up the deck laughed jarringly; Gabrielle clapped a hand over her mouth and turned away with what dignity she could manage to resume her study of the water between the ship and the island. Dolphins, she reminded herself.

			 
			Xena came over to join her some time later; when Gabrielle explained her preoccupation, the warrior laughed easily. “You’ll stand a much better chance first thing in the morning, and last thing in the evening,” she said. “What was all the shouting about?”

			Gabrielle slewed around to face the deck, rubbing her stiff neck. “What else?” she asked and shrugged. “Owww, Joxer, of course. He decided I need a full lesson on the geography of Crete, and—owww.” Xena batted the hand aside, turned her companion back to face the sea, and dug her hands into either side of the younger woman’s neck. Gabrielle gasped, then suddenly relaxed, her head hanging loose over crossed arms, hair swaying with the ship’s motion. Xena worked at her for some moments, then clapped a hand on her shoulder.

			“Better?”

			“Mmmm—a lot better. You know, I think that—” Whatever she thought went unsaid as a loud warning yell I came down from the crow’s nest.

			Xena tensed, then vaulted onto the rail, one hand caught in the rigging as she stared intently forward.

			Gabrielle eyed her with alarm, rose onto tiptoes to stare ahead. “What?” she asked finally. “I don’t see a thing from here!”

			The voice from high above answered her before Xena could. “Sea raiders dead ahead! Two ships fighting it out, and one of them’s afire!”

			 
		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			Xena swung onto the ladderlike rigging; Gabrielle cleared her throat nervously, and the warrior looked down at her. “What?” she asked blandly.

			“Look, I know you used to crawl around on that stuff, and you’re probably still pretty good at it—”

			“Whadya mean, pretty good?” Xena demanded. “Who got up into the crow’s nest on that floating disaster of Cecrops’s, in a full storm and right on the edge of the whirlpool?” Gabrielle muttered something under her breath, and threw up her hands. The warrior flashed her an urchinlike grin and clambered a little higher, one hand shielding her eyes from glare off the water. “They’re right,” she said finally. “One of them’s a raider—long, lean, and fast-looking.” She stared into the distance. “I got a bad feeling the other one’s Habbish’s; that looks like his sail.”

			“Habbish? Who’s Habbish?” Gabrielle wanted to know.

			“He’s the old Gaelic pirate I borrowed to catch up with you, Gabrielle. The one Draco was traveling with, last I saw of him.”

			“Draco?” Gabrielle caught hold of the rigging and drew herself up off the deck. “You don’t—?” She shook her head and fell back onto the spray-dampened boards. “What are you gonna do about it?”

			Xena shook her head. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do, Gabrielle. Yeloweh’s no match for anything like Wode, and that other ship looks like it could sail circles around Habbish. Besides, the captain won’t go anywhere near those two; he’d be a fool to even think about it.” She swung out over the water as the ship came jerkily around to starboard and began working its way north, away from the island. Gabrielle caught her breath in a squeak and closed her eyes. “Will you cut that out? I’m okay up here,” the warrior said; she sounded mildly exasperated. “I—it’s hard to tell what’s going on right now, there’s smoke everywhere.”

			Gabrielle held her breath and listened hard; it seemed to her she could make out the distant shouts of men and the clang of heavy swords, but that might have been her imagination, or something rattling around in the merchant ship’s hold.

			She started as someone came clomping up behind her. Joxer, of course, she realized as he cleared his throat. “What’s going on out there, Xena, and why are you playing around on those ropes?”

			“Couple of pirates taking on each other, instead of coming after a nice easy target like we’re riding,” she informed him. “And this?” She switched hands and vaulted off the rigging in a tight flip, coming up almost under his chin. He yelped and stumbled back. “Because I can,” she said evenly, and walked off. Joxer watched her go, a frown knitting his brows together.

			“You know, Gabrielle,” he said thoughtfully, “I think she’s getting as landsick as you are.”

			“I’m delighted to hear what you think, Joxer,” Gabrielle retorted. “Go away now, okay?” He gave her a long, expressionless look, and walked away. Gabrielle cast her eyes heavenward. “Why do I even bother?” she asked herself. “Yeah, I know. Because he’s so easy—and because I can.” She caught hold of the rigging and stared toward the thick cloud of smoke. Impossible to tell what was going on in there, or who, if anyone, was winning.

			Things happened, battles like that, she knew; Xena’d told her about enough of them back when she’d never imagined spending so much time aboard ship herself. Sometimes the two ships left a few holes in each other’s sails, or set a few minor fires. Now and again it happened that one ship got off a lucky shot with its catapult as it was going down, or managed to come around and ram the ship that had holed it fatally, and both sank.

			Her fingers were wrapped so tightly in the ropes that she couldn’t feel them, she suddenly realized, and forced herself to ease her grip. “It’s two ships full of pirates,” she told herself. “Cold-blooded men who hunt down ships like this, and kill men who’re just trying to do a job and feed their families.” It didn’t make her feel much better, and she wasn’t sure she liked the reason niggling at the back of her mind.

			Draco. Whatever he wanted, he was no more her type than—well, than Joxer. Or even sweet young Briax. But the man was making an honest effort to change his ways. As he’d said back in that temple, to “do . . . good.” It made her smile, remembering how he’d gagged over the word, how he’d so cheerfully announced he’d only let his army kill the old men when he raided a village. He really didn’t get it at all, she thought. But back on Melos—maybe some of what he’d said, the way he’d acted, had been a put-on to get her attention. She didn’t think so, though. He wasn’t like that before, he was cold-blooded, ruthless and downright scary—but he was straight about it. On Melos, he’d come across as less sure of himself, maybe even abashed by her company—but still straight.

			He deserved the chance to see what he could do with himself, she thought angrily. “It would be—stupid and pointless for him to die like that,” she whispered.

			The ship changed course slightly once more, to parallel the island. Once it was well past the still-raging battle, the captain corrected once again, this time heading back toward the island.

			Gabrielle leaned out to look back. So far as she could tell, the two ships were moving apart, and the sleeker of the two seemed to be riding low in the water. Smoke poured from the stern of the other ship, and she thought it was being rowed back out of reach of its adversary. Smoke covered both then and hid them from view. She shook her head and settled down out of everyone’s way, her back against the rail, the shade blanket flapping faintly in the rising breeze.

			 
			They reached the mid-island port late in the afternoon, to find the docks crowded and everyone talking about the sea battle, or wanting to know what had happened. Xena waved off those who came at her, indicating the ship and its busy crew. “The boys who were in the crow’s nest can tell you more than I can, they saw it all.” When a stubborn old man tried to plant himself in her path, she growled at him; startled, he fell back, and she brushed past him, heading for the road beyond the piers with her usual ground-eating stride. Gabrielle dug her staff in as she half ran to keep up; Joxer trailed well behind them, grumbling and muttering to himself. Xena slowed once they reached the main road and turned to call back, “Joxer! Get yourself up here right now, or you’ll walk all the way up to Knossos!”

			“Knossos?” Gabrielle asked rather breathlessly. “That’s where we’re going?” The warrior nodded, her eyes moving along the road that lay mostly in shadow at this hour.

			“There used to be carts,” she muttered to herself, “but things have changed a lot since Minos died.”

			“You—you knew Minos?” Gabrielle asked. Joxer came up to peer uncertainly down the road.

			“Yeah,” Xena replied shortly. “We met, once, anyway. He kept this place pretty well organized, but. . . . Wait, here comes one,” she said. Joxer stared where she pointed.

			“There is? Because I don’t see any—oh,” he broke off as a slat-sided affair drew up, two mismatched donkeys pulling it. “That’s a cart?” he asked, his voice heavy with disbelief. Gabrielle eyed the thing with visible misgivings.

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?” she asked. Xena shrugged and pointed high overhead, where weathered cliffs blended with the sky.

			“You wanna walk it instead?” she asked, but before Gabrielle could answer, she bundled the younger woman into the cart, tossed in her bag, waited for Joxer to clamber in and get settled, then vaulted lightly over the side and dropped down cross-legged next to Gabrielle. “Get a grip,” she said; Gabrielle gave her a wide-eyed look and Xena laughed shortly. “I’m serious,” she said. “Get a grip, something to hang on to. The road’s pretty steep, and these things aren’t made for comfort.”

			“Great,” Gabrielle muttered. “Anymore words of encouragement, while you’re at it?”

			“Yeah,” Joxer put in from the other side, “like, don’t fall out?”

			“Don’t fall out,” Xena told him, her face expressionless; she turned to Gabrielle as the cart lurched forward. “It’s easier than walking, trust me. And better than the way Minos used to get to the top.”

			“You’re kidding me?” Gabrielle clenched her teeth together; she’d nearly bitten her lip when the donkeys had started off. The warrior grinned at her.

			“Yeah. He had a sedan chair and eight guys to carry it.”

			 
			Joxer fussed around most of the way up, especially once they cleared the lower turns of the road between the king’s city and port, and he could make out the trail of smoke that marked the earlier battle. “You know what?” he said finally. “I think the skinny one’s sinking.”

			Xena rose onto one knee to peer out to sea, but dropped back down when Gabrielle uttered a wordless little cry of dismay and shut her eyes tight; her fingers digging into the rough handholds that had been attached to the floor of the cart at various odd spots.

			“We should be able to see better a little further up,” she said at last. “Or from the top, of course.”

			Gabrielle swallowed dread. “Of course,” she echoed. Xena patted her arm.

			“Nice deep breath, Gabrielle,” she urged quietly. “These things look and feel like a collection of junk parts, but they don’t fall off the edge.”

			The younger woman licked her lips. “Ah—how sure are you about that?”

			“That’s what the donkeys are for,” Xena replied cheerfully. “Now, something like a heavy sedan chair on poles, with two guys to a pole, working their way up a slope like this—something like that could fall. Except,” she shrugged, “as far as I know, none of them ever did.” Gabrielle grimaced and cautiously shifted her grip on the floor cleats as the cart creaked its way around a bend and started back across the slope. “Enlighten me,” she said finally. “Why are we even going up here?”

			Xena considered this, finally shrugged. “Call it a hunch,” she said finally. “Besides, I used to know a few people up here. Seemed to me I’d be more likely to get answers if I came to see them in person, instead of sending word from the harbor.”

			“After this,” Gabrielle panted, “you had better.” She glanced back the way they’d come and abruptly lost color. “Oh no,” she moaned. Xena reached out to touch her face.

			“You’re not gonna be sick are you?”

			“No—not just yet,” the bard replied unhappily. “I’ll save that for when we start the trip back down.”

			 
			Fortunately for her, the road leveled out after the next switchback and moved back off the slope and into a deep, dusty stretch of woods. When she could next see any distance at all, the awful drop wasn’t visible. Another bend, and another climb up what looked like—and felt like—an abandoned streambed, and the cart heaved up onto level ground. Gabrielle opened her eyes as the thing creaked to a halt.

			There weren’t many trees up here, just a lot of open, dry-looking ground surrounding a monstrosity of a palace. Whitewashed walls seemed to go on forever, and fat, stubby-looking columns of every possible color held up tiled roofs. Off to one side, she could make out an amphitheater easily four times the size of the one on Rhodes, and beyond the palace, she caught a glimpse of the massive, stylized gilt horns that were the symbol of Knossos—sign of the bull.

			The bull was gone, and so was Minos, but his heir kept the old ways, meeting the guests at the entry himself, and seeing to it they were properly housed before ordering servants to prepare cool baths and fetch food and drink.

			He was an odd little man to be king, Gabrielle thought. Short and chubby, and while he wore the signet ring with the bull’s horns on it, he seemed otherwise unadorned and definitely not one to stand on ceremony. When the warrior addressed him by title, he brushed that aside. “I was Nossis when my father ruled, and I am still Nossis,” he told her. If he recognized Xena, he gave no sign that Gabrielle could see, and he was just as cordial to Joxer as he was to her. The two women were given adjoining apartments, Joxer another as sumptuous, a few doors away. “My queen is no longer among us,” Nossis said as he readied to leave, “but the woman who tutors my children will come in a little while, to guide you to the banquet hall.” He inclined his head, then, and left.

			 
			Some time later, clean, dry, and wrapped in silk the color of the sea at sunrise, Gabrielle wandered into Xena’s bedroom to find the warrior swathed in red and gold silk, stretched at full length on an expanse of canopied bed, eating grapes, “Mmm, I love these things,” she said.

			“Half as much as I like being clean again?” Gabrielle asked as she settled on the edge of the bed. There were cherries, too. She scooped up a handful of them and popped one in her mouth. “I don’t suppose this,” she waved a hand, “had anything to do with your decision to ask questions up here?”

			Xena raised an eyebrow. “It crossed my mind,” she admitted; her teeth crunched into another crisp grape. “But it also occurred to me a while back, when I was thinking about alliances—you know, who had one with Menelaus before and after Troy, and who didn’t? Well, Knossos wouldn’t have a thing to do with him, especially after Paris died.”

			“Nice thought,” Gabrielle said as the warrior ate another grape. “Of course, that would have occurred to Menelaus, too . . . ?”

			“I’m sure it did. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he had a spy here at some point. But with no Helen—”

			Gabrielle considered this, finally shook her head and dropped the cherries back on the pedestaled dish. “Xena, I swear it gets more confusing by the day! If Menelaus had a spy here, then he probably still has a spy here—right?”

			“Wrong,” Xena replied. “Knossos has its own protection, something I don’t fully understand—but then, no one does except maybe another Cretan.” She wiped her fingers on the mat under the tray and sat up as someone tapped lightly at the door. “Anyway, we should be able to learn more tonight—come in!—if there’s anything to learn . . . that . . . is . . .”

			Gabrielle stared at Xena, who was gazing glassily beyond her; the younger woman swallowed dread and turned to see what had caught the warrior so off guard.

			Two servants had just come in, one carrying a silver box, the other a whiteware clay ewer, its only decoration a spray of black branches. They stepped aside, heads bent as a lithe woman came into the room. She stopped short, smoothed the cloud of dark hair back from her face and gazed into Xena’s face. The warrior slid off the bed and smoothed her skirts. “Hello, Helen,” she murmured. “Tutor to the king’s children?”

			Helen of Troy gazed up into dark blue eyes, her face expressionless. “Xena,” she said finally. “I—somehow I knew, if anyone found me, it would be you.”
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			Chapter 1

			Silence.

			In a spacious guest chamber in the palace of Knossos, Xena and Gabrielle gazed in astonishment at the small, slender woman framed in the doorway. At her gesture, the room’s only other occupants—two serving women—skirted the bed and moved quietly into the bathing chamber separating the two sleeping rooms.

			Gabrielle’s gaze briefly followed the servants, then came back to shift from Xena to the newcomer, and back again.

			She had only been close to the fabled Helen for a short while after the fall of Troy. I forgot how incredibly beautiful she is, was her first thought. That amazing cloud of dark hair, those eyes. The second thought followed quickly: Who would want the burden of all that beauty? Besides someone like Aphrodite, of course. Or someone like Menelaus, who saw nothing else about Helen.

			Xena rose from the bed, red and gold silk guest robe fluttering, and inclined her head, but Helen held up a hand. “Don’t,” she said, her voice low and pleasant, though her eyes looked worried, Gabrielle thought. “I’m no one of any rank here. Merely Elenya, tutor to the Minos’ two children.” She shrugged, smiled faintly. “And since I seldom have duties at this hour of the day, I often see to the guests and make certain they’re well cared for; the rooms in order and food and drink set out.”

			Xena glanced toward the bathing chamber; the two women seemed to be busy blotting up water and replacing the drying-cloths, but her voice was lower and softer than usual when she spoke. “Once you’re certain the guests aren’t from Sparta, I hope?” she asked.

			“Yes. The king sends word to me, of course, when guests arrive. Or when unexpected guests give their names.” Her eyes were grave, fixed on Xena’s. “I am cautious, Xena, yes. Whatever name is given, I still check for myself; the halls leading to this guesting-wing are lined with panels and drapes, and through these are niches and other openings into the passages used by the servants and the children—and their tutor. The Minos sent me your name, but I did not come here until I had assured myself that it was you and no enemy. I saw you two women and the—odd man when you came through the Hall of Urns.” Brief silence. “I assume he is someone you trust, Xena, or you would not have brought him here.”

			“He travels with us, and yes, I trust him,” the warrior replied evenly and as formally as Helen had spoken. “Within reason. But I came to Knossos for information, Helen. About you. I didn’t know that you would be here.”

			Helen studied the woman’s face as she came farther into the room and closed the door behind her. “I believe you. All the same, the man hasn’t seen me. I would appreciate it if he never learns that I’m here.”

			Gabrielle opened her mouth, then closed it without saying anything. Xena laid a hand on her forearm, and when the younger woman glanced that way, the warrior nodded the least bit. She talks this time—and I guess I listen, the bard thought, and nearly sat until she remembered that tutor or no, this was still a queen. And the daughter of Zeus. Helen caught both the movement and the hesitation, and smiled. “Go ahead, be comfortable. I am a tutor, remember? One very small step above servant, but not quite good enough for a king’s formal dinner, unless by specific invitation. And don’t look like that,” she added softly. Gabrielle tried to get her face under control. “I never wanted that kind of formality for myself, and now that I have had three years to be an ordinary woman. . . .” She spread her arms in a wide shrug and gracefully moved to the nearest chair. “Well, I find there is very little to miss about being a queen.”

			Xena used her eyes to sign to Gabrielle to take the other chair, while she herself settled on the edge of the vast bed once more. “What about them?” the warrior asked quietly, indicating the bathing chamber with a motion of her head.

			“Myrim is deaf and half mad, and Enosia the only one who can fully understand her sister—and deal with her moods. I know them both well: They come from my father’s lands, some of my personal household that Menelaus would not let me bring to Sparta.” Her mouth was bitter. “Those like Myrim who weren’t pretty enough or properly suited to tend a lady, you know. Or merely odd. Or only useful to me, personally, for their special skills with clay and glazes.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, briefly closed her eyes. “Never mind. When I came to Knossos a year ago, I found them already here; Father had arranged another position for them with one of his friends here on Crete, when he could no longer maintain a full household. It would seem,” she said quietly, “that there is not enough gold in Sparta’s coffers these days to support the parents of her once-queen in anything like dignity.”

			“You should be surprised Menelaus takes care of them at all,” Xena replied. Helen merely nodded.

			“So—what you’re saying is that you trust them, right?” Gabrielle asked. Helen seemed distracted, unable to keep to the line of conversation. Small wonder, though, if she thought she might have been betrayed. Even just being found by Xena probably had shaken her badly. Because if Xena could stumble across her hiding place. . . .

			Helen considered Gabrielle’s question as though unsure why it had been asked; she finally nodded. “I do trust them. There was never a question of secrecy between Enosia and me, anyway. She knew me at once.” The woman was still and quiet for a moment. She leaned back in the chair, folded her arms over her stomach and suddenly demanded. “I find it hard to believe this is an accidental meeting. When I sent for you from Troy, it was well known that Xena hardly ever leaves Greece. So, I wonder why you’re here—and how you found me?”

			The warrior shook her head. “I told you, we were hoping to find information so we could either get a message to you, or meet with you—if it seemed safe to meet. So, yes, in that sense, it’s no accident,” Xena replied softly. “But we had no reason to expect to find you in Knossos. And before you ask, yes, we have a very good reason for wanting to get a message to you at the very least.”

			Silence. The once-queen gestured for her to go on.

			“When you sent for me from Troy, you wanted my help with an impossible mission, and even though we had never met, you trusted me then.”

			Silence.

			“Didn’t you?”

			A faint nod.

			“Helen, I haven’t changed. I told you then that going back to Menelaus wouldn’t end the war, and I warned you that going back to him would not soften his heart.”

			“I was younger and more naive, then,” Helen said flatly. “I would never consider returning to Menelaus now.”

			“I assumed that,” Xena returned, “because you vanished from sight so completely, and you’ve stayed hidden since the city’s fall. That took planning and wit and determination, not blind luck. But I learned a lot about you, back there in Troy. You’re stronger than you look, and braver. When we finally decided we needed to find you, I knew it wouldn’t be easy—and I knew we’d have to be at least as careful as you had been in hiding.”

			Nice of her to say “we.” Gabrielle thought, mildly amused. So far as she could remember, Xena had been the only one capable of making any real decisions the entire trip down from Thessalonika, and particularly once Gabrielle had been dragged unwillingly out to sea. Funny, she thought suddenly. That stuff—that seasick-goo, when did I last take it? It must have been early that morning—or had it been the morning before? There had been so much going on as they came in toward the Cretan port: Joxer babbling on about the island and the formations, and then those two ships fighting it out. . . . Maybe I didn’t take any today after all. Not important, since they were on dry land—high, dry land—and would probably remain here for a while, especially since they’d found Helen. But—yeah. That’s funny, I can barely remember anything from being out on the water! It’s like my mind wasn’t working too good. Something about badges, something Xena had ripped from Joxer? She couldn’t remember! But sea serpents—that was right, there had been serpents. Poseidon’s pets, Xena’d called them, two of them. And one of the creatures acting as if it was in love with Joxer? She considered this, astonished, then dismissed it. Naah! In love with Joxer? All the same, her mind felt full of holes all at once. Better ask Xena a few questions once they were alone again.

			Xena and Helen had been talking, and she’d missed something. Helen’s end of it, anyway. You know what Xena’s up to—as much as you ever do, at least, she amended with a faint inner sigh.

			Maybe not, though. Xena had leaned forward to brace her elbows on widespread knees, red and gold silk puddling between her legs; she was talking earnestly, her voice still low and non-carrying. Aware of the servants behind her in the bathing chamber, and less trustful of them than Helen. Not exactly your best Miss Amphipolis posture, she thought irreverently, Salmoneous would have something to say about that. “Once we left the mainland—there were three different ships, and we must have hit every island in the Cyclades and the Sporades before we came to Crete. And we only came here by accident when a storm blew us off course on our way to Alexandria. If anyone followed us across all that open water—from one island to the next—without me being aware of them, they’re better at tracking than I am.” And no one is better than I am, was the unspoken—and flatly honest—end of that remark, Gabrielle knew.

			“I wasn’t trying to insult you,” Helen replied evenly; her eyes were dark and narrowed.

			“I didn’t say you were,” Xena shot back. Gabrielle cleared her throat, and both women looked at her in surprise.

			“I don’t think anyone’s trying to insult anyone else here,” she said quickly. “Or underestimate anyone, either. Helen, Xena and I both know you’ve gone through a lot to get away from Menelaus and stay away from him, and that you won’t ever go back to him, and Xena, Helen knows that you know that—and that you wouldn’t do anything stupid that would let him follow you and find her. So—” She smiled brightly and spread her arms wide, sending sea-foam silk fluttering. “If we’re all okay with that, can we go on?”

			Helen finally nodded. “It’s just that I’ve had to move so often—any time I thought Menelaus might have sent someone. . . . When I see a man I know, someone who served him—maybe just someone who looks like one of his.” Her eyes closed briefly. “So many places, I’ve nearly lost count. And now—I’ve been here for nearly a year. I’m—I’m happy in Crete. I like the palace, the Minos is—is not an unkind man, and his children are sweet. I just—” She met Xena’s eyes. “This is the closest I have felt to safe in so long. And happy. I don’t want to lose that.”

			“You won’t, then,” Xena replied firmly. “I told you, no one could have followed us, and we didn’t come here expecting to find you. We were both extremely careful how we asked about you, and we learned nothing except that you had once been on Carpathos. Briefly.” Helen’s eyes widened at that. Xena shook her head. “And before you ask,” she added. “No, Arana didn’t give you away.” Helen said nothing, but her body was visibly tense as Xena described their stop in Carpathos and the old woman who’d denied recognizing Helen’s little clay man-figure until the two women had followed her home, and asked again. “She told us what she’d been to you, how she’d tended your kilns and had never broken a pot—”

			“Not a single cup or vase,” Helen said softly; her gaze softened briefly. “I wanted to help her, believe that I did. She’s old and alone, and one day she’ll die of hunger and cold in that horrid little jumble of boards and stones she calls home, and—and no one will even care. Except for me—and I will never know!” One hand clenched at the other wrist, then relaxed. She’s got amazing self-control. Gabrielle thought. But any woman who’d lived with Menelaus of Sparta would have learned that very early. Out of self-preservation. “I gave her what coins I had at the time. I tried to send her more, once I had made my place here, and I had a pension. She—sent it back. With a message that it would be suspicious if old Arana suddenly had more than two coppers to rub together, and that my enemies might wonder why. That she had seen such enemies more than once, coming through her market, and she would do nothing to give away one who had done her kindness. No mention of Sparta, my name, anything else.” She blinked and blotted one perfect cheek. “Gallant old woman. But she’s right; if I would stay hidden, there is nothing I can do for her now.” Her mouth was bitter. “Even now, after three years and more, after all the distance I walked and rode from Troy to here, Menelaus still controls me! As he will until I die!” She beat her fists on the hard chair arms; Gabrielle leaped from her chair and knelt next to her, gently restraining her wrists.

			“Don’t,” she urged softly. “It won’t help Arana, and it won’t help you.”

			Helen drew a deep breath and held it; the anger and frustration were suddenly smoothed from her face. “I remember you now,” she said finally. “You came to Troy—with Xena. You’re—no, let me think, I remember, he called you Gabrielle.” The sudden smile warmed her eyes. “Did he find you, after he left Halicarnassus on the Hittite shore?”

			Gabrielle swallowed past a suddenly dry throat. “He? I—”

			“Perdicas, of course,” Helen said as the bard hesitated. “He went with me from Troy, remember? As a bodyguard, though there wasn’t much need for his sword at first. We went south, through the Hittite coastal towns and villages, just—walking, talking, staying the night when there were rooms somewhere. But—but when we got to Halicarnassus, everything went ugly, there was a fleet of ships just offshore, they’d sent word to the king to give over the coast, or prepare to fight for it.” Her eyes were distant again, and the breath she drew was shaky. “They—evacuated all the women, children. The old. Sent everyone on the east road to safety in the mountains. Everyone that could, or would, stayed behind to fight. Your—Perdicas was one of them.” She swallowed hard. “I felt—responsible for him. He should have been home by then, back in your village, but he’d stayed with me instead. The way we’d traveled took him into danger, and if he hadn’t been with me, he wouldn’t have felt he had to fight. I—it was only a year ago, in Rhodes, that I learned he’d survived that battle and gone home.” She managed a weak smile. “He always said he would go home to Gabrielle. Did—he find you?”

			Gabrielle’s eyes were too bright, and her throat hurt, the way it always did when she suddenly confronted the whole matter of Perdicas. “He found me,” she said finally. “He’s—safe now. Happy.” Change the subject, she thought. She had to, or she’d start weeping. “You—that little statue—wait. This one.” She fumbled in her belt, where she’d tucked the little clay figurine, and held it out. “I found it, in one of the markets, I forget exactly where.

			You made it to look like him, didn’t you?”

			Helen’s eyes widened as she took the piece; she nodded. “He was—he wasn’t like any other man I’d ever met. Not demanding, or bullying. Not hard like they say fathers have to be, or like husbands so often are. He—was a friend, something I’d never had before. He liked me for myself, not for all the rank, the supposed power, things like that. For me. And once he knew I meant for him to treat me like a person, like just ordinary Helen—he did exactly that.

			“We talked. All those long days on the road between towns and villages, there wasn’t anything else to do. He talked—a lot, once he felt comfortable. About you, Gabrielle. Poteidaia, and all the things you two did as children. The kinds of things I—well, I never knew about, until then.”

			“What happened after you and Perdicas were separated?” That was Xena—easing her friend out of a difficult conversation, Gabrielle thought, and gave her a grateful smile as she released Helen’s hands and went back to her own chair.

			Helen shrugged. “I spent a season in the deserts of the Hittites, scarcely knowing the language and without two coppers to rub together, at first. The women helped me: the poorest ones, mostly, because the city matrons and those who’d been wealthy merchants’ women were too lost to do more than bewail their fate, too snobbish to accept help from their lessers, too helpless to even try to help themselves.

			“But the wives of used-goods sellers and reworking-smiths, small tavern holders, and shepherds and I—we understood what we had to do, to keep ourselves alive. Even though we could only communicate by signs at first. When they learned I could turn pottery and that I understood how to load and fire a kiln—well, suddenly, I was one of them.” Her smile was rueful.

			“Sensible of you,” Xena said.

			“I hope I was. I tried to be, I still do. At first I made soup pots and water jugs, unglazed plain ware for those who gleaned rice husks and fallen millet from the fields to feed their families. Then practical ware, but incised, for the merchant women who had a soul above the plain.” Her smile was briefly ironic. “And once word spread to the higher ranks of what was still only a camp of outcasts, I made the black or whiteware, the patterns I had devised back in Sparta. But there were so many children, so little for them to do, so few things to play with. And I remembered the cloth dolls my nurse used to make for me, and the stick houses for them. And I thought: Why not? Houses of clay, furnishings and people to live within for girl children. There were those who wanted soldiers for their sons, but I could not do it.”

			“I don’t blame you,” Gabrielle murmured. “I wouldn’t have, either.”

			She wasn’t certain Helen had heard her. “The houses were simple, like the furnishings, but the people. . . . It—was odd. I couldn’t make them unless I could see a face. I still can’t. A face I know.” She smiled at Gabrielle. “And so, Perdicas. My father, my mother. Both my brothers, though only I know how to tell between the figures of Castor and Pollux.” She sighed faintly, then turned back to Xena. “You’re here. I know how, but you haven’t said why. Why look for me at all? Unless—”

			“Because Menelaus is looking for you again.”

			“What?” Helen asked steadily, though she’d paled, and her hands gripped the chair arms. “You think he ever stopped?”

			“No. But he’s come up with a new campaign. A quest.”

			“The quest for Helen!” Helen laughed rather wildly, but her eyes were unamused.

			Xena nodded. “He sent priests and soldiers out from Sparta not long ago. From what I’ve seen, they were to locate men who might have some weapons skill, but who weren’t—” She paused to find the right word.

			“Who weren’t worldly,” Gabrielle put in. The warrior cast her a grateful smile and gestured for her to go on. “Men who would be proud and honored to be chosen by the king of Sparta for some glorious mission, but not be clever enough to realize they weren’t being told the truth—or maybe only a part of it.

			“It—didn’t make any sense to me for a long time, but it was pretty smart of him, really: Each of these guys thinks he’s the only one chosen.”

			“They did,” Xena put in dryly. “Some of them know better by now.”

			Gabrielle nodded. “Each of them was given a personal meeting with the king, flattered about how perfect he was for it. Then they were told they had to find something—”

			“—something he says you took from Sparta when you left with Paris,” Xena finished as Gabrielle bogged down.

			Helen looked from one to the other, clearly bewildered. “What nonsense is this? I took nothing but what was mine! And very little of that! I left Troy with nothing but the clothes I wore that day; anything still in the city, Menelaus took back with him, surely!”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “I told you it was confusing, when you first try to figure it out. He said you took something. So—Joxer, you know, the funny-looking guy with us? He’s been told to find this necklace. Except it’s not really a necklace, it’s something that is dangerous to you. Someone else is looking for a special dish. . . .”

			The once-queen leaned forward, hands clasped tightly. “But, I don’t have any of those things! I don’t even know what—!”

			“That’s not the point,” Xena said evenly. “Each of those men thinks you do, because he’s seen a vision of you and—and whatever the thing is. And now he has a sacred duty to Apollo to find you and deliver the—whatever it is.”

			“Apollo.” Helen’s jaw was set. “Avicus is still with him, isn’t he?” Xena nodded. The woman flowed to her feet, began pacing in the small area behind the chair. She stopped abruptly. “I should have expected something like this. Because I know Avicus has tried to find me before now, but he can’t on Crete. Neither him nor Apollo.”

			The warrior nodded again. “That explains something I overheard in the palace, some nights ago.”

			“You mean you’re protected?” Gabrielle asked. “Or the island is? How?”

			A corner of Helen’s mouth twitched. “I don’t know exactly how it works, but it’s not just me. Oh—I tried. Asked Aphrodite for her help, not long ago. Just—to let me know what Menelaus was up to, if I could stay on here, at least for a little while longer. She—wasn’t willing to go against Apollo, just on the least chance he’d find out. No—it’s Crete. And particularly the palace.”

			Her gaze went distant. “The Cretan gods aren’t the same as ours. They’re older. Different. In some ways weaker, but in others, more powerful. More—apart and unlike humans. They don’t like or trust Zeus and his family, any more than the Cretans themselves like or trust Greeks. Particularly Spartan Greeks and especially since Troy. There was one man I knew to be Menelaus, not long after I came here and began teaching the children. He—was seen walking into the Maze, and he never came out.”

			“You—saw this?” Gabrielle asked. “Or did someone just—”

			Helen smiled faintly. “I would think they were being careful with what they told me—keeping me from having nightmares, perhaps, if that were the only incident. Not just Spartans, others who intend the land and its people ill. Many have come and gone without learning anything: one or two Greeks, another man who was Nubian, I think. Menelaus’ all three of them, I’m certain, but if they’d been sent as spies for him or for Avicus, they went away without learning anything. The Minos wouldn’t give me away any more than Myrim or Enosia would.”

			“The king knows who you really are, then,” Xena said. Helen nodded. Gabrielle could hear the toneless voice of the deaf woman, Myrim; she couldn’t make out the words for the odd accent, on top of everything else. I hope Helen isn’t wrong to trust those two, she thought suddenly. But if the woman had been here over a year and Menelaus was still resorting to this quest to find her, they hadn’t told anyone the secret.

			Helen’s words caught her attention. “I told King Nossis at once. Nothing else would have been right, or fair. He would have just kept me here, as a guest, but I thought—better if I simply vanished into the household. Safer for me, and for him.” She drew a hand across her eyes. “And now . . . well, there wasn’t ever much chance of it, but I had hoped to stay with the children.”

			“You don’t have to leave,” Xena broke in. “That’s why we decided to find you, and why we’re here—Gabrielle and I—to help keep your secret, to protect you if that’s necessary. And to find a way to stop Menelaus and his priest for good.”

			Helen shook her head, her expression bleak. “You don’t know him, Xena. I do. He won’t give up unless he’s dead. And he’s not that old, he’s healthy, strong. . . . He’ll go on for years!”

			“Not if something happens to him,” Xena began, but Helen shook her head again.

			“King Nossis wouldn’t send an assassin to Sparta, even if he had one—even if I chose to let him.”

			“Why?” Gabrielle wanted to know. Helen blinked; she’d been concentrating so hard on Xena, she’d apparently forgotten about Xena’s companion.

			“It’s not right,” she said. “Killing him just to keep me free of him. The qualities that make him a bad husband seem to make him a good king. With no heirs, his death would certainly start a war, and innocent people would die. Let the gods judge him once he’s dead.” Dark eyes met Xena’s. “Do you know what I dream, most often?” she asked softly. “I dream that I return to Sparta with gray hair and lines pulling my mouth down, a sagging throat . . . and Menelaus turns from me in horror.” She smiled sadly. “With my mother’s choice of father for me, I fear it will be a long time before that happens.”

			“We’ll find a way,” Xena said. “There has to be something we can do about him.” She rose, walked around the bed, and scooped up a handful of grapes from the low table. “Unfortunately, you’re right about Menelaus: Even if he’s not a perfect king, he’s got things under control in Sparta. If he died now, there’d be open warfare. Not just rioting among the nobles for the throne, either. There is at least one warlord’s army I know of within two days of the city. By the next full moon, there wouldn’t be two stones left standing together.” She absently ate a grape, then turned as footsteps came from the bath chamber: one of the serving women carried the tray, the other a bundle of crumpled drying-cloths. Helen nodded as the two hurried past the bed and out into the hall, pulling the door to behind them. She sighed tiredly.

			“Xena, you’re only fooling yourself if you think you can change Menelaus. Nothing short of his death or my disfigurement will do that.”

			“Not necessarily,” the warrior countered. “There’s always a way—we just haven’t found it yet.”

			Helen turned away, eyes fixed on something beyond the chamber. “You know,” she said finally. “I wasn’t that unhappy in Sparta. If only I had done the honorable thing when Paris came to me. I could have told him I was a married woman, that he had no right to write poetry to my eyes, and less still to beg me to flee with him.” Her lips twisted, her eyes were still distant. “And then, once we’d reached Troy, to learn that I had been nothing but a prize—that Aphrodite had promised me out like a—like a shining solstice toy! If I had told him then that—told him how insulting it was, made him believe it, made him send me home. . . .” Silence.

			Xena tossed the last grapes back into the bowl and strode across the room, red silk fluttering behind her. “Helen, you know better than that! Menelaus would have gone to war if only because Paris had written you poetry, you know that kind of jealousy doesn’t forgive anything! But once men find a reason to fight, they don’t just—stop.”

			“You told me that; I remember,” Helen whispered. Dark eyes met the warrior’s squarely. “But when you’ve been responsible for as many deaths as I have, maybe you need to try to find a way so that it need not happen.”

			“I understand that,” Gabrielle said gently. “We both do. Even one death—but you weren’t responsible, aren’t you listening? They both chose what they did. Paris chose his path, and when he was offered a married woman as his prize, he didn’t do the honorable thing. He took.”

			“Yes. Because I let him.”

			“No,” Gabrielle said evenly. “Oh, sure you went with him. So what? If you had done the right thing and told him to go home alone, do you really think he would have?”

			“He’d have had to—”

			“Right.” Gabrielle’s voice was sweet with sarcasm. “So tell me, how many men did Paris bring with him, when he came to visit?”

			“I don’t—I didn’t count—why should it matter?” Helen countered.

			“Enough to kidnap the woman a shallow, conceited goddess had promised him, if she didn’t fall for him?” Xena asked.

			Helen was still and quiet for a moment. She finally managed a faint, bleak smile. “I—perhaps. It doesn’t matter though; except for Menelaus, it’s all done, finished. Past mending.” She stood. “I have duties; lessons for the children. Nossis has ordered a banquet for you tonight—both you and your companion. J—?”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle reminded her. She gazed at the door, a frown drawing her brows together. “So—where is he, anyway? I mean—I’d just like to be sure he’s—okay,” she added lamely.

			“Staying put,” Xena said at the same moment, and the two women exchanged a knowing, tired look.

			Helen smiled then, a flash of teeth that warmed her eyes. “Oh—he can’t go far. If you want to see him, go right out your door, left at the first passage, and his door will be the one at the end of that passage, on the left. Those are the guest chambers for honored guests the Minos doesn’t know well. Those who he either wouldn’t want wandering around, or those who might get into danger if they did. You’ll be able to go in and out, wherever you like, so long as you wear this.” She picked up a pair of small, silver brooches from the table near the door: they were plain, and shaped like the great horns in the courtyard. “With one of these, you can go wherever you choose, though I would avoid the outer courtyards for now, if I were you. But your friend—without one, he won’t go far at all.” She paused in the doorway. “I will see you at the banquet, but I won’t be anywhere near. You don’t know me.”

			“Of course,” Xena said, and the door closed behind the woman.

			Xena turned to meet Gabrielle’s eyes and raised one brow. The bard sighed faintly. “You know, Xena, every time I think things are as confused as they can get, they just keep getting stranger.”

			“I know.”

			“What—do you have any idea what she’s talking about? I mean, Joxer, and those pins and all of that?” Gabrielle picked up one and turned it over in her fingers. It simply felt like nicely polished silver, a well-made piece of jewelry.

			“I’ve heard things,” Xena said after a moment. “Rumors, mostly, and I don’t remember a lot about them. Except that the Maze is supposed to be—it’s not just all the passages that make it easy to lose your way. Some say the palace is part of that.”

			Gabrielle set the pin aside to smother a yawn. “Well, you know what? Right now, I don’t think I care. We’re off that ship, we’re away from the water, we found Helen, I’m clean, I’ve eaten some really good bread and a lot of cherries, and I don’t have to listen to Joxer whining. That’s enough for me right now. What I need is a nice long nap, and I don’t see any reason not to have one.”

			Xena smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Sounds like a plan to me, Gabrielle. I could use one myself. And then some time after that to figure out what all this means.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A short distance away, Joxer lay sprawled on a narrow bed, half-buried in soft pillows and bolsters. His hair was clean and freshly slicked, and he wore new clothes: dark trousers of some fine cloth that wouldn’t survive a day’s fighting and a full-sleeved cream-colored shirt that he privately thought made him look daring and brave. Heroic.

			He smiled happily as he raised his head to look around. The chamber wasn’t that much bigger than the one he’d had in Sparta, but much nicer. “Now, see,” he told himself, “here they know how to do these things right. Guests are a sacred responsibility, right?” Especially a guest who was also a mighty warrior and bound on a sacred quest. His eyes lit on the small table within easy arm’s reach. A dew-beaded ewer of chilled wine, a cup and a footed bowl of bread and fruit there, all of it excellent quality, very fresh. Except the wine, which was nicely aged. Much better than the kind of stuff he drank when he was buying, or when he went someplace like Meg’s tavern. “Yeah, this is the kinda stuff you deserve,” he told himself happily as he scooped up a couple of dried figs and dropped them into his open mouth. “Wha—uh shooo . . .” He chewed, swallowed. “What you should be drinking, man like yourself. . . .” He contemplated another drink to wash down the figs, but decided not. “Later, maybe. Man’s gotta stay alert. Ready. Even in a place like this, anything could happen.”

			He sat partway up, alert, muscles taut, eyes moving from the narrow window overlooking a vast open courtyard, to the bright yellow door in its red frame, to the small chamber with its pile of soft drying-cloths and that tub of water that still steamed. Sword—over there, against the other side of the bed, out of sight of anyone opening the door. Main dagger, backup daggers, bow, arrows, arrow case: along the wall, behind the door, in case someone came through that brightly painted piece of wood and the someone wasn’t friendly. Javelins, bolos, short spear . . . still in the washing chamber, where he’d stripped out of the grubby, sweaty, salt-encrusted garments he’d worn since before Sparta. Those things were gone, taken away by the king’s man for cleaning; he’d made them leave the armor, though. A sensible hero didn’t let his armor be taken away.

			The boots—he hadn’t wanted to let them go, either, but they were about as disreputable and foul-smelling as they could get, and they didn’t go well with his current garb. The servant had promised to clean them and bring them back within the hour, and he’d finally relented. “They’d better be back, or I’ll—” He frowned, finally shrugged it aside. But there was this banquet later on. No one would want him showing up for that in his bare feet.

			He laid back and patted his leg to be certain the new dagger he’d bought one or two ports back was staying where it belonged. Unfortunately, the strap sometimes slipped, leaving him to dig around in his boot for the thing. Once or twice it had simply fallen off. “Nope— right where it should be.” His eyes gleamed; he rolled off the bed and onto the floor, ripping the thing from its sheath as he did so. To his surprise, the move worked just the way it should: He finished on one knee, ready to leap to his feet, arms outstretched, dagger in his right hand. “Aha!” he told the empty room triumphantly. Too bad Gabrielle hadn’t been here to see that.

			Fortunately, she wasn’t there when he did leap to his feet, caught his toes under the edge of a small carpet, and nearly impaled himself on the blade. He snarled in wordless frustration and fury, rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling while he caught his breath, glared at the dull little knife as if it had caused the incident, then carefully shoved it back into place and flopped back onto the bed once more.

			It was quiet here. Nice after all the noise aboard ship, sailors shouting, the creak of wood, and the snap of sails. Gabrielle yelling at him, the way she always did. Quiet, and warm, he thought sleepily.

			He briefly wondered where Gabrielle and Xena had wound up. “Hope they got something as nice as this is.” Probably had to share a room, being women and together and all. That king—Nossis, wasn’t it? He hadn’t seemed to know Xena, the way some of them did. Hadn’t looked astonished, the way so many of them did. “Face it,” he told himself drowsily. “Xena’s a big item back on the mainland, but out here? This is a whole other world, and she’s just another woman with a sword.” He glanced around warily, as if expecting her to be standing there, listening to him talking to himself, ready to pounce as she so often did. “She shouldn’t do things like that,” he mumbled. “But forget that. After all, she wasn’t picked for this quest.”

			There is no quest. A woman’s voice echoed uncomfortably in his head; halfway to sleep as he was, he wasn’t sure if it was Xena or Gabrielle. At the moment, he wasn’t buying it. “Sure. ’Sss, ’s’a fact, gotta be. She’s jealous ’cause for once someone else got the ’tention.” Because who could make up something like that—whatever it was Helen took that was gonna kill her if she got mad? “Looks like—necklace, ’n’ she thinks ’s pretty,” he mumbled as his eyes sagged shut. “Isn’t, though.” Was pretty, his mind sorted the thought out. Like Helen. But it wasn’t a necklace, it was something dangerous. And Menelaus was only human, still caring about the health of a woman as beautiful as Helen. Of course he wanted someone like Joxer to retrieve the thing before she got hurt or killed. And, of course, he probably really did need it back, like the priest had said.

			All those faces; it was as if he was back in Sparta, back in that plain little room, gazing out at the stableyards and what seemed to be twenty or more other men gazing out of nearby rooms. That was another of Xena’s arguments against a real quest. Well, so? his mind demanded muzzily. So the king had picked more than just Joxer for the quest, so what? It was a big world, even just this part of it. Even Joxer the Mighty couldn’t be everywhere. Besides, the king didn’t know just what a hero he had, here. “Find her,” he muttered, nodded once in satisfaction, and smiled widely at having resolved a long-standing problem, then fell asleep.

			He woke over an hour later to find the room still cool, though the beads of dew were gone from his jug of wine. He sampled the cup, set it aside, and suddenly found himself curious about what lay beyond the yellow door. All that open, paved ground out there beyond the window. He crossed to the narrow opening opposite the door, shading his eyes against incoming sunlight, and tried to make out what he was seeing. There seemed to be a colorful pattern to that expanse of floor, but he couldn’t be sure of that, let alone see what it was.

			The window was grated, but it would have been too narrow for him to go out that way anyhow. He crossed to the door and was relieved to find it not locked. Why would they lock it? he asked himself. After all, he was a guest. An honored guest, according to the king. “And no one had said anything like, ‘Stay here,’ did they?” he demanded of the ceiling. “No, because there’s no reason. It’s a palace, not a fortress.” He double-checked the leg-sheath, made sure the dagger was snugged in place, then eased the door open. His boots stood to one side of the opening: cleaner than he could ever remember seeing them, and when he sniffed cautiously, all he could smell was lemon. He went back to the bed with them, considered putting them on, and finally shrugged. Keep them pretty for the dinner. The tile felt cool on his bare feet, kind of nice. He resettled the dagger and walked out into the passage.

			It was all white out here, except for his door, which was marked with a small green painting of ferns, just at eye level. “Funny,” he muttered under his breath. “All those colors in the rooms and out here it’s like a snowstorm or something.” No tables with jugs and flowers like there had been where they’d first entered the palace. The hallways were narrow, unmarked, broken only by doorways on both sides and an occasional shadow where light came in from above and from both ends of the passage.

			Which way? He thought hard for a moment. “Seems I came from—that way?” He looked right, gazed thoughtfully left, shrugged. Couldn’t remember. “How lost can you get though?” Inside a palace, there’d eventually be a way out, or a servant to direct him to a way out. He turned right and started down the hall.

			One right turn, one left, two long hallways later—he stopped short and stared. “Wait a—huh?” White, unmarked doors, white passages, ceilings, floors . . . and all of a sudden, he was staring at ferns. Green painted ones at eye level on a doorway. “That’s weird.” He stared at it for some moments, then took a step toward it and tapped at the panel. The door swung open as if unlatched. Joxer’s eyes went wide and his jaw dropped: the bed covered in soft pillows and bolsters, a small table with a wine jug, cup, and pedestaled plate of fruit and bread, and the narrow window with its view of an open, deserted courtyard? And there, flopped over next to the bed, were his boots!

			“Naah!” he assured himself. “Can’t be!” But when he finally edged around the open door to glance behind it, there were the weapons he’d left, just where he’d left them. He stepped back into the passage, pulled the door behind him, and scratched his head. “Okay, that wasn’t the way. So—how about left?”

			All the way down a long passage without any crossways, then left once, right twice. . . . He almost missed the green marks on the door this time, as fast as he was moving. He froze, then licked his lips nervously. “Look, I’m Master of Geography,” he told himself firmly. “Someone like that does not get lost in a bunch of indoor halls, okay?” He gazed at the door, willing it to be plain—white, red, purple, anything but painted with ferns! But nothing changed, and when he finally got up the nerve to touch the door, it opened and there was the familiar room and all the rest.

			Joxer shoved the door to behind him with a bang and went over to sit on the edge of the bed, one hand tugging at his hair as he tried to think “This—is just—okay, this is really strange,” he finally told himself. “So . . .” His voice faded and his eyes glazed as he tried to recall both routes. “Okay, I did not do anything myself to make this happen, so what is it, huh?” he demanded in an aggrieved voice. No answer, of course. “I mean, I don’t feel like I ate anything bad, I didn’t drink too much—did I?” The ewer was still reassuringly heavy; he’d had about half a cupful of the wine, and it hadn’t been that strong to begin with. Not to a man used to drinking the kinds of potent liquors served at a place like Meg’s.

			Or that tavern just down out of the hills, the second day out of Thessalonika. His mouth twitched, then he smiled widely. “Now that place had atmosphere! Not just good food and lots of it, but who could expect so many women who could sing so good?”

			He sobered as his thoughts moved beyond the closed door and into that white hallway beyond. “Okay, not drunk, not half asleep—not going the same way twice in a row, even if it all looks the same, I’d know, okay?” Silence. “Okay, fine. Think.” He mentally retraced his footsteps, shrugged and got to his feet. “One way to figure it. Left, then right, then left, then right. That should fix it!”

			It did. It took him a lot longer this time—but he eventually wound up in the same place, staring at the same green-marked door that turned out to close off the same rooms.

			This time, he dragged the door shut behind him and stayed in the passage, back braced against the wall so he could watch the long, empty corridor that stretched into the distance. Both ways. “Yeah, right,” he said sarcastically. “Way I just went, I shoulda been halfway back to the port by now!” His eyes narrowed, his gaze flicked from one direction to the other. “So—someone’s watching me and moving my stuff, right? From one room behind a fern door to another, right?” He raised his voice sharply. “Well! Thought you’d pull a fast one on me, did you? Well, no one fools Joxer the Mighty that easily! I’m Master of Geography, and that means I know what direction I’m going, and maybe someone else could be faked out by all this, but Joxer knows what’s up! Ah-hah!” Silence. Even his words hadn’t echoed, he thought nervously, though in a space as long as this, and as high ceilinged, they should have.

			Maybe the wine, after all? He held a hand up close to his eyes, wiggled the fingers, and counted carefully. “Thumb, two, three, four, five—no, I know all about too drunk to be sure they’re all there.” That left two things: “I’ve lost my mind or Gabrielle and Xena are pulling one on me.” He considered this briefly. “Make that three things: I’m gonna wake up and find myself back in Thessalonika with Gabrielle snarling at me while she tries to make a fire with wet wood.” He stared at the pale wall opposite and shook his head firmly. “Forget that one. It’s bad, it’s really bad.”

			It didn’t feel as if he’d lost his mind—of course, mad people were the last to know, he thought gloomily. But that seemed less likely than Gabrielle and Xena pulling a massive joke on him.

			And even that didn’t seem right, he had to admit, even more gloomily. Both women snarled at him a lot more than was necessary, or even nice. But they didn’t pull elaborate hoaxes on him like this.

			“Besides,” he told himself. “It’s not their palace. It’s the Cretan king’s palace. And I never heard anything about a king pulling this kind of joke on his guests.”

			Uncomfortably, he suddenly remembered Sisyphus—the original jokester, according to the stories Gabrielle told him. A palace that had hidden passages, secret ways, bad magic everywhere. . . . “Yeah, Sisyphus,” he growled. He barely remembered anything about that island where Xena had gone to help Ares find his sword. “Well, that’s what they say she was up to,” he reminded himself. After all, both women had assured him it really was Xena, but temporarily in Callisto’s body. “That’s—yeah. Right. As if I don’t know Callisto when I see her.”

			He did recall a little besides: himself and Gabrielle both so angry they were ready to murder each other, and then that monster that turned out to be nothing but a huge, noisemaking machine. . . . And up in a raggedy, dusty palace, a brief glimpse of someone shimmering and fading as Ares snarled curses at him. “Well,” he shrugged, “they said it was Sisyphus.” Maybe so; he had to admit, there hadn’t been any way he knew of for Callisto to simply vanish off that beach and Xena to appear in her place.

			Weird stuff. He sighed heavily. “You know,” he told himself, “I used to remember a lot more of what went on in my life before I started being there for Xena and Gabrielle.” An image flashed across his mind: himself in a small, darkened chamber, candle in hand, holding the flame to the face of a green-and-orange clad—and very dead—Gabrielle. Ares on his one side, Callisto on the other, and both of them as oddly dressed as he was, as Gabrielle was. The image solidified: Xena in bloodred that clung to her body, her eyes wide in horror. Because she’d killed Gabrielle . . . ? He clutched his head, then shook it fiercely. The vision faded.

			Don’t go there, he told himself silently. “Don’t do it.” That one had been a nightmare. Had to have been. Because hovering right behind that image was the other: a crazed Xena riding into the Amazon camp after the death of her son, brutalizing her friend Ephany and then coming after a grieving Gabrielle—and only himself to stand between the two of them. Somewhere, deep down, he knew he’d never done anything braver or more foolish in all his life. For both of them. He knew that, too. If he’d really done it; if it had really happened. He didn’t like trying to remember any of that—whether it had happened or just been a nightmare after too much bad wine. A moment later, the thought was gone.

			Joxer drew a steadying breath; a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth as his eyes narrowed. “Okay,” he murmured. “Someone’s playing tricks, and Joxer is gonna figure it out.”

			He walked back into the hall and turned left. He’d go straight this time. No right turns, no left. He thought briefly, leaned into the room where his things were to check the angle of the sun on the grounds beyond. “East is—that way,” he muttered. “Which makes north—that way. So. North you go, every time. Eventually you gotta run out of palace because there’s this cliff, right? And the sea beyond, and the port straight down from the cliff, okay?”

			Logical, sensible, practical—and utterly wrong. By the time he fetched up against the fern-painted door once again and walked through it, past the bed and over to the window, the sun was at least an hour lower in the sky. Joxer cast his eyes upward, and shrugged widely. “Okay!” he announced loudly. “Whoever’s having all this fun, I give up! Done, finished, past it, over with, forget it, not gonna play anymore! Got it?”

			No answer, though he’d half expected something. Laughter, if nothing else. “Well, fine,” he mumbled and crossed the room, closed the door with a ringing slam and threw himself back on the bed. The coverings, pillows, and bolsters were at least comfortable, but now, they seemed to cling to his body and hold him down.

			
			He hadn’t intended to sleep, but when he next opened his eyes, the room was much warmer, almost stuffy, and the sun lower. At first, he couldn’t remember quite where he was: Not a ship—that was the first thing that occurred to him. Palace came into his mind a moment later, but nothing else. Joxer shook his head to clear it—nothing. Finally: “Palace. Knossos. Maze and, yeah, like that.” He considered this, his lips twisted. “Yeah, maze all right. Starting on the other side of that door.” He staggered to his feet and into the washing, where he splashed reasonably cool water on his face and the back of his neck. A little more alert now, he wandered back into the main room and over to the window.

			There definitely was a pattern painted on that floor out beyond this wing of the palace; he could see bright colors and swirled patterns. Beyond that, tantalizingly too flattened by distance to make out, what must be paintings of people or animals.

			“Gee,” he muttered as he shifted position to catch more of it before the sun left the surface. “They sure do like it bright here, don’t they?” Yellow door, red frame, all that color outside. Not just the paving, but the walls and the tile roofs, those fat pillars. “Wonder how many people they have just going around and repainting things?” That thought was pushed aside by another, more urgent one as his stomach rumbled. “Wonder if anyone’s gonna be able to find me? Since I don’t seem to be able to find them?”

			He went back to the bed and looked over the contents of the tray next to it: the bread wasn’t very soft anymore, and he wasn’t interested in fruit at this hour. The wine had definitely gone room temperature. “Fine if it’s cheap stuff, or you’ve already had a few cups. Not for this.” He crossed the room, paced back the other way, caught his bare toes on the edge of the nearest small carpet and fell face-first into the bedding.

			It took a few moments for him to shovel pillows aside and extricate himself, and he was snarling under his breath as he came up for air. He froze, then. Was that someone in the passage, out there? He managed to wrestle himself around, but instead of regaining his feet, slid down the side of the bed cross-legged onto the floor with a tooth-rattling bump. “Okay, I give up,” he mumbled. A tentative-sounding tap at the door and the rattle of the handle silenced him. Somehow, he got upright without pulling anything else to the floor, or tripping over the pillows that were now scattered everywhere, and, cautiously, he slid his feet through them to fetch up against the door.

			“Uh—is anybody there?” he asked. Another tap, and the door opened to reveal a sun-bronzed boy of perhaps twelve years—at least by the height and thinness of him. Blond curls clustered above his ears and one hung over his brow, making his face look much younger. I remember being that age, Joxer thought with an inward sigh. Growing taller by the hour, it seemed, and incredibly clumsy because the world, and everything in it, seemed to be the wrong shape and size all at once. And everybody yelling at him because he was more awkward than normal, even for him. . . .

			This youth didn’t seem affected by the clumsy part, though, or by the pile of clothing in his arms that he held in place with his chin; he bowed very correctly as he came into the room, eased the door closed behind him with one foot, and gave Joxer a wide-eyed smile. “Sir, I am Newin, come to help you ready for the feast and to escort you to the hall.”

			Joxer smiled back. Nice kid. Nice manners. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Joxer the—”

			The boy nodded; his eyes fixed on the man’s face as if—Joxer couldn’t decide as if what. The treble voice went up a note. “Oh, yes, sir, I know who you are! The men from the ship came with trade goods this afternoon, and it was all they could talk about.” He bit his lip. “Sorry, sir, I did not mean to speak out of turn. But it’s so—we so seldom get a real hero in Knossos, sir.” He bowed again and crossed the room to lay clothing on the bed, then began scooping up fallen cushions.

			Joxer squared his shoulders; his mouth twitched. Hero, huh? Boy, wait until Gabrielle hears that! And Xena, I guess now maybe—He drew a deep breath, ready to entertain the youth with his exploits, but when the boy turned back and gave him that shining look, somehow, he just couldn’t. Look at the kid; he really means it. Like—like I really was somebody important. Famous. Someone who slays monsters and rescues maidens, and . . . and like it mattered to him. Newin shook out the shirt he’d just brought; Joxer fumbled with the fastenings of the one he’d worn only since midday, and as he turned to slip it off, Newin neatly dropped the other over his shoulders and snugged the full sleeves to the man’s wrists. “They said you tamed a sea serpent, and that you rescued dazed and lost men from Lethe, and that—” He was silent a moment as he concentrated on pleating the sleeves just right, then turned back for fresh trousers: Very dark red, these, and the softest fabric Joxer could ever remember wearing. Silence as he pulled them into place and let Newin help him into a ceremonial dagger belt. “Um—sir, did you really encounter one of Poseidon’s serpents? And—and tame it?”

			If this had been Meg, or any of the women like her, Joxer thought confusedly, it would be no problem: The bigger and wilder the tale, the more of a dash he cut in it, the better. They’d applaud him, buy him rounds of ale or wine, sing with him, and even make up new verses for his anthem. This kid, though, with those wide eyes, holding his breath as he waited for Joxer’s reply like he wanted a hero himself to look up to. Or even wanted to become one, maybe. What do I tell him? I mean—it just didn’t feel right to swagger it, the way he usually would. So, what would Gabrielle do? Or Xena? He thought about that for a moment. They wouldn’t let the boy down, he finally decided. They would be nice; give the kid a story that was exciting without being too scary. They wouldn’t act like an oaf who belongs in a tavern, he told himself flatly as he settled the dagger sheath, let the boy make certain the blade was firmly where it belonged, then gave him a friendly smile. “Well—you know? There was this serpent, and it was . . . I mean, it was big. Big enough to stand on its tail in the water and be taller than the mast, and boy, could it swim fast!”

			“And you tamed it?”

			“Wellll. . . . I don’t think anyone except Poseidon could actually tame a sea serpent. But I saw one—well, two actually, but I only talked to one of them myself, and—you know—it was really weird, because they don’t talk out loud like people do. They talk in your head.”

			The boy’s eyes were, if possible, wider. “Really? And they didn’t try to crush the ship, like all the tales say?”

			Joxer shook his head gravely.

			“Well, then, you must have tamed it just like the sailors told me, because everyone knows when Poseidon sends them, they loop around the ship and squeeze until everything breaks apart.”

			“Well.” Joxer thought about that. There is no way, ever, I get into old Fish Breath having this incredible crush on me! It not only made him look foolish, but it sounded completely unbelievable, even to him. “They didn’t crush the ship; I mean, if they had, we wouldn’t be here, right? But I don’t think it was just because I scared them away.” The boy looked as if he didn’t quite believe this; he finally shook his head and held out Joxer’s boots.

			“We had better hurry, sir. The feast usually begins at full dark, and I was—I was a little late, sir.”

			Sir. Sir might be a lot of people, but it sure isn’t me. He smiled again, then went back to tugging at his boot. “Um. That’s ok. Look, just call me Joxer, all right? Really, it’s fine. That’s what I’m used to; everybody does.” He sat on the edge of the bed to draw on his boots. “And you’re Newin, huh?”

			The youth nodded enthusiastically. “Eldest son of Nossis, s—I mean, Joxer.”

			Joxer started to draw on the other boot, then let it fall with a muted thunk and blinked at the boy. “Nossis? You—I mean, that Nossis? Uh—as in, king of Knossos?” Another nod. “And—you came to help me get dressed, instead of a servant?”

			“But, s—I mean Joxer, my father says that a king must remember he is a servant. Not like a palace servant, really, but that he takes care of all the people. So, when important guests come, my father tends to them, or I do. Or both, if there are many. It—” He thought a moment. “It keeps him properly humble, he says.”

			“Oh.” Joxer didn’t know what else to say to this astonishing notion, but the youth didn’t seem to expect any other reply. He scooped up Joxer’s discarded garments and carried them into the washing chamber. “Well—ah—thank you,” he managed finally. “Ah—not every day someone gets a prince to help him change his shirt, after all.”

			The boy checked the contents of the tray and set it and the small table over near the door. “My father is really the Minos,” he said. “Kings are for other lands, but in Crete we have the Minos. Except, he doesn’t like to be called that, because the Minos was his grandfather and his father, he says, not him.” Newin stepped back as Joxer got to his feet. “But when I am king, I will let them call me The Minos.” He led the way to the door and stepped into the hall. “Because it is an old and important title, you see,” he finished seriously. “And people like old traditions like that.” He turned left and started down the passage. “Come on; we’ll be late as it is.”

			But Joxer kept one hand on the door latch. The hallway looked just like it had earlier, except darker, and now there were lanterns and candles at intervals, shining from deep niches. “Ah—you know, I was out here earlier,” Joxer said, “and I don’t think that’s the right direction. Because I wound up right back here, and—” He fell silent as Newin turned back and beckoned; he would have sworn the boy was trying not to laugh.

			“It’s all right. That’s just the palace,” he said. “It plays with people who don’t know it.” He beckoned again. “Come on.”

			Silence for some moments: intent on Newin’s part, wary on Joxer’s. Only after they had reached an area he dimly remembered from the morning—and not from his many attempts later on to find his own way out—did he relax. “How did you do that?” he asked.

			Newin shrugged. “It’s not me, really. Except I was born here, so the palace doesn’t try to keep me in one place, or lose me.” He glanced back at Joxer, his dark face solemn. “You were fortunate you didn’t get really lost. People have.”

			“Lost?” Joxer swallowed. “You mean—like they just—vanish?”

			The heir nodded, glanced at Joxer’s incredulous face and nodded again. “It’s true—well, my tutors say they know of two men who came here and were lost. But they had lied to the Minos about who they were and why they had come here. So, I suppose that’s different.”

			“Yeah,” Joxer managed past a dry throat. “Different.”

			“So, I don’t think you should worry, Joxer,” Newin finished cheerfully.

			“Worry?” The would-be hero managed a confident-sounding laugh. “Why would I be worried?”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Gabrielle started awake and lay very still, eyes closed, listening and trying to remember where she was. The last was easy: Clean, soft clothes, soft bed, fresh pillows—palace, obviously. Knossos, she suddenly recalled.

			The thing that had torn her from sleep wasn’t as clear. Bad dream, she told herself—whatever it had been. All she could remember was darkness, heavy darkness, closing all around her and an absolute certainty that there was no way out. Hard to find air, gasping for it in the dark—her chest still hurt, as if she’d been fighting for breath as she’d slept. “Strange,” she murmured. And an odor—though her dreams seldom had scent. What was it? Animal smell? It was! Wet hair, like a dog in winter. No, worse. Like a sheep left unsheared for a couple of seasons?

			There had been a sheep like that in Poteidaia, when she was a girl. Old widow Grusin had steadfastly refused any help with the shearing in spring, two years running; when she finally died, the poor ewe was a clotted mass of odiferous greenish wool. She’d never forgotten the look of the bloated-seeming creature, or the peculiar reek it gave off. Or what she’d always sworn was the look of gratitude it had after that for the two men who’d finally sheared it.

			“What’s strange?” asked a low voice close to her ear.

			Gabrielle yelped in surprise, then turned her head and sighed faintly as the familiarity of the voice sank in: Xena, of course. Who did you expect, one of the Hoard asking for water?

			Well, it wasn’t one of the Hoard. Nearly as exotic in her own way, though. The face, sure; the hands. But all that brilliant silk in place of the leathers and weaponry—odd. Nice, though. “Don’t do that,” the bard mumbled and sat up, groggily pushing pale hair out of her eyes.

			Xena sprawled in the room’s only chair, which she’d pulled close to the bed. She still wore red and gold, but this was a different robe, Gabrielle decided. More gold in the weave, maybe, though like the other it was pleated over the shoulders, with wide sleeves that nearly covered her hands. This was maybe just lower cut over her formidable—well, yes. Those. Wow, the bard thought. The warrior’s legs were crossed at the ankle, her feet bare. A pair of thin-strapped gold sandals lay next to the chair. The dark-brown hair had been recently combed and one long, thin braid ran down past her right temple, caught at the end in a bit of bright red ribbon; next to the plait, half-hidden in thick, dark hair, a blue-gemmed earring gleamed.

			As Gabrielle looked her over, Xena raised an eyebrow.

			“What?”

			“Nice.”

			“Thanks. I had help. That wasn’t what I meant, though. What’d I do? After all those days on a ship, all this time on dry land and a good nap to boot, you should be pretty relaxed right now, Gabrielle.”

			“You startled me. I didn’t expect you right there when I woke up.”

			Xena smiled. “Hey—I was bored with being over there alone, okay? And you’re usually not all this jumpy.”

			Gabrielle smiled back. “Oh, yeah? I guess we’re not counting times like when you and Callisto traded bodies? Or when Ares got the Furies to flip you out, and I never knew what I was gonna wake up to find?”

			A low laugh. “I haven’t seen Ares in days. No Furies—no monsters.” She grinned widely. “No pointy Bacchae teeth, either.”

			“No pointy teeth,” Gabrielle grinned back. “And, this isn’t the fourteenth repeat of the same day in the same stable in the middle of the same feuding city where some poor grieving kid got a god to flip the same day back until someone got it right?” Her lips twitched. “Been there, done that.”

			“I’ll rise, but I refuse to shine,” Xena replied, and laughed herself. She seemed incredibly relaxed, Gabrielle thought. No bad dreams for Xena; the woman’s incredibly blue eyes were warm as she settled more comfortably in the chair’s cushions, and she propped her feet on the bed. “This is at least as good as old King Lias ever gave me when I took Princess Diana’s place.” She considered this. “Better. No yappy little dog.”

			“And we finally found Helen,” Gabrielle said. She sat up and pulled her ankles up under her skirts. “I still don’t believe how well you did that: just—riding straight up to the main gates, and there’s the king, and then, there she is.”

			“That wasn’t me, Gabrielle. That was the storm that blew us off course, remember? If it hadn’t been for that, we’d probably be in Alexandria right now and on a very cold trail.” She tugged at the braid, then shoved hair behind her ear. “Now, if we can just convince her to let us stay here, figure out a way to help her.”

			“Help—I don’t understand.” Gabrielle began separating tangled hair with her fingers. “Didn’t she say that Knossos is protected from Avicus? That hardly anyone knows who she is—two servants and the king, see? I remember. But none of them is gonna give her secret away?

			“I’m sure they won’t. That won’t stop Menelaus from looking, though, will it? And if we found her this easily—maybe someone else could. Draco, or Bellerophon, any of the other boys Menelaus sent out to quest. Or—right. Whoever Avicus sends next, when they all fail?”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle’s fingers twisted a strand of unsnarled hair, then shoved it over her shoulder and started working through another tangle. “And, you’ve got a plan to take care of that, right?”

			“Not quite.” The warrior shrugged. “For now, we’ll be all right if we head off anyone on Menelaus’ quest before they reach the palace—or make sure King Nossis is aware of them, so he can. Otherwise . . .” She got to her feet, crossed to the small table and mirror where Gabrielle’s personal things had been laid out, and brought her the hairbrush, then went over to the window. “Otherwise, I don’t know yet, Gabrielle. It’s not as straightforward as dealing with Callisto.”

			“And that wasn’t very,” Gabrielle agreed. She eased around to let her legs dangle over the floor and began brushing out her hair. Xena glanced at her, then turned back to study the world outside the guest room.

			Callisto. Gabrielle’s brush dug into her scalp, and she had to take a deep breath, let the anger out with it. Xena never showed any emotion on that subject. More than I can say for me. It was wrong; she knew it was. But there were things she still couldn’t completely forgive the crazed warrior for. A better person would. But this was not the place to remember. Perdicas so suddenly and appallingly dead the morning after their wedding night, Callisto’s sword red with his blood. . . .

			The brush was bruising against her scalp; she forced trembling fingers to relax. Don’t. He’s safe now, you’ll see him again. Don’t think about it, not here in Knossos. It would be too easy to blurt something out. Helen loved Perdicas in her own way, and I don’t think she knows he’s dead. But even if she does know, she won’t ever learn how he died. Not from me. Don’t do that to her. Or yourself, she ordered sternly.

			The odd, dark dream was gone, she suddenly realized. Along with the feeling of weight on her chest and tightness in her throat. She glanced at Xena as she separated another strand of red-gold hair, but the warrior was apparently intent on the view. Or giving her a moment or two to come properly awake. Knows me; knows it takes a while. She smiled at her friend’s back.

			Interesting, though. That dream: Most of her bad ones involved Callisto. Or Ares. “That’s weird,” she murmured.

			Xena glanced at her again. “What’s weird, Gabrielle?”

			“Hmmm? Oh, nothing. Just—thinking.” Xena merely nodded and went back to whatever she was watching, if anything. She’d sounded distracted, just now. Like I must’ve been most of the trip from Sparta. Because—had she dreamed it, or had Ares really shown up—somewhere, maybe an island? I remember lots of trees, something about water barrels and Ares’ face way too close to mine—like he was going to . . . kiss me? Now, that sounded like a nightmare for certain! Maybe Xena had her own odd memories. If so, she was welcome to them.

			She finished her hair, edged off the bed, and brushed at the wrinkled, green silk. Should have put my top and skirt back on to nap in, or found something else that wasn’t as fragile. She’d meant to, but had suddenly fallen asleep instead.

			Ares—she could ask Xena about that particular memory. She’d have to ask Xena about a lot of things, eventually. Sea serpents and a bad storm. And that priestess. Rhodes—yeah, because of the statue, and she was Saroni, I remember that because she was so—yeah, she knew my stories, thanks to some of the guys from the Academy who’d told them in that neat little amphitheater. Kind of nice to be admired like that; a little embarrassing, too.

			All the same, she really couldn’t remember a lot of things since she’d jumped on that ship on the Spartan shore with the intention of grabbing Joxer and dragging him back onto the pier to wait for Xena—who was, with any luck at all, close behind.

			She couldn’t remember much else, just—lots of decks, sails, and ships wallowing through water that left her queasy just thinking about it, even now. Funny tasting stuff that Xena dipped out of a pot and slathered on bread for her at sunrise each day.

			Another sliver of memory, suddenly: Xena didn’t know about Ares. I did meet up with him, that was true: me panicking because I couldn’t remember anything, because I’d met an armed wild-woman, and she was Xena, who couldn’t remember anything either.

			Because it was Lethe, that island. She could see it just as she had then, from on deck. Everyone on the ship had gone ashore because there was no water, because that brutal storm had destroyed the water kegs. And once any of them had moved away from the shore, it was like there had never been anything else before that moment. Ares had found Gabrielle after what had seemed a lifetime, and he’d . . . she couldn’t remember most of it, just a sense he’d tried to kiss her. He did douse me with seawater, that’s true, so I could rescue the others. For Xena, he’d said. Because even though she isn’t his anymore, he’d said. . . . Something about deserving better, or not wanting to lose a worthy opponent? She wasn’t sure. Lethe—it couldn’t have been Lethe, because Lethe is a river.

			I’ve lost stuff. Lost memory. Scary thought; she put her hairbrush back on the enameled little table and wrinkled her nose at the reflection in the mirror.

			What good was a bard who couldn’t recall the important things?

			Her mouth twitched. Yeah, like Ares is that important. He wishes. As for the rest of it, probably when the last of the seasick stuff left her she’d remember.

			The closet was behind the dark drape, across from the bathing chamber. At least she remembered that. She smiled, a minor victory, and skirted the bed. As she’d hoped, a change of clothing hung neat, clean, freshly pressed, and ready to put on. From the look of it, this was for the feast: Like Xena’s, it was a finer fabric, a little more silver thread in the weave, but otherwise the same sea-foam green.

			She carried the garment back over to the bed and glanced up to see Xena watching her, her back against the wall, arms crossed. Thoughtful, or worried? “You okay now?” the warrior asked.

			Gabrielle nodded. “Sure.” She began unlacing the back of the green, then drew her hair aside as Xena came over to deftly unfasten it for her. “Thanks. I like that, Xena. You look good in red.” Bright red, the thought crossed her mind. Not dark—bright red, the color of death, and Xena dancing with a red-clad Ares. . . .

			But she was done with unpleasant memories for the moment, she decided firmly. She and Xena were guests at a fabled palace, only a fool or an idiot would think about anything just now but comfort, good food, nice clothing, and whatever entertainment was to come.

			Between them, she and Xena got her into the pale-green silk, and she spun in place, letting the fabric slither up over her arms and calves, then settle into place. “And, if I didn’t say, Xena, you look rested.”

			The warrior smiled. “Thanks. You look good yourself. And I like red, especially when it’s like this: Bright, slithery, and lots of gold to make it interesting. Yeah, I got some sleep. With time left over to think.” She moved away, through the separating room and came back with the tray, now holding a very few grapes, a small bowl of cherries, and two ewers with matching cups. She poured herself a dollop of wine and, when Gabrielle nodded, a mug of cider for her. “Not that thinking has helped much so far.”

			“It will,” Gabrielle assured her firmly.

			Xena’s mouth twitched; her eyes were amused. “Yeah. I wish I had your faith. Because no matter how I go at it, the only way I can see to stop Menelaus from hunting Helen is to kill him. Even just killing Avicus isn’t the answer, because Menelaus would find another priest, or another way.” She drained the cup and poured another swallow, dropped back into the chair and watched the contents swirl.

			Gabrielle set her cup aside. “Xena, hey, listen to me, how many times do we have this conversation? I mean, you can’t just kill—” The warrior held up a hand, and she fell silent.

			“I know that. And you know I know that.” The two women studied each other for a long, still moment. Xena finally broke what felt like an interminable silence. “Gabrielle, if I had thought that that was the right answer, the only way to stop all this, those two would have been dead before I’d left Sparta.”

			Silence again. Gabrielle swallowed, and finally nodded. Despite her extremely violent past, Xena so often went along with her requests to try resolving things without violence. Now, or back when they’d found the old toy maker, Senticles, during a solstice season in which the local king had refused to allow solstice to be celebrated. Solstice. Gods, was it two or was it three years ago? It seems like a thousand years ago. Xena and me getting those orphans to help stop the king’s soldiers by throwing marbles and other toys, making the guards look silly but not really hurting them, both of us finding a way to make things okay again.

			“Like that town,” Xena said, unnervingly echoing her thought. “Remember? The old king who’d lost his wife and we’d thought she was dead? That old toy maker? I try, Gabrielle.”

			“I know you do,” the bard replied warmly. It had probably been the first time since her own childhood—if then—that Xena had “got” the idea of giving gifts, rather than each of them simply purchasing something she wanted for herself. And she gave me that carved wooden sheep. She could still feel the thrill when she’d first seen that toy. So like the one she’d had as a child.

			And Gabrielle? In all the craziness of trying to get that poor old king to let people celebrate solstice—I forgot to buy Xena anything! She’d felt so awful about it. But the look on Xena’s face, then, when she’d smiled so warmly and said, “Gabrielle, you are a gift.”

			“We’ll just both have to keep working at it,” she said firmly. “It’ll be okay. It has to be. We’ll find a way.”

			Xena didn’t agree with that, of course; she’d seen too much in her life go wrong, and though she was more hopeful these days than she’d once been, she still wasn’t the most optimistic person around, Gabrielle knew. But Xena merely smiled and nodded, set her cup aside and got to her feet, went back over to the window and gazed out.

			Gabrielle’s smile faded as she thought about the wonderful toy. That beautifully carved sheep. She had tucked it in the basket with Hope when she’d hurled the baby to what she thought would be safety from a jealous Xena, who’d wanted only to destroy an innocent child. She swallowed again. My demon child: Poor Hope. But Xena was right; I couldn’t save her, any more than I could turn Dahak to good. Because the gods knew she had tried and had failed.

			Forget it, she ordered herself angrily. It was all behind them now—everything but sudden, painful reminders like this. Solan was dead, Hope had died by Gabrielle’s own hands. And the solstice gift from Xena had gone with Hope, part of her pyre—right next to Solan’s. Don’t! she ordered herself fiercely, and blinked to find a concerned Xena coming over to catch hold of her shoulders. She managed a smile, and thought quickly. “Sorry. Must not be awake yet. It really was an—odd dream.”

			“Great,” Xena drew her briefly closed, and smoothed her hair. When she let go of her close companion, her mouth was sardonic. “Don’t tell me about it, okay? Your dreams are all weird, compared to any of mine.”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle smiled. “Comes with being a bard. Free stories every time you go to sleep.”

			“Yeah, sure. Pass.” The warrior crossed the room, peered through the bathing chamber, then went back to the window.

			“Anything interesting out there?” Gabrielle asked. The warrior shook her head.

			“Just—thinking.”

			Gabrielle watched her settle on the narrow sill, then turned away to pull the bed neat. All the things that had happened to them and between them since the day she’d abandoned her family and village to follow a reformed—make that reforming—woman warlord. It had taken time for Xena to learn to trust Gabrielle, but it had been nearly as much of a struggle for Gabrielle to learn to respect the woman’s silences.

			Ready for the party—no party yet. If the daylight outside that window was any indication, it might be a while before anyone showed up to escort them to the banquet hall. Gabrielle scooped up a handful of cherries and perched on the edge of the chair to eat them.

			“So, you don’t think Helen’s going to be safe here?”

			The warrior didn’t turn. “Gabrielle, she’s not safe anywhere. Maybe she’s safer here than someplace like Rhodes.”

			Silence. Gabrielle dumped cherry stones back on the tray and contemplated finishing the bowl of fruit. Decided not to. “If only we could—” she shrugged—“I don’t know. But he only wants her because of what she is—right?”

			“Most beautiful woman in the world,” Xena agreed.

			“So, maybe, if there was a way to make her look old, or ugly or something?”

			Xena glanced at her; smiled briefly. “I thought about that, too. The problem is, in order for it to work, it would have to be real. You couldn’t fool him with fake warts or something.”

			Gabrielle grinned. “You mean like the one you wore when you pretended to be a buyer for the gold statue of Pax?”

			“Exactly. None of those guys were getting too close to me. Menelaus—you wouldn’t be able to keep him from getting close enough to Helen to touch her, and if there’s a way to fake old or ugly that close, I don’t know what it is.”

			“Yeah. Me, either.” The bard sighed faintly. “Too bad, though. I mean—imagine the look on his face—he shows up here to claim her, and there she is with silver streaks in her hair, bags under her eyes, and missing three teeth, or the last stages of leprosy?”

			Xena laughed. “Figure out how to make it work, Gabrielle.” She shook her head. “I wish you could,” she added soberly. “No, what we have to do is come up with a plan that will make him lose interest without coming to Crete. If that’s possible.”

			“Well—sure.”

			“That’s important. Because Knossos doesn’t have an army, the island itself is protected, way it’s laid out, and the Minos has treaties with just about everyone close by. And the palace has its own guardians.”

			“Oh?”

			The warrior eyed her briefly. “You heard what Helen said. But an army of Spartan soldiers . . . even if they didn’t win, they’d kill innocent people and destroy a way of life.”

			“And Helen would blame herself for all of it,” Gabrielle said. “Every last death. You’re right.”

			Silence, which she broke a moment later.

			“You don’t make it easy, do you?”

			“It’s not me, it’s life. But there’s a way, Gabrielle. There has to be. You can help me find it.”

			Another silence, but a comfortable one. Gabrielle stirred.

			“Did I tell you about that priestess, back in Rhodes? The one I think has something to do with Avicus?”

			“The head priestess? Not the one who was all over you?” Xena’s mouth quirked.

			“Yeah, right,” Gabrielle muttered; she could feel her face getting red. Xena was used to that kind of thing, even if she still didn’t care for it much. For the bard, this had been a first: Someone goggle-eyed to meet The Bard. Poor Saroni, she thought. The woman must not have much of a life outside that temple. “Saroni—that’s the—ah—the woman who likes tales. Anyway, she said something . . . I can’t exactly remember what, but it sure sounded to me like it meant that Krista woman was talking to Avicus.”

			“I don’t doubt she is.” The warrior shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Helen never went to Rhodes, and she’s not there now. Not much the priestess can do to stir up trouble, if that’s what she’s up to.”

			“I hope not,” Gabrielle began; she was interrupted by a tap on the door. A moment later, a fresh faced, black-haired girl clad in pale blue came through the washing and bobbed a curtsey.

			“I am Honoris, here to ready you for the feast.”

			“Good,” Gabrielle said. “Because you know what? I’m really hungry!”

			“Gabrielle,” came the amused reply from the window ledge. “When aren’t you?”

			There are no words, Gabrielle thought irreverently.

			
			A short while later, the two women followed Honoris through long, brightly painted halls. Gabrielle gazed with delight at fantastic fields of flowers, and then dolphins leaping high above a sea with ships on its surface and strange creatures below. This shaded into land, and the ruins of an island falling into deep water, the fire and smoky pall of a vast volcano towering above it. “Atlantis!” she exclaimed, and her feet slowed. Xena tugged at her elbow.

			“Gabrielle, c’mon! You can look at it later—or tomorrow, when the light’s better. If you aren’t still hungry, I am.”

			“Huh?” Gabrielle blinked at her, then at the girl waiting for them at the next joining of hallways. “Oh, right.”

			Another cross passage, and then another. Gabrielle glanced at their guide, then at Xena, and lowered her voice. “How big is this place, anyway?” The warrior shrugged. “I mean—it didn’t look this big from the outside. And what is all of it for?”

			Xena ran a finger along the wall, tracing the line of a bright, green painted vine that opened into an enormous pink and red blossom. “Some of it’s for the king’s business—scribes and archives; things like that. Some of it’s to house the king’s nobles and their families.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle hesitated briefly as the wall to her left became seascape again—sea serpents, one strangling a ship just like they were said to, while two others picked off the sailors who’d been thrown from its deck. Brrrr, she thought. Did we get lucky or what? “I get it,” she said. “It’s a city, it’s just all under one roof. Right?”

			“Something like that.”

			“And somewhere in all this—” she flung her arms wide, “is Joxer. Except, I thought he was farther back that way than we were.”

			Xena shrugged.

			“Guess we’ll find out eventually. I mean, he’ll be there tonight, won’t he?”

			“If we’re here that long, I’m sure you’ll have plenty of chances to explore,” Xena said. Ahead of them, the girl waited at another cross passage, and this time gestured for them to take the left way. “But he’s an honored guest, too; he’ll be at the feast.” She considered this. “Unless he’s done something really dumb and wound up at the bottom of the cliff, or in a cell somewhere.”

			“You know,” Joxer’s reedy voice came from the right, “I heard that, Xena, and you know what? I resent it! I mean, when is the last time I got thrown in a dungeon?” Gabrielle turned back to look down the hall as Joxer came striding up, a half-grown boy in plain black at his side. The would-be hero smirked. “On account of, I seem to remember, Gabrielle, that you—”

			“Cut it out,” Xena growled. “And start over. This is a palace, and we’re guests here.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle put in. “It wouldn’t hurt to use some manners, would it? Show some class, Joxer.” She looked at the boy then; he seemed to be fighting not to laugh, and she smiled at him. “Hi. I’m Gabrielle, and this is Xena. And I guess you know Joxer . . .”

			“He knows Joxer,” Joxer broke in. “And he’s Newin.”

			Xena nodded and laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I thought you might be the heir,” she said. “You look like him, and I remember the custom.” And, as Gabrielle eyed her curiously, she added, “If Nossis had a queen, she’d have come to help us get ready. He doesn’t, but he sent his son to help Joxer.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle seemed to see Joxer for the first time; she stared. “Wow! Lookin’ good, Joxer!” He made her a sweeping bow, and for a wonder, did a neat job of it.

			“Yeah,” Xena said dryly. “Wonder how long that’ll stay clean?”

			“Manners,” Joxer reminded her in a lofty voice. “Which reminds me, you are both radiant, lovely and—gee, I really like the green thing, Gabrielle.”

			He was trying, he really was. She’d do her best, she decided. “Thank you,” she replied simply, and when he bowed the women moved ahead of him and Newin, Gabrielle made sure she and Xena were well ahead of the prince and the would-be hero before she made a face at Xena. Xena’s mouth twitched, and her eyes were wicked.

			
			It was, Gabrielle decided, some of the best food she’d ever eaten, and probably the most. Course followed course, with toasted, tender, lamb cubes skewered between chunks of apple and other fruits; a bowl of fruit in pale, sweet wine giving way to a fish soup; then some other kind of roasted fish covered in a spicy, crispy layer that crunched agreeably.

			The room, fortunately, hadn’t been the vast hall she’d expected given the sprawl of the palace as a whole. There was one table fit to hold maybe thirty people closely, instead of a dozen or so tables and herself and Xena widely separated. One side of the chamber was all windows, but with the sun down, she couldn’t see much except an occasional torch or lantern somewhere across the palace grounds. The opposite wall was cut into steps, and in the far corner were musical instruments, some benches, and stools.

			No music to go with food. She approved of that, especially tonight. She had attended very few royal banquets, and seldom indeed as an honored guest. And there was bardic tradition about such feasts in the halls of the Minos; a person didn’t need distractions.

			There were twenty-two dining at the long, candlelit table, with the king at one end, his son and heir, Newin, at the other, and various members of his nobility and household between. Joxer had the place at Newin’s right hand, then the wife of Nossis’ minister of trade—a dark and plainly serious woman of middle years, who seemed much more interested in her plate than the guests. Her husband, Olios, had the next seat, and then Gabrielle and Xena mid-table, side by side.

			Somewhere between the lamb and the soup, Gabrielle became aware of Helen, a still form near the door clad in dark blue, a sheer scarf of the same color draped over her hair and shadowing most of her face. The two children who had come in with her waited politely until the king saw them, then ran to his side at his gesture. Gabrielle was glad to see the man turn and pull them both close. From the look on his face, he must be very fond of them.

			The boy listened as his sister whispered something in the king’s ear, then accepted a bit of fruit from his father’s plate. Then both ran back to their tutor, who took them out again. Bedtime, the bard assumed, and promptly forgot about them as yet another freshening-course was brought in. Helen returned alone some time later, near the end of the meal, and at a gesture from Nossis, settled on a cushioned sofa on the top step, near the harp.

			Now some entertainment would be good, Gabrielle thought. The final item was set before her—a chilled cake filled with dried fruit. She sighed happily and picked around the edges.

			Xena nudged her. “Hey, you’re not full or anything, are you?”

			“Who, me?” Gabrielle took another small bite and washed it down with a sip of very cold and well-watered wine. “I can’t remember the last time I was this full. Pinch me so I know I’m not dreaming. Or just remind me I earned this.”

			Xena glanced beyond her close companion to Joxer, who was quietly talking to Newin. The boy had scarcely touched his last two courses, and gazed at the inept warrior in awe. Not inept to the prince, at least, Xena thought. It surprised her how well-behaved Joxer had been throughout the long meal; she’d been sure she’d have to haul him out halfway through the soup. Not falling in his plate, hasn’t spilled anything, and he’s not bragging. Or if he was, she couldn’t hear it.

			Gabrielle’s eyes moved that way, and she pushed her cup away. “Amazing, isn’t it? When I first saw those two, I figured we’d be in for at least ten new verses of Joxer the Mighty over dinner.”

			“I know what you mean. Maybe an innocent kid like that is exactly what he needs,” Xena said.

			“Well—sure.” Gabrielle pinched a little cake between thumb and forefinger and ate it, then reluctantly pushed the rest aside. “It’s not like bragging to Meg and her kind, I guess.” She turned the other way as King Nossis stood and snapped his fingers. “Do you suppose Helen’s gonna play? And do you think that’s exactly safe?”

			“Gabrielle,” the warrior replied softly, “think about it. She’s so established as a tutor, what else are these people gonna see except the tutor to the king’s babies? It’s not uncommon for a tutor to also teach music, you know.” She laid a hand on Gabrielle’s arm for silence then, as King Nossis began to speak.

			“My friends, colleagues, and guests, I welcome you to Knossos, and I trust you have enjoyed the feast so far. To those of you who have not yet met our guests—”

			“That would be almost everybody,” Gabrielle muttered quietly; Xena nudged her, and she fell silent again.

			“I am honored to introduce Xena. I know many of you have heard of Xena the evil warlord, but as we Cretans know, Xena and a companion went to Troy and helped defend her walls to the last. Because of them, many brave Trojans still live.” Xena inclined her head as he gestured; she smiled at the polite applause, but her eyes were ironic. Yeah, right, Gabrielle thought. Lookit the two old guys across from us; they’re looking at her and thinking “warlord,” all right. But the king was speaking again. “Her companion before then, and at Troy, and since: Gabrielle, warrior and bard.”

			Gee, the warrior/bard thought confusedly, and smiled brightly. The two old men didn’t seem to have reservations when they looked at her; they were pretty enthusiastic, in fact. Great. All I need, a couple fellas like that to duck while we’re here.

			“And,” the king finished grandly, “the warrior Joxer, who has given up his own pursuits to aid Xena in her constant battle against the evil forces in our world.” Xena and Gabrielle eyed each other blandly; Joxer waved a hand and smiled, but made no comment whatsoever.

			“He’s sick, right?” Gabrielle whispered.

			Xena shrugged.

			“Hey. You got me. Ssst! Pay attention, he’s not done,” she added quietly.

			“As you of Knossos all know,” Nossis said, “it is custom for the musicians to perform over the final course and wine. But such good fortune as is ours, in the matter of our guests is it possible we could persuade Gabrielle to honor us with some of her tales?”

			“What—me?” It came out, fortunately, as a faint, breathy squeak. Xena gripped her friend’s elbow, and as Gabrielle glanced wildly her way, nodded firmly. The bard smiled and waved her free hand. “I—sure! I’d be honored. Glad to, in fact.” She lowered her voice and leaned close to Xena’s near ear. “I did not expect this! You didn’t, did you?”

			“Me? I didn’t do anything, it’s all his idea. Not that it surprises me, Gabrielle.”

			“Great! What do I do now?”

			“What you’re good at. You talk.” The warrior smiled. “Just remember, Knossos was friend and ally to Troy, and by and large they don’t like a lot of blood and gore.”

			Gabrielle glanced up and smiled cheerfully, nodding as Nossis gestured, and Helen stood, making her way to the harp. “Okay—so I’d leave Menelaus out of things anyway, and I guess that means nothing about the Hoard—as if I would. I—ah, okay, I can do this.” She pushed resolutely to her feet, thinking furiously as she approached the steps, and turned back to face the long table.

			Stick with the basics, she told herself, and glanced at Helen who nodded. Ready to follow whatever lead the bard made, she assumed that meant. As it did. “Let me tell you,” Gabrielle began, “about the day Xena battled an army and a vengeful giant.”

			She had to leave a lot out of that tale, as always. What struck her now as wildly funny—her and Xena spatting nonstop the entire day long starting with the argument over a dented frying pan and Xena’s “creative juices.” Poor goofy-looking Howar’s drooling crush on the warrior—that was all the kind of thing an audience like this wouldn’t get. They enjoyed the rest of it: Xena’s creative use of the rampaging giant to destroy the warlord’s army, then the even more creative way she’d harnessed lightning to kill the giant.

			Xena looked embarrassed as Gabrielle’s audience broke into applause—but then, no matter what story Gabrielle told here, the warrior would look as if she wanted to be elsewhere.

			To Gabrielle’s surprise, one tale didn’t do it. She went through every story she could think of that wasn’t too violent, that wasn’t anti-Troy or pro Greek gods. The anti-Troy caution wasn’t a problem but the violence thing—it wasn’t just enemies like the Hoard, she realized as time after time, she announced a story, only to meet with dead, disapproving silence on the part of some of her audience. The women seemed one and all appalled at the seemingly callous tossing around of the baby that Pandora later adopted when she married King Gregor. Even though the child hadn’t been harmed and it was only because of Xena’s quick thinking and her own half-quick reactions that the child was still alive. Those sour, matronly faces kept several other stories behind her teeth—things she’d thought reasonably tame, like Ares losing his godhood. Of course, they don’t approve of the Greek gods any more than they like the Greek warlords, she reminded herself with a faint sigh. That took care of Prometheus, even though she knew she could make a tearful story of Iolaus’s near death. And there was no point even starting with Callisto (too violent) or Callisto siding with Ares (Greek gods, odd sex if you could trust Ares on the subject of Xena’s body and Callisto’s mind in the same form). Never mind Callisto and Xena exchanging bodies (just flat out weirdness, even ignoring the level of violence).

			Down at the far end of the table she could see Newin looking slightly annoyed. Because of the way she was choosing her comparatively bland tales? she wondered. Or because none of them . . . She grinned, nodded at Helen and declaimed: “And now, I tell you of Joxer the warrior, who was tricked by the silliest Greek goddess of all into stealing a bride from her beloved, and who by his daring deeds nearly divided two kingdoms.” Joxer went red to his hairline. Hey, deal with it, she thought happily. The banquet guests adored the story: Aphrodite made to look ridiculous, lovers divided by a whining goddess and then reunited by the very valor of the hero who’d been sucked into pushing them apart. She knew how to make the violence result in zero bloodloss all around, and the swash-buckling hero was rescued at the end by a bard’s cleverness in finding a way to ring a bell and tweak Aphrodite’s nose at the same time.

			It was a story she’d never dared tell before. Hey, I was never someplace protected from the silly goddess. Raw fish to you, Aphrodite, I could get used to this.

			Unfortunately, the story galvanized her audience. Even Helen looked interested, as opposed to mildly amused the way she had until now. Gabrielle smiled until her jaw ached, her mind turning over story after story: Too violent, too sexy, too just plain odd, too—no, don’t go there, way too violent, forget about Marcus, Xena wouldn’t welcome sharing that. . . .

			Inspiration struck just as she was about to bow and plead a sore throat. Payback, she thought happily. For Twickenham and the others spreading her stories to Rhodes and wherever else they’d gone. I wonder where Homer is, and if he’s still closing his eyes when he chants, she thought, and spread her arms wide. “I sing of Spartacus,” she declaimed passionately. “Rebel gladiator!”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Smoke hung thick and black across a narrow bay near the northeast tip of Crete, making visibility ashore nearly impossible, and breathing anywhere on the bay itself unpleasant. The Gaelic pirate ship Wode lay at anchor mid-inlet, tied off to a tree jutting from the steep cliff just beyond her stern, her anchor holding her bow across the center of the deep-water channel, effectively blocking the way in or out. Though at the moment, there were no other ships visible on the open sea. But there was a sleek raider being hauled up onto the sand by a frantic crew. Well, Draco thought with grim amusement, it isn’t going anywhere for a while. Not with a hole that size, and that far below the waterline.

			The smoke faded; the fires were out on the Wode, and he couldn’t see any flame on the other ship. A light breeze riffled the water and sent most of the sooty cloud east, though the smell clung to everything. The warlord’s nose wrinkled. He dropped down off the aft deck and strode forward, leaning over the port rail so he could make out what was happening on shore: Two of the bronze-armored swordsmen were bellowing orders as at least twenty half-naked, soaking wet men hauled on three ropes, dragging at the partly sunken raider ship that lay at a hard angle, sails flapping loose against the port rail.

			Those would be the rowers, Draco decided. There hadn’t been anyone on deck among the fighters who’d looked raggedy and overly thin like that; slaves, probably, most of them. He didn’t know how wet a man’d get, rowing below decks as they did, but more likely they’d gotten drenched when the ship was holed—or getting to shore, of course. They were having a job of it, no surprise, with all the extra water in that bow at the moment. The foremast was half-submerged, and those fighters might as well shut up for all the good they were doing.

			Nearby, a clutch of armed and partly armored fighting men eyed the Wode. Wondering if they could find a way to attack her, Draco thought. If they should bother. They seemed to think better of it. Smart ones, aren’t they, he thought dryly. Their catapult was either at the bottom of the bay or underwater, forward, and he’d seen the baskets of shot for the weapon fly off the starboard deck when the bow started taking water so abruptly.

			Wode’s catapult was lashed down near the port rail, in plain sight, along with the two torches ready to light pitch-coated shot. The warlord’s nose wrinkled; he wasn’t used to the heavy reek of burning pitch, and he didn’t care for it much. Pine tar laced in the torches to burn out a village—that’s a smell a man can appreciate, he thought.

			Another thought briefly flitted across his mind. You’re supposed to be doing good, remember? Yeah. Right. It suddenly seemed a lifetime ago that he’d made that vow to a very wary looking Gabrielle. In fact, it was difficult to see her face just now, though he’d talked to her only a few days before, the afternoon he’d climbed the backside of Melos while Wode’s crew loaded their water barrels. Funny old small world—him walking right into her. Of course, Xena’d lied to him, back in Menelaus’ palace—Gabrielle was with her and on the quest for Helen. Probably that Joxer is with them, too, he thought gloomily. I could’ve made her tell me. But she’d looked nervous enough, just sitting alone in that high meadow and talking to him. And “making” someone—that probably isn’t doing good, either.

			She’d done a lot of laughing that afternoon, he suddenly recalled. That nervous, silly giggle. You know, he told himself, that stupid giggle could get under your skin real bad, after a while. Maybe, if he had the opportunity, he’d get used to it. But that wasn’t important. The Wode had lost track of Xena and Gabrielle early on; right now, they could be anywhere, including halfway to fabled India. Besides, there was plenty to do here and now. The fighting just now had been—different enough from a land battle to pique his interest. Similar enough, it felt damned good. And that part, swinging over to the other ship? Oh, yeah. That was good. He grinned, hitched one leg onto the rail and settled in to keep an eye on shore. And those warriors.

			Funny thing about those warriors, though. Habbish’s crew might not be typical of the breed, of course. They were from some cold, bleak island well to the north and east, maybe all their kind looked like such a mixed bag: Everything from hardened leather armor to bare chest to cast-off metal plate that had to be lashed in place, and not two swords even remotely alike among the pack of ’em. Could be he’s really lousy at pirating, and this is as good as it gets for these guys.

			He didn’t think so, though: The planning and execution of this raid, and the state of that other ship, said Habbish knew his business. Can’t fool another warlord, anyway, Draco thought. He’d taken to the Gael from the first.

			It was something to ask Habbish, though: If those guys on shore were pirates also, how come they were dressed so well? The two prisoners he’d personally taken wore armor that had been smelted for them, and the swords had come from the same smith, he knew the look.

			His eyes moved over the lines of the stranded raider ship. It had the look of a fine warhorse: Sleek, smooth, well proportioned. Built for speed. The Hammer should have been able to out maneuver Wode easily: Habbish’s vessel was almost as tubby as a merchantman in comparison.

			Draco’s admiration for Wode’s captain had gone up considerably since Habbish had mentioned the ship following them for so many days, and Draco had said, “Why not stop them and ask them why?” At the time, Draco had thought his comment a rather weak joke and had been surprised when Habbish took the notion seriously.

			Draco glanced over his shoulder. Habbish was still up by the wheel, where he maintained the captain should be at such times. Those funny plaid britches and the shock of curly red hair shot with silver. That wild mass of beard. That gut. The man didn’t look much like a fighter—not like a fighter at all, the warlord amended. And, in fact, the Gael had done no actual fighting when the ships had finally engaged. But he knew how to plan. Oh, yeah. Does he ever. He’d mentioned Crete right away and explained to his guest and passenger why: the island was close, but so were several others. However, Crete was bigger by far than anything else around, long and skinny, with a northwestern tip that was populated only by wild animals and birds, and maybe a herder or so. The current king chose not to waste money patrolling this far end of the island since there was nothing here to protect, no reason for an army to land here and find its way up the cliffs and across hostile highlands simply to sneak up on the towns or the main port. “Or Knossos itself, were a man so foolish as to challenge the power that keeps it safe.” Wonder what he meant by that. Draco had fired that thought for later, when there was time to talk.

			After poring over his charts for some time, Habbish had picked this particular inlet: for its size and the configuration of the bottom. “There’s deep water within, room for two or three ships to maneuver around one another, but t’entry, is narrowed by cliffs. And ’tis known as a good place to stash things and come back for ’em later. And besides,” he’d explained to the fascinated warlord, “see this mark? Here—just in from shore? ’Tis a well, good one, too.”

			Draco’d seen an objection at once, and raised it. “But you said you can land on Crete. That you trade—”

			“Sure. But t’captain may not know Wode does so. So, would be a normal thing for a ship like this t’put in somewhere away from t’cities, same as we did on Melos. And we’ve no’ made land for water since Melos. Wager they know that, too.

			“Now. Way they’ve followed us so far, like you’ll say, ‘Habbish, no point to ’em going in there after us; they just wait out of sight until we come out, eh?’ Either follow us on as they’ve done, or ambush us, if that’s their long plan. But, say Wode sails close along t’island, moving fast and in a straight line, s’if we had some plan and no want to share it?”

			Draco had followed this easily enough: “They think we’re up to something, you mean? Sneaking around. Picking up treasure, maybe?”

			“Or burying our last take.”

			“Better yet. They want to know what we’re up to, and why.”

			“A man can hope as much.” Habbish’d shrugged.

			“So, they’ll follow?”

			The captain had shrugged again. “P’raps. If not this time, then next. There’s another place or two t’Wode can use t’lure ’em.”

			The whole conversation had left him impressed with the similarities between land and sea tactics, and the differences, too: Interested enough to want to learn more. Man could do worse, he’d thought as he emerged from the captain’s cabin to seek his own—the sumptuous little cabin reserved for special passengers. Not as nice as the tent he’d had when he’d commanded his own army, no. Good enough for the time being. Maybe, until I get a ship of my own? He’d shrugged the thought aside; too much going on just now, and maybe there wouldn’t be enough profit for another ship like Wode. Though the waters were vast and there seemed to be no end of merchant-vessels for the taking.

			Of course, Habbish might not want to share information like that; might even see the question as a personal threat to his command of this ship. Wait until you’re close enough to shore to swim in, if you have to, he’d told himself wryly.

			Part of him had been surprised, part of him not, when Habbish’s plan had succeeded: The old man had done a masterful job of steering his ship on a steady course, sending men to the crow’s nest and the aft deck rigging to make a show of seeing the raider for the first time, then sending more men flying into the rigging to pile on more sail and angle the foremast to catch the least breath of wind. The little ship had practically flown over the water until it reached the bay; Habbish had barked out orders and kept the wheel for himself, and Draco’d nearly gone flying as the vessel came around, heeled partway over, then headed straight for the entry of the bay.

			They’d vanished into early morning shadow, cast by the high rock walls shielding the rising sun, but not before Habbish had seen the other ship’s oars come out. “Taken the bait proper!” he shouted; his men grinned fiercely and went back to their tasks.

			Once inside the bay, Habbish had ordered sail drawn in, the foremast tied down flat, and had used what little wind remained to steer Wode flawlessly across what even Draco could see was a very uneven depth. I don’t know much of it, and those charts of his might as well be in that Hittite cuneiform instead of straight lettering. But even a green boy could tell the difference between the deep blue of water a ship could cross, and the paler green that might ground it. Or the stuff that’s so shallow, a man can see the sand and the plants growing in it and clearly make out the shoals of young fishes.

			They were scarcely in place when Hammer came into sight, but still well out to open sea. The ship turned sharply in deep water, sails slacking limp as wind was partly blocked by the cliff face. Ranks of oars like a forest of spears cut smoothly into the water and came dripping out, then down again, propelling the slender war machine into calm water.

			War machine beyond doubt, once they could see it close up: Archers lined the forerails, and men worked to brace up the catapult while others brought up baskets of shot. Still others stood on the high aft deck, swords out.

			Draco could still see the fierce grin on Habbish’s face as the other ship moved steadily down the very midst of the inlet and into the bay. The vessel shot by their shadowy hiding place. Draco barely had time to read the name on her bow: Hammer.

			But once she was inside the relatively pond-like bay, her open-water assets turned into liabilities. Particularly her length. At Habbish’s barked order, Wode moved out, her own small oar bank moving the ship until the wind could catch the sail; she’d come up behind Hammer unnoticed until, with a hellish snapping of wood, her metal-clad prow had sheared off half the port side oars.

			Hammer floundered awkwardly until someone bellowed the order for oars up. Dependent now entirely on the wind—what there was of it—the ship came around as awkwardly as an old fishing tub.

			Habbish’s oarsmen had backed Wode away so smoothly, Draco suspected this was a frequent maneuver on their part. The archers on the other ship scrambled for clear shots and catapult workers fought the wallowing ship as they piled shot into the bucket and one of them tried to get his balance long enough to light the pitch. They got off one load: most of that fell harmless into the sea behind the Wode, or to starboard. Before the bucket could be filled again and the winch set, Wode came at them this time at a sharp angle, the metal-clad prow cutting into the other’s port bow. Men went flying as Hammer heeled hard to starboard and, moments later, the Wode was out of reach.

			But only for a moment; this time she went in at the same angle, but Habbish threw the wheel over hard to port at the last moment. Draco and two dozen hardened pirates had been ready; as the ships scraped against each other, men launched themselves from the rails or swung onto the decks of the Hammer.

			Prisoners, Draco’d reminded himself. It wasn’t his usual fighting style, but it hadn’t proved that difficult to flatten one man with the hilt of his sword and another with a hard left to the jaw. Two of the men who’d stayed with him dragged the unconscious pair back to the rail, where they were helped aboard Wode as she made another pass. Draco stayed behind to make certain the men who’d gone to disable the catapult all made it back; he was the last one across and nearly missed his footing. Fortunately for him, the Wode had dropped into a small wave, and he fell onto the deck rather than into the water. Moments later, Wode rammed Hammer again, this time forward and well below the waterline; the battle was over.

			Easy pickings, the warrior thought as he watched the exhausted rowers drop to the sand while other men shoved past them to study the damage to their ship. Remember to tell the man how impressed you are, when you get the chance. To this moment, there hadn’t been one.

			The warlord brought himself back to the moment, and shielded his eyes against midday sun as he gazed up. Hammer had actually hit something after all, but the damage seemed to be slight. A few holes in the sail, a sooty streak running up toward the crossbar, and a hole in the floor of the crow’s nest. More luck than aim, probably.

			Habbish’s crew were obviously old hands at all this: Even before the man could bark out an order, and while Wode was still menacing Hammer, a handful of men had swarmed aloft to put out the fire.

			Habbish was still at the wheel, shouting orders in half a dozen directions. Draco stayed where he was—where he’d be out of the way until things were settled.

			We coulda settled that ship my way, he thought. He’d said as much to Habbish: “If they’re bothering you, get rid of them. Send the ship and every last one of the crew to the bottom.”

			But Habbish had been firmly against it. “So happen they be Romans, a man’d be foolish to kill ’em all off. They hear of it, and they’ll hunt Wode until they sink her.” The Romans would never learn what had happened from a drowned ship of dead men, Draco thought grimly, but the Gael wasn’t buying it. “Besides, man’ll learn more from a prisoner or two. May be ’tis time for Habbish to move back north and out of these waters entirely.”

			Well, it’s his ship, the warlord reminded himself.

			
			They left the bay a very short time later, the Hammer almost as pathetic looking as her rowers, some of the armored men shouting curses and threats. Habbish and his crew ignored them.

			There wasn’t much wind—just enough to move the ship without the need for oars. Habbish brought Wode into deep water, then around toward the northwest before turning the helm over to one of his men; he clattered down from the aft deck and joined Draco at the rail. “A good fight.” The captain grinned. “Ye’ve style, man. And we’ve three prisoners.”

			“Three?” Draco raised an eyebrow. “I grabbed two and got out; I didn’t see anyone else.”

			The grin widened. “Two ye took y’self. Third, though: two ’f my men got ’im, fished ’im out of t’water at t’last. Trying to swim right out of the bay, they thought he was. Funny, don’t y’think?”

			“A slave trying to escape—?”

			“Nae, no oarsman. ’Twas armored and all; about t’drown when they got hold of ’im, and ’im still tryin’ t’get away from ’em.” He looked up and shouted, “Just bring that sheet in by half, and drop ’t deep anchor! Yon cap’n won’t be following us anytime soon! We’ll bide here a bit!” He turned back to Draco as two men eased out onto the crosspiece and began pulling up loose sail. “Time to ask a question or so, d’ye think?”

			“No time like the present,” Draco replied cheerfully, and followed the captain across the deck to the starboard rail, hard against the bulkhead of the aft deck where three bound men sat cross-legged, and heavily guarded.

			Draco looked them over. The two he’d taken—one with a split lip, the other an impressive, black eye. Both looked back at him sullenly. The third, though: The third man wore hardened leather that looked familiar. So did that shock of pale hair. The smile left his face; his eyes narrowed as he nudged the third fellow with his boot. “You. Look at me.”

			The man ignored him.

			Draco nudged harder.

			No reaction.

			He drew a long-bladed dagger and squatted on his heels, flipped the blade under the man’s chin and with his free hand, grabbed hair, yanking back hard. “I said, look at me. You know how I am about orders.” A startled yelp; Draco smiled, but his eyes were hard.

			“Brisus,” he said quietly. “My old friend Brisus. I sail halfway across the Aegean and who do I find? Only the man I left behind with my army!”

			“It wasn’t your army any more, Draco!” Brisus spat back. “I took it from you because you—!” A sudden, convulsive movement of the blade at his throat silenced him.

			“Oh, no, Brisus, you got it all wrong. You cheated me out of it. But it’s still mine. Now. One more time, and then I start carving: What—did—you—do—with—my—army?”

			“I didn’t—” Terror had tightened the man’s throat so that the words came out as a harsh whisper. Draco smiled, shook his head, and slid the blade along Brisus’s windpipe and smoothly along the line of his jaw. Not a drop of blood, either, he thought with grim amusement. He could see white all the way around the man’s eyes. He moved the dagger so Brisus could see all of it, and raised an eyebrow.

			The man gasped for breath; his eyelids sagged shut briefly. “It—it was—a coupla days after you left . . .”

			“After you forced me out,” Draco corrected him evenly. “Through the gauntlet, in case you’ve forgotten that little detail?”

			Brisus merely shook his head. He seemed to be fighting for control. After a moment, he went on. “You were gone. Most of the—the men were okay with that, whatever you think,” he added spitefully. Draco shifted his grip on the dagger; Brisus sent his gaze down to the deck and kept it there. “We—I was planning a raid, over into Pylos, maybe.”

			“Yeah, sure you were,” Draco said flatly. “Because I came up with the idea!”

			“Pylos,” the man said after a moment. “We—I had everyone in camp, so we—could talk about that. Decide—where the profit was, if it was worth it.” He glanced up, away again. “The Spartans came down on the camp from three directions at once. We never had a chance.”

			Draco stared at him. “You let the Spartans take my army?”

			Brisus’s mouth twitched; his eyes were resentful. “I didn’t let anyone anything! I had guards posted, I—why the Hades do you care, anyway? It wasn’t yours any more, it was mine!”

			Silence. Draco was vaguely aware of Habbish just behind him, of men all over the deck listening, and the other two prisoners who now divided their attention between Draco, Habbish, their guards, and Brisus, whom they gazed at with open loathing. “Yeah,” the warlord said finally. “I guess you wouldn’t get it, would you, Brisus? I put that army together one man at a time. I personally picked every last fighting man, I knew what each one of them was good for, where he’d do best in just about any kind of fight there was.” Another long silence. “How many of them were left, when you finished letting the Spartans overrun the camp?”

			“We took out a lot of them,” Brisus began resentfully; the knife moved and he swallowed, hard. “They caught us by surprise, I told you. They—”

			“You didn’t have guards posted on the west entry, did you?”

			“It wasn’t supposed to have happened like that!” Brisus shouted.

			“Yeah. Great excuse. That lets you off the hook, doesn’t it?” Draco reversed his grip on the knife and threw it; it quivered deep in the aft bulkhead, mere inches from the usurper’s ear. Brisus stared at it sidelong, his jaw slack. “So, now tell me how you wound up on Hammer.”

			Brisus licked his lips. “As a slave—”

			“Yeah, sure you did. Captain here says they fished you out of the water just like that—armor, weapons. That same nasty knife at the back of your neck, and the other one in your boot, I’ll bet. You weren’t down helping row that boat, you were fighting for her!”

			“I didn’t—!”

			“You stole my army, and then you sold it out, didn’t you, Brisus? How much did Menelaus give you to open up the camp for him?”

			“No!” The yell echoed across open water. Brisus swallowed again and tried to speak normally. “They—just a couple of us at the end, they gave the choice: Die in the king’s torture chamber or volunteer for his ship. I—Hades, Draco, what choice did I have?”

			“You had a lot of choices,” Draco replied evenly. “Including never coming to me for a job in the first place and never kicking me out.”

			“Wait,” Habbish broke in suddenly. “You mean—yon ship belongs to Sparta?” Brisus glanced up as if surprised to find anyone nearby but Draco. He studied the man for some moments, then finally nodded.

			“He—his captain, the king’s captain, I mean, he said that Hammer is supposed to be Roman, or a raider ship manned by Roman deserters. It’s his, though. Menelaus’. He keeps a percentage of whatever they take, and—”

			“Oh, aye,” the Gael snarled, startling Brisus into silence. “T’man duped me!” He bent over to glare at the prisoner. “And what d’ye know of why that ship followed my Wode, eh?”

			“Tell him,” Draco suggested softly as he drew another dagger. One of the other prisoners shifted and started to say something, but fell prudently silent as Draco rounded on him. “I’ll listen to you a little later. Meantime. Brisus—?”

			Brisus shook his head. “I—they didn’t trust me. I never spoke to the captain, barely even saw him, except when I came—on board.”

			Draco chuckled quietly; his eyes were all pupil. “Not good enough.”

			“It’s the truth! I swear! But—but, you couldn’t help hearing, it’s worse than a camp because it’s so small and there’s nowhere to go away from people. Everyone was talking about it, the last two days. We were supposed to take the Wode and strip her; word was, the king didn’t rust she was paying full tribute. So—they were gonna each her a lesson. But there was—something, I don’t now, a—a missing badge? The—someone said the king’s priest was behind part of it, but no one talks about him. They’re scared to because he can see things.”

			Draco laughed again, genuinely amused this time. Fact is, the man really can see things. That water bowl of his. Probably had plenty of ways to see things. After all, he had a powerful god to back him up.

			Missing badges—what did that remind him of? He’d worry about that later. Right now, there was this—the amusement was gone—this scum. “You bastard,” he said quietly. “You shoved me out, took my army, and let it be destroyed. That’s assuming I decide to believe your story about the way things happened.”

			“It’s the truth—”

			“Shut up. Well, you know what, Brisus? Maybe I’m gonna build a new army. With a new set of rules. Because maybe you heard from some of my men how I pick my fighters? Not just the clever, little men who come in with recommendations about how good they are at building up profit?”

			Silence. Brisus had gone a muddy white; he knew, all right.

			“I put them ten paces away, give them three arrows, with orders to shoot at me. I catch all three arrows, he’s out. The man who can beat my hands is in.

			“From now on, same kinda thing to force anyone out. Including me. Wanna see how it’s gonna work, Brisus?”

			Silence.

			“You’re gonna stand right there, by the rail. I’m gonna back across the deck, just past the mast. You get three arrows.” The warlord got to his feet and began stripping off his armor. He dropped that and dragged the under padding and shirt over his head. “Open target,” he added, spreading his arms wide and displaying an impressively muscled chest. He smiled as two of Habbish’s men drew Brisus to his feet and untied the ropes. “And if you miss? When you miss? Well. Then it’s my turn.”

			“I—you can’t—!”

			“You wanna bet?”

			“He can,” Habbish said at almost the same moment. He eyed the wet Brisus with contempt. “He says so, and so do—”

			Silence.

			“So you’re the fine laddie who took m’friend’s army, is it?” He clapped Draco on the shoulder. “He’s all yours, friend,” he said, turned, and went back to the aft deck. “You, aloft!” he yelled as Draco got someone to bring a bow and three arrows. “Keep an eye on that bay, and open water, too! That ship was no Roman, but Spartan! May be another keeping an eye on it!” He settled his elbows on the aft rail, watching like most of the rest of his crew, as Draco pressed the bow into Brisus’s unwilling hands and propelled him back against the rail, then slowly backed away from the man.

			Just as he could begin to see the mast out of the corner of his eye, he stopped. Smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I’m giving you better odds than I’ve given anyone else, Brisus,” he said. “Eight paces, not ten. At this range, you don’t have to be as good to make the mark—and I have to be a lot faster.”

			Silence. Brisus eyed the warlord sidelong. Draco shrugged widely, then folded his arms across his chest and grinned. Brisus brought the bow up and an arrow to the string in one smooth movement, drew, and fired. Draco caught the first arrow, deflected the second, dodged the third. He was smiling widely as he held out a hand for the bow. “My turn,” he said. Brisus took one step toward him. A second. He threw the weapon aside then, turned, and dove into the water. “Stop him!” Habbish yelled. Three of his men were already at the rail, but Draco shoved them aside and held up his hands. Some distance away, Brisus came up for air, arms and feet churning furiously as he swam toward shore.

			“Let him go,” the warlord said finally and turned away. “If he can make shore with all that extra weight, maybe he deserves to.”

			“He gets back to Hammer,” Habbish said flatly, “and like as not, they’ll kill him as a spy.”

			“That’s fine with me,” Draco said. He scooped up the bow and slipped the string loose. “I didn’t kill him.”

			“And if ever a man deserved it—” Habbish fell silent as Draco clomped across the deck and vanished into his cabin. “Keep those two close-guarded,” the captain snapped. “We’ll talk to ’em later. A little farther out from shore, p’raps.” Neither man showed any emotion whatsoever. Habbish gestured for the three men at the rail to keep watch on them and went back to take the wheel.

			
			Midnight. The nearly full moon slipped from behind clouds to turn the sea a glittering silver and black; Crete was a massive, shadowy bulk. The Wode moved slowly north from the island, lifting and settling through gentle waves, her sails barely shifting with the light breeze. One of the boys held watch by the wheel, and another in the bow. Two men sat cross-legged in the crow’s nest, talking in low voices as they watched the way they had come.

			“Won’t be any ship coming t’night,” one of them mumbled. “Not after damage we done it.”

			“Lucky it didn’t sink,” the other agreed. “Still, ’tis no bad duty, Angus. Air’s warm, ship’s steady, and—” He drew a jug from inside his shirt; it gurgled. Angus grinned widely. “Mind, now!” the second man urged, and held the jug at arm’s length. “Habbish’ll have our ears, we don’t keep close eye back there!” He uncorked the jug and swallowed a long draught, then handed it over, snatching it back when his companion seemed ready to drain the rest. “And ye’ll no watch anything, y’drink it down all ’t once.”

			Angus sighed elaborately and settled his back against the mast. “Bare enough t’wet m’lips, Mobree. And I’m watching, see?” He glanced wistfully at the jug; Mobree’s lips twisted and he shoved the cork in, the jug back into his shirt. “Wager Habbish ’n’ that warlord’re deep in their cups. We got O’Nary on t’wheel, he’s got his eyes open like always, and t’prisoners are below decks. Nothin’ t’fret.”

			“Like t’be. Was a good job of ship fighting that landsman made of it, and his first on a ship, if the man tells true.” He peered into bright moonlight. “Man can’t make out a thing of the land back there.”

			“Nothing to make out,” Angus assured him. Mobree considered this for some moments, then broke out the jug again.

			
			Down in the Wode’s main cabin, Habbish moved unsteadily from the table to the wooden keg that held his personal supply of ale, empty jug dangling from his fingers. Draco sprawled in a deep chair piled high with cushions, his booted feet crossed and hooked on the edge of the captain’s planning table. A pile of hide charts was stacked just beyond his heels, and at his elbow, in a basket lashed to the chair arm, a silver cup still half-full of the captain’s ale.

			It was only his second cup, but an ale this strong and sour wasn’t his idea of a good drunk. It certainly was Habbish’s, though. The captain had drained four cups already, and he was on his way to downing a fifth. Halfway through it, he set the thing aside and fixed his companion with bloodshot blue eyes. “Man’ll need a new home port, I expect,” Habbish said finally. “Menelaus, the tricky bastard. Never a clue that t’Hammer was his! What was it made y’let that pale-haired bastard go?” he asked abruptly.

			Draco shrugged. “Killing him would’ve been too easy. Tell me something, though. Letting him go like that—would you call that a good act?”

			“A—” Habbish stared; he blinked then, and drank deeply, refilling both their cups. “I’d call it daft, is what!”

			Draco took a swallow, pushed the cup away. “No, I’m serious. I—there was someone, a while back. I—vowed that I’d try to do things for good. Not kill people.” He shrugged, retrieved the cup and downed the contents. “I just want to know if that qualifies.”

			Habbish considered this gravely. “Ye didn’t kill ’im, so—I suppose it would count, then.”

			“Good.” If I ever see her again, I can honestly tell her. I did good. It might be the one and only time.

			Faces suddenly crowded his memory: Men he’d hand chosen to follow him; men he’d known for years, a few of them. Good fighters, good companions all. He snatched the cup and filled it; time to drown memories, drown thought. Brisus, I hope you died out there. Because I swear to Ares, if you didn’t, I’ll find you again. And next time. . . . He smiled, a curving of lips that fell short of hot, black eyes, and drank deeply.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Gabrielle woke to full sun streaming into her room. Eyes still closed, she stretched luxuriously and smiled. “This,” she announced happily, “is the life.”

			“Don’t you start getting used to it,” a familiar voice replied. Gabrielle shielded her eyes and peered across the room. Xena lounged against the doorway, arms folded over her armor. An unfamiliar bit of silver gleamed against her shoulder—the pin Helen had given her, the bard realized after a confused moment.

			Gabrielle laughed quietly. “Hey,” she told her close companion. “I said I liked it, not that I wanna keep it!” She sat up cross-legged. “So, what’s up?”

			“Hm? Oh.” The warrior brushed a hand across hardened leather and bronze, one finger tapping the edge of the chakram. “All this. King Nossis wanted a meeting, him, me, Helen, one or two of his military advisors that he can trust. You can come if you want to, but—”

			But Gabrielle was already shaking her head. “No, that’s all right. That kinda stuff isn’t really my thing. Just don’t forget that I’m here to help, too.”

			Xena gave her a warm smile. “Gabrielle, would I ever?”

			“I know you wouldn’t. Tell you what, though; after a day of taking it easy, I’d like to get outside, look around. You know: Explore. Besides,” she added as the thought struck her. “Someone’s gotta keep Joxer entertained and out of trouble.”

			“I thought the king’s son was doing a pretty good job of that last night,” Xena said. “But yeah. Unless Newin knows the secret, it’s unlikely Joxer knows Helen is here. And I’m with her, I’d like to keep it that way.”

			“Even if he does know, I don’t think Newin would—well, then again,” Gabrielle said thoughtfully. “The way he was looking at Joxer all last night. Like the guy was—really something, you know?”

			Xena chuckled softly. “Yeah. Takes all kinds, doesn’t it? Joxer the Hero. Bet that kid’s tutors were something else.”

			“Probably told him all the kinds of stories I heard as a kid,” Gabrielle agreed. “Except I had a lot better taste when it came time to pick a hero.” Xena came over to ruffle her hair.

			“You did okay. Even if I wasn’t so good with it at the beginning.”

			“What can I say? I grew on you, right? Anyway, unless Newin’s been turned loose to take care of Joxer full-time, he’s still pretty young. I’ll bet he’s got lessons of some kind today, probably lots of them. I’ll drag Joxer off with me and make sure he stays unenlightened.”

			“Good.” Xena paused in the doorway to the bathing. “Oh—and Gabrielle?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Be—careful out there. You’ll know the Maze by the big gates that keep people out of it. They’ll be locked, and there may be guards.”

			“They—locked? Why? I mean—think about it, Xena! The place where Theseus found his way in and out because the king’s daughter was in love with him and betrayed her people, and he found the Minotaur and killed it and saved all the young Athenians who were supposed to be sacrifices, and—”

			Xena’s mouth quirked. “Yeah. You and Salmoneous, I bet he’d want to turn it into a tourist attraction, too. It’s locked off because it isn’t safe.”

			“But I’d—okay. I understand you wouldn’t want to just walk into someplace like that: If it was made for people to get lost in, probably they still could. All the same . . .”

			“It’s an odd place. Maybe it wouldn’t affect you the same way as it did me, the one time I was here.”

			Gabrielle slid off the bed and reached for her freshly laundered top and short skirt. “And—how was that?”

			The warrior shrugged. “I don’t know. I was aware of it, I guess. Like it knew I was there—me, personally. And it was trying to draw me in.”

			“There’s a pleasant thought!” Gabrielle’s head popped through the short top and she tugged it into place, then snugged the laces down. “Well, I’ll tell you what, I’ll watch out for anything like that. But it’s not like I’m in your class of warrior, am I?”

			“Give it time,” Xena said gravely, but her eyes were warm. “I’m not sure that was why it was trying to draw me in, though, Gabrielle. Maybe just because I wasn’t a native, maybe some other reason. But I gotta go. I’ll see you back here—before sundown, anyway. There’s another dinner tonight, but it’s just for family and us.”

			“Great.” Gabrielle sashed the skirt to her waist and bent down to find her boots—well under the bed, of course. By the time she came back up with them, Xena was gone.

			There was food already out: on the table in Xena’s room was fresh, white bread, still warm from the ovens, a bright-red sweetened fruit-mash to spread over it; two thin slices of meat and fruit—an entire bowl of cherries, untouched, so far as she could tell—half a dozen figs; and two grapes still clinging to an enormous stem. Gabrielle ate some of the bread and most of the cherries, smiled as she picked up the grape-stem. That Xena. Left me every single one of the cherries because she knows I’m crazy about ’em. And two grapes, as if to say. . . . She wasn’t sure what it meant to say. Xena being nice, for sure. Thoughtful.

			Her throat briefly tightened. “What would I have done without her? If we’d parted, back there. Over Solan and Hope—and just—kept going?” But that was pointless, just now. They were together, things just about as good as they had been—before. Remember that she can tell what you’re thinking when your mind goes back to—all that. Same as she could tell by the look in Xena’s eyes. Let it go, she ordered herself.

			Time to go play. She cut bread from the loaf and dropped a dollop of the fruit on it, cut a thinner slice and rolled it around the meat. There was an ewer of chilled water and another of pale cider to wash it all down. Gabrielle ate rapidly, drank a mug of the water and poured the rest into her bottle, cut another thick piece of the now-cool bread and shoved it into the small belt pack. “There,” she told herself as she patted the pack and went back into her own room for her staff, “now I don’t have to come back in at midday if I don’t want to.”

			There were marvelous things throughout Knossos—bardic tradition as well as traveler’s stories, and she thought she knew most of them. Unfortunately, the Maze was the most familiar—and intriguing—of those. Still, even if it was off limits—no doubt just like Xena said, locked off and guarded—there were other places, plenty of things to see, stuff to do. The theater. And no priestess of Apollo on Crete to tell me not to declaim, she thought sourly. The arena where the youths and maidens of Knossos had practiced acrobatics was still standing, and then there was the really exciting thing some traveler had told her about ages ago, when she was still in Poteidaia. “A dancing floor,” she murmured, and smiled. It had been a while since she’d had the time, the interest, or a place to dance.

			That village where dancing had been forbidden—of all the silly things—had probably been the last place. Who’d’ve thought Xena could dance that well? Of course, the warrior was deft-footed, that came with her weapons training. But that kind of grace didn’t necessarily go along with swordplay, and the pair of them had been pretty well matched, actually—if you didn’t count in all the amazing things Xena could do with her body: all those flips and other moves she used to fight with. Yeah, but on a dance floor, I could jump just as high as she could. And my feet were every bit as fast.

			Now, if she could find this dance floor, dancing floor. Whatever. Preferably after she had found a way to get rid of Joxer, though. Somehow, a combination of a dancing floor and Mr. Two Left Feet didn’t sound like a good one to her.

			
			Joxer’s room was as easy to find as Helen had suggested; Gabrielle had only just remembered to fasten the pin to her top before she set out to locate him, but either there wasn’t any great mystery to the halls, or the thing just did its job. The passageway with his apartment was a little narrower, the rooms smaller and not quite as sumptuous, but he still seemed to be doing just fine. Really poshy for Joxer, anyway. A little to her surprise, he was on his feet, dressed and alone when she tapped at the door—and itching to get outside himself.

			“Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” He flapped his arms, taking in the narrow room, the tiny bathing chamber that was almost all tub, the view—or maybe all of it together, including the few breadcrumbs and wrinkled fruit stems left on a breakfast tray half again the size of the one she and Xena’d shared. “Newin came by here earlier—the king’s heir, remember?” he preened. “But he couldn’t stay to guide me anywhere. Duties, you know; I guess all heirs have ’em, I wouldn’t know. Anyway, he just stayed around long enough to share the breakfast he brought me, and then he had to go off for lessons. And I wasn’t dressed, so I didn’t leave when he did, but he wasn’t gonna have time to get me outside anyway. . . .” He drew a deep breath. “And, you know? I hope you know how to get out of this place; Gabrielle, because I sure can’t figure it out.”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle reminded him sweetly as she beckoned, and he followed her into the hall. “You get lost in something the size of one of Aphrodite’s temples!”

			“Gabrielle, for your information, I have never gotten lost in one of Aphrodite’s temples, and—and, well,” he finished lamely, “I don’t get lost.”

			She turned to flash him an urchin’s wicked grin. “Yeah. Right.”

			“Master of Geography, remember?”

			“Rrrr—right.”

			He tittered. “Face it, Gabrielle; you wouldn’t have found Sparta if it hadn’t been for me leading the way.”

			“Oh, yeah?” she demanded, suddenly outraged. “Joxer, for your information, I would never have gone to Sparta!” She turned the next corner and started down an equally plain and long passageway. What is it with him? she wondered. Two minutes back together and we’re chewing at each other like he was my kid brother or something. And he’s picking on me like. . . . She wasn’t going to go there, though. Uncomfortable memory surfaced briefly: Xena in that town where they’d repeated so many days, cooing at her, for the gods’ sake, about Joxer having this enormous crush—! Or, had it been the other way around, her having one on him? She tugged angrily at a strand of hair and sent the whole half-memory away. Good and likely, she’d never really remember. And that’s just fine with me, because who’d want to?

			“Are you sure we’re doing this right?” Joxer broke what had been a reasonably comfortable silence with a reedy demand. “I mean, I think I came this way last night, and I wound up back at my own door.”

			Silence, except for the clomp of his boots.

			“Except—I tried the other way, too, and I still. . . .”

			“My point exactly, Joxer,” Gabrielle said firmly.

			“Huh?” he asked blankly; she shook her head and led on. A left turn, a short but wider passage, and there was one of the many porches with its brightly colored, fat-at-the-bottom columns holding up a steep tiled roof. Beyond it, hot sun glared on a brightly painted courtyard. She stopped just short of full sunlight and gazed eagerly over the open ground. “Would you look at that?”

			“I did, last night—”

			She glanced at him sharply.

			“I mean, I looked at it through my window, except I—I mean, I am.” He was silent for some moments, tribute indeed from Joxer. “Somebody just—did all that, because they could?”

			“Well, somebody sure did all that, for whatever reason,” Gabrielle told him. Her eyes were searching the near features, all she could make out for the glare and the odd way the ground sloped the least bit away from them. “Look at that incredibly complicated swirl of red—and is that a horse or a bull?”

			“I can’t see anything except something long and squiggly and red, Gabrielle. Why don’t we go out there and look?” he replied, and clattered down the broad steps and into the open.

			They explored for some time: the painting was a bull, life-sized and enclosed in a lozenge or frame of ornate lines. The animal itself was beautifully done—possibly from a real animal, Gabrielle thought, except the shape of it was elongated and stylized. A mantle of flowers crowned its horns and wreathed the thick neck. “Better someone else than me,” Gabrielle said with a shiver.

			“Huh?” Joxer blinked at her; his gaze was distant, as if he’d been concentrating on something.

			“The bull—all those flowers. I mean, if someone painted it like that because they decorated them—decorate them here, for some festival or something. Because bulls are mean.”

			“They look mean,” Joxer said absently. “I wouldn’t know from experience, though.”

			“I don’t either,” Gabrielle told him firmly. “But there were a couple of bulls back in Poteidaia, and I was smart enough to stay away from them. Just try to put something on a bull’s horns like that, and you’ll wind up wearing them. Right through you.” Joxer wasn’t paying attention, she suddenly realized. His gaze was moving slowly along the horizon—mostly amphitheater to the west, that giving way northward to low hills and scrubby, dusty-looking little trees.

			“You know,” he said finally. “I don’t know why I’m even here, or why I’m sticking around with you and Xena right now.”

			Gabrielle moved around to face him and grabbed a double handful of shirt. He eyed her glassily. “Because if you try to go somewhere else, one of us will mangle you? In case you’ve forgotten, Joxer, that was one of the new rules when I got on that ship with you back in Sparta! You do not go anywhere without us! Okay?”

			“Oh—yeah. I guess so.” His vaguely puzzled look fixed on her for the least moment, then moved on again. Her hands twisted in his shirt, tightening fabric against his throat; he blinked and seemed to take in what she’d just said. “Oh. Sure. That. But, you know? I have something to do, and just because neither of you believes in this quest, doesn’t mean I shouldn’t just go off and do what I gotta—”

			He broke off as Gabrielle gave him a shake. “Joxer! What is the matter with you? We did this! We did it to death! There is no quest!”

			“Look. Gabrielle. All I know is, that’s what you say,” Joxer replied loftily. “If you ask me, you and Xena just want to . . . want to find her first and take all the glory yourselves.” He considered this outrageous statement, then grinned at her. “Sorry. Helen, I mean. Well, forget it, because she’s mine. Okay?”

			I’m gonna do it, Gabrielle thought angrily. This time I really am gonna whack him one. . . . But somehow she couldn’t. He must be sick—there must be something wrong with him, anyway, because his eyes looked—funny. Odd. He was acting odd, even for Joxer. She eyed him worriedly. “Joxer, did you eat anything weird last night? Or this morning?”

			“Why would I do that?” he asked, bewildered, but his eyes were suddenly concerned. “Gabrielle, maybe we need to get you out of the sun, because I think your brain is frying.”

			“Joxer, will you cut it out? The problem here is not me! Here—hold still a minute, let me. . . .” She laid a hand against his brow, testing for fever; he shoved it away. “Okay, fine.” She stepped back and looked him over. “I got it. You—ah, didn’t happen to see three wild-looking and barely dressed ladies last night, did you?”

			“Huh?” He goggled at her. “Ladies—oh, you mean, like, at dinner?” He thought for a moment. “I’m not exactly sure any of them qualified as—”

			“Yes, they qualify as ladies but no, not like at dinner! The three I’m talking about don’t wear anywhere near that much. Ah—half naked?” That got his attention, of course. That figures, she thought dryly. But he reluctantly shook his head. “Really wild hair? Great dancers? Lots of bright silk, leather, studs?” No reaction this time, except possibly deepening confusion on his part. So, I was wrong. Still, if it was the Furies who’d got to him, she told herself with an inner sigh, he probably wouldn’t have a clue they’d even visited him. And after all, Xena didn’t see them until they’d already trapped her and driven her mad. They didn’t have to touch someone to make ’em touched. Joxer’s concerned-sounding voice pulled her out of the thought.

			“Gabrielle? You know, you’re really starting to worry me. Anyway,” he went on briskly, “main thing is, I have something to go do. And don’t try to tell me again there isn’t a quest, because I don’t believe you.”

			Gabrielle tapped her foot, thought furiously. She smiled then. “Know what? We were lying to you, and—know what else? You were right, Joxer! There was a quest.”

			“Huh? I mean—there is?”

			“Was. Because Xena and I already found Helen. And that thingie—necklace, whatever it is? That’s on its way back to Sparta.”

			Joxer stared at her. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, then. “Thought you had me fooled, didn’t you?” he asked softly, and took a step toward her, his eyes narrowing in that “Joxer the Clever” look that normally left her wanting to smack him one. At the moment, all she could feel was relief: He was buying into it, just exactly the way she wanted him to. “Okay, Gabrielle. Two can play that little game. If you found her, where is she? Tell me that!”

			She opened her eyes, very wide. “She’s here, in Knossos. Disguised as a servant.”

			Dead silence. Then Joxer began to laugh. “Gabrielle,” he chuckled, “you know, if you’re gonna try to lie to me, you might at least come up with a story that I might even think about beginning to pretend to believe!” He bit back laughter, but it came spluttering out; Gabrielle leaped back as spittle flew. “Helen of Troy here—oh, yeah, right! Let me guess: she’s—washing dishes, maybe? Scrubbing floors?”

			Go ahead, dig it in the rest of the way, good and deep, Gabrielle told herself, and slammed the end of her staff on the pavement. It echoed, briefly silencing even Joxer’s laughter. “You think you know everything yourself?” she demanded furiously. “She’s a laundress, Joxer! Probably the one who washed your grubby old shirt last night!” She shut up abruptly and clapped a hand over her mouth. Wasted acting, she decided. Because he was laughing so hard, tears ran down his face; he flapped a hand at her helplessly and staggered away from her. He finally got himself under control, staggered back, now holding his sides, and grinned at her.

			“Well, Gabrielle. You know, I’m glad you told me all this. And tonight, when she comes around with my trousers, I’ll get down on one knee and say, ‘Your Highness. . . .’” He couldn’t go on; laughter exploded out of him again.

			He took the whole bait, Gabrielle thought with relief, and decided it was time to go ahead and laugh with him.

			
			Some time later, Joxer finally heaved a sigh, and reached over to ruffle her hair; Gabrielle snarled at him wordlessly and smoothed it again. “So—what? We’re gonna look at paintings of bulls all afternoon? Or is there anything else on this island that’s interesting? Up here, I mean.” He thought about this. “Except you know, I forgot? There’s this maze thingie—”

			“I know about the Maze,” she told him. “They don’t let people go in there, I guess. Dangerous, or something.”

			“A maze? Dangerous?”

			“If you couldn’t find your way out? And no one could find you?”

			“Ahh—point taken,” he replied hastily. “I don’t suppose you’re gonna go off on your own and just let me . . .?”

			“Joxer? Do the words, ‘In your dreams’ tell you anything?” She smiled sweetly; he sighed.

			“And I don’t suppose you’re interested in getting way out, maybe along the western end of the island, where the rocks are—no,” he concluded as she shook her head. “I can see that doesn’t appeal to you. So, what’s left?”

			“Well . . .” She sighed faintly. So you stuck yourself with him. Serves you right, maybe. “Well, there’s this thing called a dancing floor, except I don’t know where . . . ?”

			“Oh, that?” Joxer shrugged blandly; he looked quite pleased with himself, all at once. “You’re standing on it.”

			It was her turn to stare at him. “I beg your pardon?”

			“You’re standing on it. This whole big paved thingie? I asked Newin about it this morning, and that’s what he said. It’s the dancing floor.” He nudged the bull painting with his foot. “He said he didn’t really know much about it, just the name. Well except that the palace holds solstice fests out here. You know—you ask me—that’s a funny thing to call a big old open place like this, isn’t it? I mean, you could probably take all the people in Melos and they wouldn’t fill this thing up. And you’d need—more musicians than—”

			“Joxer!”

			“Oh.” He watched in silence for some time as Gabrielle turned in place on one heel—not really dancing, he thought, just—trying out the possibility of dancing. “Bet it wouldn’t be much fun,” he finally ventured, “if you had to dance out here for winter solstice. Cold and windy, okay?”

			“Maybe they have another floor inside, painted just like this. Okay?” She turned the other way, lifted gracefully onto one booted toe.

			“Funny,” Joxer said thoughtfully. “I asked him about that. Newin, I mean. He said that—um.” He frowned at the distance. “He said, ‘No. That’s what the Maze is for.’ Like I said, funny, huh? Because, I thought the Minotaur was dead, on account of Theseus killing him?”

			“I don’t know about funny,” Gabrielle said. “Is—not was?” Joxer nodded as she glanced his way. She smiled and turned away from him. “Okay, that’s odd enough, I guess. Oh well . . .” She spread her arms wide, staff dangling from her right, and slowly moved off in a series of ever-quickening spins, her face turned toward the sky. She smiled as she executed a number of swift, light-footed steps, twirled again, then laughed in sudden delight. “Oh, yes! This is just great! And you don’t have to worry about running into a wall, do you?”

			“You don’t!” Joxer called after her. Gabrielle merely laughed again, hooked the staff against her side, clamped her elbows against her waist and her fists tight on her hips, and brought her feet down in a rhythmic pattern. “I hope you don’t expect me to join you,” he added in alarm as Gabrielle’s rapid footsteps brought her back toward him—sideways.

			She laughed happily. Probably the happiest he’d heard her laugh since before Hope. . . . He didn’t want to think about Hope, he told himself fiercely. Gabrielle clearly wasn’t thinking about Hope—about anything but her feet. “Joxer, if you don’t understand how wonderful it is to dance, then I am really not gonna try to explain it to you!”

			He watched in silence for some moments as she circled him, then spun neatly away to dance off once more. His brows drew together. “There is something—very—odd about this,” he muttered to himself. “Now. For all I know, Gabrielle’s one of the best dancers that ever was . . .” A smirk tugged at his lips. “Except for a couple of the girls at Meg’s of course.” He contemplated this, slapped his own face sharply, forehand/backhand, one cheek and then the other. Hard. Certain images faded, replaced by a golden-haired young woman in a minimal green top and short skirt bouncing deftly across the open ground. “Cut it out! Okay?”

			Silence.

			“Something’s off here. Because—lookit her. I mean, even if she’s that good, her eyes are closed and her face is tilted toward the sky anyway—and her feet haven’t left that skinny red bit of paint, and it’s like all over the place.”

			It was true: Gabrielle wasn’t watching where she was going; she couldn’t be. And that red paint looked like it had been drawn on the whitewashed pavement by a drunk. There wasn’t one single bit of it that went straight: It curved, crossed itself, turned back on itself . . . and it drew away from him.

			He blinked. So was Gabrielle. “Going, that is,” he told himself in sudden alarm. He glanced all around; no one in sight, except the two of them. “Great,” he muttered. “I wonder if she realizes just how much trouble she can be, and how often I gotta haul her sorry. . . . Gabrielle!” he yelled. The sound, unnervingly, did not echo. Though her staff had, he remembered, and swallowed. Sudden anger swallowed dread. “All right!” he demanded in a loud, aggrieved voice. “Is this gonna be weird, like the halls outside my guest room? Because I am just gonna hate it if it gets weird!” Whatever the reason, Gabrielle wasn’t answering him; he wasn’t even sure she’d heard him. “Gabrielle!” Louder this time. She flinched, glanced his direction and scowled at him.

			“Joxer, will you just—shut up?” Her feet were practically flying, the steps faster and higher. More complex, if he was any judge of such things. “I can’t hear the music if you’re making all that noise!”

			“Music?” he asked blankly. “What music?” He listened intently—but except for the soft patter of her boots on the paving—still tight on that meandering red line, he noticed nervously—it was extremely quiet out here. The distant cry of some kind of hunting bird, then silence again.

			“I was right,” he muttered. “It’s weird, and I am hating this.” He drew a deep breath, and started walking across the floor, carefully avoiding the red line. “Because, maybe it’s some kinda weird magic and if I step on it, I’m caught, too? You know, what Jett told you all those years ago: Step on a crack, break the harpy’s back?” And then she gets pissed off, and eats you. He hadn’t slept for days after that. . . .

			He pinched himself. Yeah, better to stay off the red. Because he could just picture himself bouncing around out here, sweating and gasping for air, bounding along that red line right behind Gabrielle, and both of them being found by Xena. Worse yet: Newin. “So much for Joxer the hero, huh?”

			So—what would a hero do, about now? Joxer set his jaw and lengthened his stride. “He’d—ah, right. He’d grab Gabrielle—nice and tight so she doesn’t get cutsey with that little stick of hers and bing me one on the nose—and he’d haul her right off her feet, and—” He wasn’t sure what he’d do at that point, if breaking the contact between the red line and her feet didn’t slow her down. “Probably he’d have the most bruised shins in all the Aegean,” he told himself gloomily, and sighed. “What the—yeah, what the hey, she’s worth it.”

			Forty long strides—somehow, he wasn’t catching up with her, he realized. “This—is—not good,” he panted. So: pursuit wasn’t gonna do the trick, maybe. “How ’bout—an—ahhh! Did I need this? I did not need—how ’bout an ambush?” He leaped wildly across the red line, managed to flail himself back upright before he overbalanced, and took off at a dead run. “Great!” he gasped. “She’s—”

			Receding, the suddenly alarmed thought finished itself. If anything, there was more distance between them than there had been. And she didn’t seem to be making that much movement sideways: most of it was that bouncy up and-down stuff, mostly from the knees down. His breath whooped, and he bent over to rest his palms against his knees. “Okay, new game plan,” he wheezed. “Find where the line curves back this way, and cut her off? Except, if it doesn’t—?” He shook his head, sending rough-cut brown hair flying. “Bad thought, Joxer. Because this is an island, and a pretty steep-sided one at that, and sooner or later she’s gonna run out of level ground and. . . .” He forced himself upright and broke into a run again.

			A sudden, shrill cry dropped him flat on his face before he realized what it was: Xena’s war cry, right behind him, and then above him. He rolled partway over, levered up onto one elbow and stared. Xena pulled out of her long, flying tuck, landing right in front of the oblivious Gabrielle; long, hard hands caught the younger woman by the elbows and hauled her off her feet. Xena swung halfway around and virtually threw Gabrielle away from the red line, and somehow still managed to be there to catch her before the dazed bard could fall.

			Joxer let his eyes close briefly; he sighed. “Always. Somehow, she’s always right there to—yeah. I never get a break.”

			“It’s not like you didn’t try, Joxer.” He yelped as Xena’s low voice came from directly above him. She held out a strong hand and dragged him to his feet. Over her shoulder, he could make out Gabrielle, lying flat and still on the paving, eyes closed. “She’s all right, just dazed. I saw what you were trying to do for her.” She gripped his shoulders and her blue eyes were very warm. “And I appreciate it. So would Gabrielle, if she knew.”

			“She—” Joxer’s shoulders sagged. “I ran. Tried to cut her off. Everything. I—she just kept getting farther away, and there didn’t seem to be a thing I could do.”

			“Joxer.” Fingers tightened, digging into muscle and silencing him. “I know.”

			Silence.

			“It’s all right. She’ll be fine. Your heart was in the right place.” She smiled, her eyes dark. “Like always.”

			Remembering when she’d tried to kill Gabrielle, tried to drag her to death and then throw the body into the sea, and I had been stupid enough to get between them, and— He swallowed; Xena nodded sharply, then turned away from him.

			“I shoulda warned her about this place. Before now, or even just this morning, when I told her to stay away from the Maze. I just didn’t think.” She gave him a rueful smile. “Everything that’s happened lately, sometimes, I forget the details. Like, how much she loves to dance.”

			“I didn’t even know that she did,” he said.

			“Hey. I didn’t even know until recently. Did she tell you about that village where they were trying to ban all dancing?” He gave her a blank look. “Never mind. She found out about this place, though, somehow. That it’s called a dancing floor.”

			Joxer sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry, Xena. Because I told her—”

			Xena cut him off, her fingers tightening on his arm. “And you didn’t know any more about it than she did, did you? Just the name?”

			He nodded.

			“Don’t tear at yourself, Joxer. You didn’t know.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” he replied doubtfully, then frowned. “Ah—what didn’t I know?”

			“Dancing floor. Except, it’s not that kinda dance. Here, c’mere,” she added roughly, and dragged him over to where Gabrielle now sat cross-legged, head cradled in her hands. “Not,” Xena repeated as they came up, and the bard cautiously raised her head, “that kinda dance floor, or that kind of dance.”

			“What other kind is there?” Gabrielle demanded weakly. Xena dropped down beside her and hauled the younger woman halfway around, turned away from her so she could work sword-and-chakram-hardened hands into overly tight neck muscles. Gabrielle made a happy little wordless sound and leaned back.

			“Let me know if I get too rough, here,” the warrior said quietly, then, including Joxer: “There’s a story. Probably only told here in Crete. I just happened to be around my only time through Knossos when I heard it told, the old Minos’ bard was a good one, and he made a real scary story out of it. The kind that I can’t imagine would export too well.

			“Seems the city had been besieged—the story doesn’t say who they were fighting or when, but the other army won, swept over the port and the other cities, then battled all the way up that road, and up the back of the island, surrounded Knossos and set fire to the palace. The local army wasn’t a big one then, any more than it is now—mostly honor guards. Men came out and fought, but they were hopelessly outnumbered and the enemy was deadly. In the end, nearly every Cretan man and boy old enough to hold a spear was dead. The women—” Her fingers dug into Gabrielle’s neck, then relaxed as the younger woman tapped urgently at her wrist. “Sorry, Gabrielle. It—gets me. All my years of leading an army, I never did anything like that. Never on purpose. Never anything that—wicked.” She shook her head, hard. “The enemy gave the Cretan widows a choice: Come away with them, live out what was left of their lives as slaves—hard labor or the other kind—or—or die, with the young boys and the male babies. Stabbed to death or burned on pyres.”

			Joxer stared; Gabrielle’s eyes were suddenly wide and bleak. “No one would do something that—that horrible,” she whispered.

			“They would,” Xena replied. “The—the women were given two days to choose. They—stayed here.”

			“They stayed?” Joxer’s voice sounded strangled.

			“They died,” Gabrielle said. Xena nodded, let go her friend’s neck and got to her feet.

			“They died. That red line supposedly marks the path the women took. One last dance, to honor their men, they said. They begged. The commander of the enemy army looked at them and saw only women made haggard by grief, women who could never defy such a brave army. He gave permission, and he and his men watched the women, the girls, the young boys—they all spread out, arm in arm, a long line of them across the sandy ground facing what was left of the palace, babies on the backs or breasts of whoever could carry them. And they danced: A slow set of steps, the same small pattern over and over again. Drawing steadily away from the palace and the reek of death and smoke and fire.

			“Once the captain realized what was happening, it was too late: They tried to reach the line of women, but they couldn’t, somehow. The women continued to dance until the last of them fell over the cliff and into the ocean. According to the story, their arms were still locked together when they fell into the sea.”

			Gabrielle shuddered, and buried her face in her hands. “That’s—horrible,” she whispered.

			“It’s terrible,” Xena said quietly. “But it’s the kind of heroism that—you can believe it would make an impact on the land itself.” She smiled deprecatingly and spread her arms wide. “Well! Anyway, it’s the story the Minos’ bard told that night. Maybe it’s true—or maybe, Gabrielle, you just let your feet get carried away with you again.”

			Gabrielle managed a faint smile in return. “Yeah. That was probably it. Must’ve been. Like, in Tara’s adopted village, you mean?” It was a clear change of subject. “I wonder how she’s doing?”

			“Dancing up a storm,” Xena replied dryly. “C’mon, both of you, it’s hot out here.” She gave Gabrielle a shake. “No wonder your feet got out of control, the sun fried your brains.”

			“Yeah, right,” Gabrielle said, her voice dark, her eyes moving sidelong toward Joxer, who smirked complacently.

			“Well, it’s not like I didn’t tell you so, Gabrielle,” he said, and followed them back toward the shaded porch.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			But as the three started back into the palace, Joxer bumped into Newin, who was on his way out, and at a near-run. Joxer staggered; Gabrielle’s hand shot out to steady him and Xena shoved as he fell into her, hard. Joxer overbalanced the other direction, and with a muttered oath, the warrior gripped his shoulders, spun him halfway around, and held him steady until he regained his balance. Belatedly, Newin seemed to catch the drift of a problem, and snatched at Joxer’s sleeve.

			The two women exchanged looks as Joxer shrugged loose of Xena’s grasp with a high air of dignity. Newin released Joxer’s sleeve and bobbed a bow at Xena and then Gabrielle, then sketched Joxer a salute; he was grinning hugely and out of breath. “What did I tell you?” the youth demanded enthusiastically. “My master tutor Marboron let me off algebra so I could take you fishing, Joxer! You were absolutely right, too! All I had to do was remind him of the duties owed a hero who is also a guest!”

			“Ah—” Joxer couldn’t seem to manage anything else, and he looked hideously embarrassed.

			“Fishing?”

			That, Gabrielle thought with an inner sigh, was of course Xena. Joxer eyed the warrior sidelong.

			“Ah—well, fishing or something, right, Newin? But, ah—you know, we wouldn’t want to hold you up or anything, Xena. . . .”

			To his surprise, Xena merely laughed and waved a hand at him. “Joxer, you and Newin go fish! Hey, most of us could use a break from algebra, right, Newin?” The youth smiled and nodded happily. “I’ll get my own chance to fish somewhere around here, before we leave,” Xena added. “That is, if I have anything to say about it.” She smiled at Newin. “Don’t let Joxer fall outta the boat, okay?”

			“Oh, no, Xena,” Newin replied politely. He looks like he’s not too sure about her, Gabrielle decided. No surprise there, especially if Joxer’d been filling the boy’s ears with tales. Or his tutors had. Anyone in the palace, probably; she’d noticed the night before that half the people at that banquet were giving Xena the same ever-so-polite looks. Yeah, like you aren’t used to that by now. “Besides,” the boy added, “I have a special place along the shore, so we won’t need a boat.”

			“Great,” Gabrielle said. “Don’t let him fall in, then.” Joxer gave her a narrow-eyed look; fortunately, before he could find anything snotty to say Newin merely nodded, then clamped hold of Joxer’s wrist and practically dragged him from the porch, and across the wide-open dancing ground.

			Gabrielle watched them go, her irritation rising by the moment. “Great. Just—look at them. Does that place grab Joxer? Does the red line clamp onto his boots? No, of course not! Does it even slow the prince down? Certainly not! Why would it? After all, they’re off to catch fish! And they’re guys off to catch fish! Probably come back with a—a—a—a dolphin!”

			Xena gave her a light shake and smiled as the younger woman blinked at her. “Gabrielle, take it easy! That floor doesn’t just—grab everybody who walks across it. If it worked like that, the king woulda covered it up years ago. Or fenced it in.”

			“Sure.” Gabrielle didn’t feel convinced of that. “And if the floor didn’t want to be fenced in or covered up?” Xena studied her, then laid a hand against her forehead. Gabrielle moved it. “Look, I’m all right, it’s just that—it spooked me. All the things I can’t remember very well from being out on the ship, and then this as soon as I get outside the palace. I’m sorry, it’s just very annoying.”

			“I’d be annoyed, too—wait. You don’t remember what things from on the ship?”

			“That’s just it—I don’t know if some things actually happened, or I just dreamed them. Sea serpents and a really awful storm—except that should be really clear if it happened, and it’s not.”

			Xena’s eyes were grave. “You didn’t tell me about that.”

			Gabrielle shrugged.

			“I didn’t realize. Why didn’t you say something?”

			“Because I didn’t realize at first, and then I wasn’t sure. I’m still not, really. Besides, there hasn’t been a lot of time.”

			Xena drew her close, smoothed her hair. “There’s always time, Gabrielle, if you need to talk. Tonight, while we’re getting dressed for that dinner. Or after. Both, if you need to. All right?”

			The bard nodded.

			“I gotta get back inside. We need to decide what to do about Menelaus and Avicus and all these heroes wandering all over the place. That means I gotta learn as much as I can about the palace and all the rest of it.”

			“They’ll tell you?” Gabrielle leaned back to meet Xena’s eyes. “I mean—I thought that was all secret stuff?”

			“Not from an ally they trust. And not if keeping it secret means Helen will be in danger. Nossis is determined that’s not gonna happen.” Xena smiled. “Don’t worry about Joxer and Newin bringing back a dolphin, either. Dolphins are sacred here; your friends from the ship are safe.”

			“Good,” Gabrielle muttered. “At least something is.”

			“Don’t worry about Knossos, either. You just have to be cautious. Aware. I told you this is a strange place. The Maze tried to draw me in. The old Minos said it does that to a lot of fighters; that’s why it’s blocked off. I figured it could affect you, as good as you fight these days. That’s why I told you to avoid it.

			“But I forgot all about this place. About the women, the red line, the dancing.” She smiled faintly; her eyes were dark. “I only heard the story once, and it was a long time ago. And, I forgot how much you love to dance.”

			Gabrielle managed a smile in reply. “I haven’t had much time to think about that myself lately.” She considered this. “You know—it was so strange,” she added thoughtfully, and her gaze swept back across the floor. “Remember, Xena? Back in Tara’s village? I mean, the place that adopted her? No dancing allowed, except you found a way around that. You know how much I love to dance. And I’m okay at it.”

			“Gabrielle, you’re good at it,” the warrior said.

			Gabrielle didn’t seem to notice. “Out there, though, it was like. . . . Suddenly, I couldn’t do anything wrong. I wasn’t off balance or tangled up, and even though the ground out there isn’t totally smooth or level, I was dancing like it was the best place I ever had for it.

			“And—oh, I don’t know.” She considered this, finally shook her head, and went on. “All right, I’m a good dancer, and I can live with being just good. Because unless you devote yourself to dance, you’ll never get to be—that kind of dancer. You know? Except, all of a sudden, I was.” Dark-pupiled eyes met Xena’s briefly, then shifted broodingly back to the dancing floor. “I think it must feel like that sometimes when you fight, Xena. It was all so focused, so simple. I knew how to jump, and all the things I normally have to think about just—happened. I could hear each individual step, they were so crisp, and I swear that I actually made a double mid-air spin. And landed like—like a thistle plume.”

			Silence.

			She turned to look out over the dancing floor. “I’m almost sorry you stopped me.” Xena took a step forward so she could see her close companion’s face, but Gabrielle’s eyes were closed, and she was smiling blissfully.

			“Gabrielle.” Xena gripped her friend’s shoulders and gave her a slight shake. To her relief, Gabrielle smiled up at her. “Gabrielle, are you okay?”

			“Yeah. I’m okay. And I said ‘almost,’ remember? I know it wasn’t a normal thing. I’m not gonna go back out there and dance my way off the cliff.” She shuddered, relaxed into Xena’s grasp. “It was kinda scary,” she said finally. “Because even when it felt so good, I could kinda tell that even if I wanted to stop, I couldn’t. Still—it was worth it.”

			“Even if it almost got you killed?”

			“But it didn’t, because you were there,” Gabrielle replied reasonably. Xena tugged at pale hair.

			“Yeah,” she growled. “I was there this time. Another time, I might not be.”

			“I know. Thanks.” The bard sighed faintly. “I guess I’ll have to come back inside with you now, won’t I? Unless you know of some place else around here I can explore that’s a little safer?”

			Xena shrugged.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

			Xena sighed faintly. “Gabrielle, I don’t know. Maybe this place and the Maze are the only strange spots; maybe you’d be all right looking around the theater, or the arena. But even if you wanted to take the chance, I couldn’t let you.”

			“I know.” Gabrielle nodded. “I’d feel the same.” Her mouth quirked. “I’m not eager to get myself killed, you know. I just want to see as much of Knossos as I can, before we have to move on again. All the stories they tell about this place, and—”

			“I know, Gabrielle. And there is a way. Most afternoons, Helen brings the king’s two little ones out this way. Lets them play over on the theater steps or out in the open. So, it has to be safe over that way.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle replied sarcastically. “For small kids and disguised wives hiding from rotten husbands, anyway. Maybe there’s something lurking around the theater, waiting for bards. But, I thought Helen was meeting with you and the king, to figure out what to do—?” She let the question hang, briefly. “Unless you’ve already worked something out?”

			“I wish,” Xena said gloomily. “She won’t change the routine for the babies, though, Gabrielle. Someone might notice.”

			“Xena, you’re driving me nuts.” Gabrielle flung her arms wide. “I thought you said there weren’t any Spartan spies here because there couldn’t be!”

			“That doesn’t mean there aren’t other spies, does it?” the warrior asked. “But I’m not so concerned about spies. Helen’s greatest threat here, as far as I can see, is someone saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. Just some funny little bit of gossip worth repeating, until finally it gets back to Sparta. Or to someone that Avicus can read.”

			“Avi—oh, yeah.” Gabrielle shrugged. “Him, the priest of Apollo.” She frowned. “Xena?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You really think he’s that good? Avicus, I mean?”

			“Far from it, Gabrielle.” Xena’s eyes were dark; something she’d just remembered about the priest, the bard thought. “Good and Avicus never did go together.”

			“I didn’t mean it like that. Powerful. You know.”

			“He doesn’t have to be: Apollo’s powerful enough, and Avicus does whatever the god wants—no matter how low or dirty. You heard what Apollo did in Troy, didn’t you? Not too long before Helen sent for us? He spread plague through the Greek army. Whatever the commanders had done to wrong the god, those men trusted Apollo, and he betrayed them.”

			“Xena, I know about Apollo. Not just the Delphi oracle stuff, either. He can be petty and vindictive and—yeah.” She laughed. “You’d think he was related to Aphrodite or something!”

			That got a chuckle, as she’d hoped. “You got it.” The warrior tugged at her own hair, hard. “This stuff is making me crazy,” she grumbled. “I want something I can fight.”

			“You’re telling me?” Gabrielle cast one last, wistful glance at the bright courtyard and the incredibly blue sea well away to the south and far below, then wrapped her arm around Xena’s waist and went back inside with her.

			
			The small chamber in the Spartan palace that was reserved for the king’s priest to commune with his god was very cold and quite dark, even though it was nearly midday. One guttering torch flickered near the door, and only a single candle illuminated the waist-high pillar holding the scrying bowl and the ewer of blessed water to fill it.

			At the moment, the sturdy, pale-haired man gripping both sides of the bowl noticed neither chill nor darkness. The total concentration he’d put into the vessel for the past hour had paid off. Avicus gazed through the water for another long moment, then began to laugh. As the bowl went dark, he let his head fall back and roared with laughter.

			“Knossos!” By the time he regained control, he was whooping for air. “They’re still on Crete! In Knossos!” He spun away from the bowl as it went dark and slammed one fist into the other hand. Absolutely the last thing he’d expected. “But I should have known!” he exulted. He turned away from the bowl and lit two more candles. “I should have suspected, anyway,” he told himself, his voice once again normal, the mood under control.

			It wouldn’t do to get too excited, he reminded himself. There were plenty of questions still unanswered, and he’d be a fool to assume the end of the quest was in sight. “And you already made one wrong assumption,” he reminded himself. But it was a shift in a so-far immutable pattern: Xena, Gabrielle, and that Joxer had so far not stayed any one place more than a night, and most nights, they’d been aboard one ship or another.

			He knew better than to trust patterns like that. But he’d been lulled into carelessness by the meandering route they’d been taking. If Xena did know where Helen was, she could be doing that on purpose. But she’d destroyed every one of his patches—except Gabrielle’s—and she had no reason to know Gabrielle had one. By now, the warrior should have abandoned the pretense and gone straight to Helen.

			If she was actually looking for the woman, they should have simply stopped in Crete long enough to pick up any dockside gossip, then left on Yeloweh, or taken a ship going south to Alexandria. “If Saroni was right about where the ship was bound when that storm blew them off course.” Maybe they were simply waiting for such a ship.

			Maybe anything. If I had been watching the bowl, I might already know what they’re up to. Possibly even why. It was too bad Menelaus took so much of his attention; he’d been giving the king another of his pointless reports probably just as Xena was being greeted by the Minos. Possibly with Helen at his side.

			He’d had just the one brief glimpse of the Cretan harbor, the previous morning, before Menelaus sent for him. By the time he’d finally been able to return here, the patch was sending nothing but black, as if the garment was under a thick cloak or buried in a chest. Didn’t matter; she was wearing it again. Maybe the luck would finally turn for him, and Gabrielle’s back would be pointing squarely at Helen the next time he accessed the bowl.

			“You won’t get that lucky,” he told himself flatly. For all he knew, Helen could have been out on the palace grounds with Xena and Gabrielle just now, and he’d never have seen her. Gabrielle didn’t strike him as the sort who would turn her back on a queen. People didn’t, ordinarily.

			“Don’t get too fond of Knossos,” he warned himself. The Cretans were pretty good at keeping spies out of the palace, just like their gods kept the Greek ones at bay—but the king didn’t reject all Spartan guests. And there were plenty of other Greeks who’d be welcome at the Minos’ table—and who knew Menelaus would pay well to learn the location of his errant wife. The warrior princess and her annoying companions were most likely resting after the excitement of the journey from Rhodes. “The Minos would welcome Xena—” He had, clearly. Because the two women seemed to have free run of the palace and grounds; besides, he recognized the silver pin fastened to Xena’s armor. The Minos didn’t hand those out to just anyone.

			And Xena had been on her way south. Could she have somehow learned that Helen was in Egypt? He dismissed that one out of hand. Cleopatra might think her household was spy free, but what did she know? The palace in Alexandria was crawling with servants and soldiers both who were in the employ of everyone from Rome to the Hittites and every kingdom between—including Sparta. There was simply no way a woman as striking as Helen could have reached Cleopatra in secret.

			So far as he knew, Xena was still as clueless as he. About Helen.

			Avicus paced the small chamber, thinking furiously. He shrugged finally. The patches and other devices were useful, but they had their drawbacks, too. Unfortunately, he couldn’t simply stay fixed to the water, full-time. He might eventually learn something, but so far, the bowl had only shown tantalizing bits and pieces—and given him a stiff neck. Menelaus would never stand for such a prolonged absence, anyway. The king wanted to talk, make plans—Vent his spleen and make pointless threats, in case I do not deliver, Avicus thought sourly. The stubborn fool was inclined to dismiss the bowl, the patches, the rest of it as mostly useless, and he wouldn’t be swayed.

			“Which means, for now I say nothing to my honored king about Knossos.” He might be able to wrangle more time for the bowl, but that would be offset badly by Menelaus’ constant demands for more and better information, or worse yet, the king would be at his elbow, demanding to know what was happening now. At worst, the man would simply gather a company or two and set sail for Crete. “And Crete is not a—safe—place to attack,” he told himself.

			Not safe for a walking fury like Menelaus, certainly. “Once I find a way, though. . . .” He shoved that thought aside as pointless: the morning might see the women and their inept companion at sea once again. Or he might see nothing for days except the Cretan scenery at Gabrielle’s back. Nothing useful in that. He paced some more, muttering quietly to himself, and finally sought the bowl again. A pinch of the blue sand, scattered in a narrow circle across the very middle of the surface. “It might be a bad hour to speak with Saroni,” he murmured aloud. But maybe his luck was finally turning.

			
			It might not be turning, but it held. The water steamed, then cleared quickly. He could see the dark little area behind the theater seats and a startled-looking Saroni, her short black hair dripping water onto dark, bare shoulders, staring back at him. The priestess yelped and ducked out of sight. Avicus could make out the rustle of garments; the woman was there again almost immediately, swathed in her everyday robe, the hood sticking damply to her hair. “You startled me!” she gasped, then ducked her head. “Your pardon, Honor,” she mumbled contritely, her eyes averted.

			Avicus smiled briefly, and his eyes kindled. Some people know how to treat a man of my talents, he thought, and cleared his throat, schooling his face to lack of expression as the woman’s brown eyes met his across the distance. “I know, Saroni, you did not expect the summons so early. My apology, for the surprise.” He could afford to be magnanimous with the woman, he thought. And it would make her more willing to do his bidding. “But I will need you, and soon.”

			“You have found her!” the priestess exclaimed. But Avicus was already shaking his head.

			“I know where she may be. By this hour tomorrow, I may be able to tell for certain. But if not—I will need you to go to Knossos, gain entry to the palace, and learn what you can for me.”

			Silence. The woman’s eyes widened and she shoved dripping hair back off her brow. “Knossos? But—what can I do there, if the god cannot—?”

			“Saroni, my need is for eyes and a quick wit. Xena is a guest at the palace, she and Gabrielle. I know that by the patch you put on her shoulder. And believe me, Saroni, I will remember that when it is time to reward you. Apollo can do nothing in Knossos, no. But the devices still work—Gabrielle’s does anyway. Go—let me think—”

			“Ah—Honor?” the priestess broke in warily. “I gave Gabrielle the story I told you; she believes Krista is your ally. If I suddenly appear in Crete and tell her that I fled because the woman learned I had spoken to Gabrielle and not told her at once that the warrior princess was in Rhodes, that I feared for my life and sought the only safe place where I knew Apollo could never find me for her or for you . . . ?” Her voice faded. Avicus gravely applauded, and she brightened at once. “Do you think I will find Helen there?”

			“You are my best hope of finding out,” Avicus replied, his voice as warm and persuasive as he could make it. “Find a way to be near the basin again at this hour, tomorrow.”

			“Yes, Honor. But—what should I tell Krysta—?”

			“The god will give her a vision if he deems it necessary. Do not worry about her, she’s not your concern. Gabrielle is. Go and ponder on the best story to convince her.” The priest considered this, shook his head sharply. “More importantly: Think how best to convince Xena. She’s not as trusting as that silly girl, not by a tenth. And she’ll be doubly suspicious of anything touching Apollo.”

			“I won’t fail you, Honor.” Avicus merely smiled, the least turning of the corners of his mouth, as he broke the communication.

			“She won’t,” he told himself as he turned toward the door. It must be nearly time for midday food. Impossible to tell in this cave of a room, of course, but all at once he was hungry. He pinched out the candles and left.

			
			Back in Rhodes, Saroni ruffled the water, dried her hands on her thick robe, and used the hood to dry her hair. “There must be a way to warn people—I think he does that on purpose,” she grumbled as she stormed into the open courtyard. No one in sight, including Krysta, who was probably muttering her way through the morning ritual. The under priestess turned away from the tiny temple and let the smile spread across her face. “Yes!” she whispered fiercely. Out of Rhodes, away from the boring rituals! Across the sea and not just to Crete, but high above the sea, into the fabled Knossos of Maze and Minotaur!

			If she did the favor for Avicus, actually discovered Helen because she’d tricked the information out of that silly Gabrielle, Avicus would reward her as she’d long before asked. I think he will, she revised that thought. She’d never entirely trusted the Spartan priest; he was a little too clever by half, and too careful with his choice of words. And he started in theater, don’t forget. Started creating illusions to astonish the fools who went to see plays where some benevolent god swung down from the heavens at the last moment to resolve every issue.

			Well, some people weren’t so foolish as all that. Some people counted on their own resources, just as she herself always had. Deep in a corner of her mind, below the words, where she believed Apollo either couldn’t see or didn’t bother—especially when the being in question was a very minor under priestess—the notion took form. Once in Knossos, I can plan how best to present myself as an acolyte to Ares. I can find a way to convince the gorgeous creature that he needs me.

			

			The open sea northwest of Crete was choppy at midday, with a strong wind blowing the Wode toward the top of the mainland. Habbish held the wheel steady for a while, then tacked back and forth, moving his heading toward the passage between Paros and Naxos. Draco casually walked up and down the main deck, pleased with the clean scent of salt air and with the way his legs had adapted to an open deck. The ship wallowed through white-peaked waves and dropped sharply every time the wheel turned the ship straight north, across the waves instead of with them; the solidly built warlord hadn’t staggered once.

			There were islands visible to the north now: dotting the horizon all the way from well west to far east, and even a couple of black dots astern. Might be good to set foot ashore for a while, Draco thought. The Gael’s cook went for quantity rather than good food well prepared, which was just as well since Habbish didn’t seem to have properly developed taste buds.

			“Yeah, but I do,” Draco muttered under his breath. He’d always appreciated the services of a decent personal cook—at least, he had since he’d grown to manhood, left home, and learned there was more to food than filling your belly. Back in the days when he and Xena had fought on the same side, he’d made sure the meals they shared were works of art: varied in taste, nicely prepared, only the freshest and finest ingredients (the best that could be “liberated” from the surrounding countryside, anyway), and presented as nicely as any king could desire. “Xena’s forgotten a lot if she thinks I only got hooked on fancy food back when I took Odysseus’ island and his wife,” he growled. “So I didn’t always know what the stuff was called, and I wasn’t up on the wines, or the funny things people say when they’re tasting them.” She’d sure caught him on that one; trying to blunder through sampling the various fruits of the absent Ithacan ruler’s cellars. The food, though: There’d been a reason, and a damned good one, why Lemnos was in charge of the kitchens. Especially after he learned how to make that fancy before-dinner stuff, like that guy in—where was it we raided that palace? He couldn’t remember.

			He shrugged that aside. Raid enough palaces full of enough rich people, you tended to forget which was which. He fetched up against the rail, settled one hip on the wood, and braced the other leg wide to balance himself against the swells—Habbish was heading straight north once again. That special thing Lemnos did, with shrimp and some kinda hot paste, grape leaves and apple slivers . . . oh, man? He could almost taste it; he let his eyes close briefly to savor the moment, then shook it off. No point in visualizing epicurean delights—or even fresh cherries at the peak of season—if what you were going to get for midday was another bowl of sticky cooked oats: this one with slivers of overcooked goat, bits of dried fruit, and all of it wildly over-salted.

			A startled yell from high above brought his attention back to the moment. The watchers up there were staring astern, pointing at something out there. As usual, excitement or fear pushed their accents to the point that he couldn’t make out a word of it. Something up, anyway. Good: A little excitement to break up the afternoon would be welcome. Draco eased off the rail, crossed the deck, and took the aft stairway two steps at a time.

			Habbish had already turned the wheel over to his first mate—sure sign of trouble. Draco stared back along their wake and beyond, but all he could see was the black shape of some kind of ship. “What?” he asked.

			“My ill fortune is what,” the captain snarled. “Never expected t’Hammer t’ come after us again so fast as all this. Shoulda had more’n t’chance t’get Wode into the channels between the Cyclades, maybe even the deep inlets south of Athens, or north in Mycenae, afore we saw ’er again.”

			Draco shielded his eyes against the glare of sun on water and stared at the distant ship. “That’s Hammer?” he asked. The captain nodded. “You’re sure of it?”

			“Not me—them up above, where they can make out more of t’distance.”

			Draco shook his head firmly. “Not a chance. I saw that hole in the bow, how’d she ever make repairs this fast? Let alone catch up to us like this? You snapped almost half her oars, damnit!”

			“Oars,” Habbish scoffed. “Landsman wouldn’t know; a sensible captain keeps a full spare set, or more, below decks, down with t’ballast. Same wi’ a packet o’ treated boards t’mend holes. Ship like Hammer’d be set for such a mishap as a mere ramming.” He sighed heavily. “Sensible captain like I’m said to be woulda scuttled her right then and been done, but no, I had to show some kind of fair play, in case we meet up again. . . .”

			“So you played nice and you got burned,” Draco broke in when it appeared the commentary would go on forever. “So a lot of us have done the same thing. That’s not important here, Habbish. What do we do now?”

			The Gael sighed heavily. “That’s t’proper question,” he said evenly. He bellowed orders in his own language; men swarmed up the mast and onto the crossbars and other men came running from the crew’s quarters and the mess. “Do? We run.”

			Draco gaped at him. “What—we just—give up?”

			“Was not my meaning. We run for a better place t’fight. Out here, on open water, Hammer has all the advantages. And ’tis a long, long way to t’bottom from here.”

			Long way down. Draco fought a shudder and was suddenly furious with himself. What did it matter how deep the water if you were dead once it closed over your face? It matters, he told himself grimly. For him, it sure as Hades did. “Fine,” he said evenly, and was relieved to show none of the sudden horror of deep water in his voice. “So tell me what to do.”

			“For now, y’stay right here behind the wheel, and keep an eye aft. That frees up two men here t’work ropes. Once we’re in our own kind of waters—we’ll talk again.”

			“Good,” Draco replied grimly. “That suits me just fine.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Gabrielle was thoroughly lost by the time Xena led the way into the king’s council chamber. She felt as if they’d crossed the plateau twice and said as much.

			Xena smiled. “This place really gets to you, doesn’t it?”

			“I just don’t like the feeling of walking forever and winding up in the same place.”

			Xena squeezed her companion’s shoulder. “Well, we aren’t in the same place,” she drawled, “because look out the window.” Gabrielle looked: the stone risers of the theater were close enough that she could make out individual details in the rock, and the design of the pillow someone had left behind.

			“Okay,” she said, and smiled. “I’m—good with this.” She glanced around the room. An oval table, seven chairs around it, and a slightly finer, cushioned chair at the window end, a bench along the wall next to the door—the room seemed barely large enough to contain that much furniture. Maps covered the opposite wall. “This is small, isn’t it? And where is everyone?”

			“This is just for the king and his inner council,” Xena said as she, pulled out two chairs facing the door, mid-table. “He’s got other rooms—”

			“Yeah.” Gabrielle laughed. “You’re telling me.” She turned on one heel, studying the chamber.

			“And we’re early,” the warrior went on, she rubbed her shoulders against the chair back and settled low, legs stretched out before her. The two women could hear voices and footsteps in the hall. “Just not by much,” she added as the door swung open and a servant came in with a tray holding two pitchers and cups. Just behind him, King Nossis and Helen, who followed the king at a respectful distance. Servant, Gabrielle reminded herself. Helen really was doing a good job of not calling attention to herself.

			The woman was dressed in simple dark blue. A long, sheer scarf in the same shade covered her hair and cast shadow over most of her face; and not until the servant was gone, door closed behind him, did she shift the fabric away from her brow. She smiled at Gabrielle, laid her fingers on the back of the chair across from Xena. “General Kropin’s son will be here this afternoon. At least the general said he would.”

			Gabrielle glanced at Xena, who shrugged and said, “Korinus was supposed to be here this morning, too. The general spent most of our morning apologizing for the implied insult.”

			Nossis settled in his chair with a faint sigh. “The man was my father’s—a good general in his day but he’s getting old, and these days he’s more concerned with manners and protocol than anything else. It’s customary for a ruler to choose his own council but somehow, I never could find a way to replace the old man.”

			“I can imagine it isn’t easy, getting rid of someone who’s had a position like that for so many years,” Gabrielle said sympathetically. Nossis merely cast up his eyes. “Since you’d be telling him that he’s too old to be useful.”

			“Kropin knows his business, well enough, I suppose. He made Korinus responsible for the guard down at the port,” Nossis said. “I would have left the boy in charge of security along the south beaches for another year, but the old man—somehow, he finds a way to persuade me.”

			“Because you are kindhearted,” Helen said quietly.

			Nossis smiled briefly. “You make that sound like a good thing. It can get a ruler into trouble, you know. Because, unfortunately, the boy hasn’t yet learned how to delegate. That, and he likes the docks and the company of sailors.”

			“It all looked well managed to me,” Gabrielle said.

			“He should have been here this morning, telling us what he knows of the southern defenses,” Nossis said flatly.

			“It’s all right,” Xena said. Sounds like she’s said that before, and to the same comment, Gabrielle thought.

			The door opened abruptly and two men came in; the king gestured toward the vacant chairs at the opposite end and glanced at Helen, who sat on the edge of the chair across from Xena.

			Gabrielle sat next to the warrior as Nossis introduced the general and his son. The conversation seemed to be picking up an argument started earlier in the day; the bard eased back in the chair and studied the newcomers from under her lashes.

			The general looked very old and frail; his pace hadn’t been that steady when he crossed the room just now. His hair was white and he wore what there was of it close-cropped; his leathers were clearly old but well cared for, and though he wore sword belt and sheaths for a half-dozen daggers, they were all empty. Manners because of the guests, Cretan custom, Gabrielle knew. Unusual. Xena and she had been in plenty of palaces where they and many of the household kept their blades on. Usually because there’s some crisis or another, she reminded herself.

			The son looked like he might be the youngest of a large family, or maybe a son born to a man already old: He openly wore a fancy-hilted sword, and from the looks the general was giving him, Korinus wasn’t supposed to have brought it. She sent her gaze casually around the table as Korinus looked in her direction—past her. He seemed to be scowling at Xena, who was talking to Nossis.

			Maybe he was just scowling because he didn’t want to be here; it sounded as if his father had practically had to drag him in. Not her worry, she decided. There wasn’t anything for her to do at the moment. She didn’t know what had already been discussed and dismissed, and she didn’t know the island or the palace. And there were those maps on the wall behind her. You can listen just as well over there, maybe figure out what the lay of the land is, find a way to be useful—besides just telling old stories, she decided, and slid out of her chair. Xena glanced up at her and she nodded, indicated the maps with her head. The warrior smiled briefly, then went back to her conversation.

			The maps were wonderfully detailed, the borders ornate: One showed all of Crete, with colorful ships and monsters scattered across the sea, and next to it, a map showing the sea, with Crete near the southern edge, Greece along the west, and Troy to the northeast. The names of the islands were done in neat lettering, and she spent some time trying to retrace their route. That would work a lot better if I remembered more, she thought with an inner sigh, and moved on to the third map, which showed the plateau, the palace, and the grounds.

			The last was the palace itself—and the Maze. Gabrielle looked at this one eagerly, but it wasn’t much use: None of the rooms and passages were marked, and the Maze itself was merely an open space. As if no one had ever worked out its pattern. That’s odd; after all, if Daedalus made it for the old Minos, wouldn’t the Minos have wanted to know what went where? Surely there must have been times someone needed to get in there and back out again.

			Maybe it had been left like that so no one who had no business knowing how the maze worked—but this was the king’s map in his own council chamber. She’d have to ask Xena later; the warrior might know.

			She went back to the map of the plateau. This was considerably more interesting: Someone had drawn and colored in all of the patterns she’d seen on the dancing floor, and the entire paved area seemed to be covered in patterns and paintings—even the arena and the theater. Most of the pictures, as well as she could make out, were bulls, but there were also snakes and some kind of bird—an eagle, maybe. No red lines aside from the ones she’d followed—but there was a dark, yellow line that cut sharply back and forth across the paving close to the theater. Like the red line, this one also led to the cliffs.

			I could probably see that one from here. Well, if there wasn’t a planning session going on with the king sitting between the windows. I wonder how long before Helen goes for the children? And if she’ll be okay with me joining them?

			She turned away from the maps and resumed her seat. The general was talking now, something about a trail or an old road up the south face of the island; his son looked impatient, the king politely attentive, Xena bored. Helen had pulled the scarf back over her brow to shield her face, and from under the dark fabric she was steadily watching the king.

			The look in her eyes, the bard thought. Gods, I think she’s in love with him!

			Well, why not? Nossis was middle-aged, soft and hardly handsome—but Helen had probably had enough of hard, handsome men. And he seems like a nice guy. Kind. He’s fond of his kids, after all, and not afraid to show it. Gabrielle’s eyes shifted to the king and remained there for a few moments. Nossis, she decided finally, was utterly unaware of Helen’s attention.

			“Father, I’ve already said,” Korinus broke in, his voice sharp-edged. “No one is going to land on the south shore and come up that—that goat trail! Why should they if the port is wide open? But why would the Spartans go so far out of their way as to sail all the way around Crete, when they could come at us straight on? After all, what can we do, since they outnumber us anyway?”

			Xena stirred. “I already told your father and the Minos this morning.” She really was irritated, Gabrielle thought. Xena wouldn’t get correctly formal like that unless she was. “Because Menelaus isn’t gonna want to let the other Greek kings know what he’s up to.”

			Korinus sneered. “Oh—yes, I forgot. Xena would know what Menelaus is up to, wouldn’t she?”

			“Son—!” Kropin caught hold of his son’s sleeve; the youth shook him off and chopped a hand for silence. When Nossis stirred indignantly, Xena glanced at him and minutely shook her head, then turned to eye Korinus, her expression politely curious.

			“I don’t suppose you’d mind explaining that?” she asked softly. Steel underlaid the words.

			“Explain? You bet I’ll explain—no, Father, leave it be, she asked! I serve the king when down on the wharves, so I hear a lot of things the palace doesn’t always learn about.”

			Xena smiled thinly. “You mean, you pick up the gossip. And pass it on.”

			“It’s not gossip if it’s true,” he retorted. His eyes were hot as they shifted to Helen, then the king. “It’s common knowledge out there. Xena was in Troy during the war, on orders from the Spartan king!”

			Stunned silence. Helen broke it.

			“That’s not so, Korinus, I know. I sent for her myself. To help end the war.”

			“So?” he demanded. “That was the perfect cover for her, wasn’t it? You sent for her, but she had her own agenda—”

			Gabrielle laughed. “That’s ridiculous. I was there, with Xena, and believe me, if there’d been a—”

			He leveled a finger at her. “You shut up. I’ve heard about you, too, you’d say anything for her. No, you’d just say anything!” Gabrielle’s eyes narrowed; Xena laid a hand on her forearm, clear warning to stay put.

			“So—Korinus, is it? You know all about it, even though you were a lot too young to be there, right? I was in Troy to grab Helen and take her back to Menelaus, huh?” the warrior drawled. “And since ‘everybody’ knows this, I’m just stupid enough to come here and offer to help her again, except I’m still doing what Menelaus tells me to—that about it?”

			“They didn’t know until just now,” Korinus said, a sweep of his hand indicating the king and Helen. “I told Father, some time ago; he wouldn’t believe it.”

			“Guess we can see who’s got the brains in the family,” Gabrielle began. Korinus glared at her.

			“I said, shut up!”

			This time, Gabrielle was halfway to her feet when Xena hauled her back down.

			“All right,” the warrior snarled. “You’ve made your point.” Tense silence, which she broke. “Gabrielle’s right: Only a fool would believe a story like that. I don’t fight for kings. Anyone who knows me, or who knows about me, knows that.”

			“So you say,” Korinus growled.

			“Yeah, that’s right. So I say. But if you’re so determined to pick a fight with me, Korinus—fine. You’ve got one.” She smiled grimly as he shoved the chair back, but as he reached for the sword hilt, she shook her head. “Oh, no. Not in here. You may have forgotten the manners due a guest—but I don’t destroy other people’s council rooms. Particularly not the rooms belonging to a king I respect. We’ll do this outside—you choose where.”

			Gabrielle opened her mouth, closed it again without saying anything. If he chose that dancing floor! Or the Maze. . . .

			“Done,” he snapped. “The arena. Now!” He stormed out, banging the door behind him. Stunned silence. Then Nossis and Kropin both began talking at the same moment, but Xena shook her head and held up her hands.

			“It’s all right. No one’s responsible for the things he said except him. And I don’t make war on foolish children. I’ll run him around out there and wear him out. I won’t hurt him—and then maybe I can get him to listen to reason.”

			The general was very red faced. “Warrior—he is my son and still therefore my responsibility,” he said heavily. “I thought because he knows the south shore so well, and we could trust his oath to keep quiet about Helen—” He shook his head helplessly and went out after his son. Xena looked at Helen, who managed a wry smile and a shrug, then at Nossis, who had buried his face in his hands.

			“King Nossis, it’s fine. These things happen.”

			“They should not happen,” the king replied with a faint sigh. “The boy has been a problem ever since his mother died. This is—appalling.” He got to his feet. “I will not watch this. . . . I will not by my presence give credence to the foolish lies he has swallowed. If—you will, warrior. If you still see fit to aid us, after the boy’s dreadful manners, we’ll meet again, after food tonight.” Xena nodded; the king left.

			Helen watched him go. “I cause him too much trouble,” she said helplessly. “He doesn’t deserve this.”

			Gabrielle went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not you. Not your fault.”

			The woman gave her a sad smile. “You and Xena—you both keep saying that. I wish I had reason to believe it. I’d better go; the children will expect me shortly, anyway.”

			Gabrielle watched her go. “You know, Xena,” she said thoughtfully. “That poor woman—I wonder if she’s ever been happy in her life.”

			“When she was young.” Xena came up behind her. “Probably those first days with Paris. When she escaped Troy, probably.”

			“She deserves more. Better, I mean,” Gabrielle said firmly, then turned to eye her companion. “So—what brought all that up?”

			Xena shrugged.

			“You know, it almost sounded to me as if someone deliberately fed him that story to set him on you?”

			“Anything’s possible,” Xena replied. “C’mon; I haven’t got a king to watch me fight, I guess you’ll just have to do.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Gabrielle grinned. “Only if you whack him a good one for me. I don’t like it when some snotty kid tells me to shut up like that.”

			“Two whacks,” Xena said. They moved along the passage and out onto a different porch. The theater was twenty paces away, and beyond it, a high curving fence that must be the arena.

			“Ah—good.” Gabrielle followed the warrior across the pavement and around the bare little stage. “Xena?”

			“What?”

			“You’re not really gonna—” She hesitated.

			“What? Mangle him? Gabrielle, I meant what I said in there. He’s young and hotheaded. All I’m gonna do is give him a workout.”

			“Fine. Great. And what if he’s good enough with that sword to—?”

			“Gabrielle. It would take twenty of him, even if he was that good.”

			“Great. Xena, getting cocky is not exactly useful here!”

			“Who’s getting cocky?” The warrior laughed. “I’m good with this, okay? Besides, you know the type as well as I do: All bluster. Besides,” she flashed the bard a cheerful grin, “the better he is, the more fun for me. Told you I was spoiling for a fight, didn’t IT’

			“Great. And he figures out you’re playing with him—”

			“—and it doesn’t matter, either way. Because there’s not gonna be anything he can do about it. Anyway, I know that, okay? C’mon.” Gabrielle cast up her eyes, and followed.

			Korinus was there, sword in hand, going through a frenetically paced series of stretches and bends. General Kropin paced all around him, arms waving, obviously arguing against the duel, but the youth ignored him. When Xena came into the open, the old man threw up his hands in disgust and walked away. Gabrielle gripped Xena’s hand and went to join the old man. Korinus bared his teeth in a wolfish grin, laid his sword on the paving, set a dagger next to it, and backed away to make a show of divesting himself of the weapons’ belts. He waited; Xena shrugged as if bored, drew her sword and set it down, then removed sword belt, whip, boot dagger, chakram. Daggers, and more daggers, hidden everywhere possible. The youth’s eyes moved between her and the growing pile of weapons; his eyes bulged as she fished the ornate little dagger from the midst of her formidable cleavage, and casually tossed it atop the heap.

			Gabrielle fought a grin. Did that on purpose, she knew. The little blade was hidden well enough he’d never have known it was there. The smile slipped as the old man next to her moaned faintly. “She’ll kill him,” he whispered.

			Gabrielle settled on the sun-warmed stone bench next to him. “She won’t—that’s not her way. Xena doesn’t kill unless there’s no way around it, and she doesn’t hurt people just because she can.”

			“The way he—my son isn’t really like this,” he said. Out on the arena floor, Xena scooped up her sword and waited for Korinus to ready himself. “Just—since his mother died, I haven’t known what to do about him. He never used to provoke fights, but his new company, the men he meets from the ships. . . .”

			You sound just like every other parent of a spoiled kid, Gabrielle thought sourly. “He’ll grow out of it,” she said, offering the expected response. The old man gave her a grateful look, then fixed his attention on his son.

			Xena held her sword two-handed, at the ready. Korinus began a slow stalk to his left, feinting with his long blade; the warrior merely pivoted in place, her own blade still. The youth suddenly lunged—and stabbed into thin air. With a high, ululating cry that echoed across the plateau, Xena launched herself in a tight tuck and double-flipped over his head, coming down behind him with a loud thump. Noise not necessary, Gabrielle knew; the woman could land like a feather, if she chose. But she wanted the boy to know.

			He did. Korinus yelped and spun around, sword stabbing wildly; Xena flipped back once, away from him, and as he ran at her, vaulted two high rows of stone benches above Gabrielle and the general.

			Korinus swore between his teeth and threw himself headlong up the steep flight of steps, caught one foot and nearly went sprawling; Kropin closed his eyes. Somehow, the youth kept his balance and hurtled on. Xena side-stepped his next half-dozen wild thrusts with the sword; he swore furiously, reversed his grip on the dagger and threw it, but she knocked it aside with the flat of her blade. A moment later, his sword went flying to clatter on the stones far behind him. He paled and began backing away; Xena kept pace with him, but a pace back of her normal reach. He snatched up the sword, let his air out in a gust, and started for her once again, but Xena yelled and threw herself out and down, onto the arena floor again. Korinus went abruptly from pale to red. “You’re making fun of me!” he shouted.

			“Hey,” Xena replied cheerfully, “I’m just down here where the footing’s better. You got any objection to that?” For answer, he threw himself back down the stairs and out into the open. For some moments, Xena let him lead the fight, parrying his jabs, lunges, and wild roundhouse swings with equal ease. He was starting to sweat, and the warrior didn’t even look properly warmed up. Suddenly, his sword went flying again and a moment later she swept the legs from under him; he landed hard on his back.

			That should have taken the fight out of him, Gabrielle thought—but it didn’t; he shook his head to clear it, looked around for his sword, and scrambled onto his hands and knees, then lunged awkwardly to his feet and ran toward it. Xena was there first, and the youth once again flat on his back. This time, Xena held her sword steady, the tip hovering just above the base of his throat as she kicked his blade aside.

			“Okay,” she said evenly. “Let’s try this again. I am not working for Menelaus. I am not his ally. Anyone who told you that is passing on a lie, or lying himself. You got that?” Stubborn silence; he glared up at her, lips compressed in a tight line, but his eyes were scared, Gabrielle thought. “Got it?” the warrior demanded, her voice soft and deadly, and now the point pressed against skin. General Kropin let his head fall into his hands.

			“It’s all right,” Gabrielle said quietly. “She isn’t gonna hurt him—just maybe scare some sense into him.”

			“Got it,” the youth managed; his voice was almost unrecognizable, and the words quavered.

			“Good. Now—if you’ve got anything to contribute to this meeting of the king’s, I’m okay with you being there. What you said earlier, I never heard. This out here—it didn’t happen. That work for you?” He nodded; she stepped back and eyed him measuringly, then turned away and went to squat next to her impressive pile of cast-off weaponry.

			Korinus sat up slowly, breathing hard. After a moment, he staggered to his feet and retrieved his sword, the loose dagger and his belts. Without a backward glance, he walked slowly from the arena. When his father would have followed, Gabrielle caught hold of his sleeve. “Maybe you should just let him go? He probably feels pretty foolish right now. Maybe if he’s by himself, he’ll think about what he did, and maybe he’ll make better sense of it.” She considered this. “If you know what I mean.”

			The old man’s eyes warmed. “I think I do, young woman. If I’m not there to heap reproaches on him for what he said and did, he may actually think about what Xena told him.”

			“My point exactly,” the bard agreed. “Better yet, maybe he’ll actually believe it.” She got up and went over to Xena, who was shoving the small dagger back into her top; the warrior dropped the chakram onto its clip and got to her feet. “So—was that enough to get your creative juices flowing?”

			Xena laughed shortly. “What—him, all by himself? Maybe if I’d used the frying pan.”

			“Yeah. Like I’d let you get your hands on my new pan after what you did to the last one.”

			“Gabrielle?” The warrior wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders and started back toward the palace.

			“Yeah?”

			“I don’t care how much you liked it, it was a lousy pan. You’ve got a new one. Let it go, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			
			An hour later, Gabrielle was back out in the open, this time with Helen and two very active small children.

			“Wanna go see fishes!” the girl shouted gleefully; she might have been six, possibly seven.

			“Ideta always gets to see the fish,” the boy retorted. He was nearer ten. “I want to see where the fight was!”

			“No fighting, Nebos,” Helen said firmly. “Your father would not approve, and I agree with him. You can play in the theater for a while and then I will listen to you recite the verses I gave you to learn.” And, to Ideta, “You chose the fishponds yesterday; we can see them tomorrow or the day after, if you can repeat your poem, word perfect. Fair enough?” Two rather subdued nods, then Nebos nudged his sister.

			“Race you!” he shouted, and took off.

			“That’s not fair, ’cos you’re older’n me!” the girl screamed, but she was pelting after him. Helen sighed faintly and shook her head.

			“They seem like good kids,” Gabrielle said.

			“They are. A handful, sometimes—but that’s normal for children.” The women walked slowly, Helen keeping an eye on her charges. “When I first came here, I told Nossis I wouldn’t just stay as his guest. He wouldn’t accept that, until I convinced him that it was the best way for me to stay hidden. But he didn’t want—he couldn’t see me in the pottery sheds.”

			“I can understand that,” Gabrielle said. “It’s hard, dirty work.”

			“Yes. But it’s—making something out of your own mind.” She smiled. “Like you bards do with words. I shape things with my hands, give them form and color and design. It’s restful. I like the feel of clay, the way the wheel feels under my feet, the careful movement of a stylus, knowing if you aren’t totally calm, you’ll probably ruin an entire pot.” Another smile, this one ironic. “Of course, I’ve never had to do the hard work. I’ve never loaded or unloaded the kilns.”

			“I don’t make my own scrolls, I don’t pound reeds or pulp flat and dry it, fasten it to rods,” Gabrielle replied easily. “For some of us, the time is better spent creating.” They walked around the raised stage and settled in shade where Helen could keep a watchful eye on the children, who were throwing stones at a painted circle on the pavement.

			“I suppose.” A companionable silence, broken by good-natured squabbling between Nebos and Ideta over whose stone was the one closest to the circle. “Children!” Helen raised her voice only a little; two sidelong glances her direction, and the two began arguing more quietly as they divided up the stones and went back to their mark. “They’re really both too young for a tutor, you know. But Nebos is too old for a nurse. And Nossis couldn’t find anything else we could agree on for me to do.” She shrugged. “I would have washed, changed linens, set the table, it doesn’t matter to me.”

			Gabrielle studied her for a long moment. “I can see that. But I can understand why he wouldn’t want that. A guest, and a queen. And I’ve done my share of laundry; it’s hard work, even when it’s just for a family.”

			“I know. I traded my sister off, doing laundry for my family,” Helen said. “But Nossis is wrong. I haven’t been a queen since I left Sparta for Troy. And I was only queen by title for—it wasn’t that long, a year or so. No more than that. In reality, I never was a queen, because Menelaus didn’t really want one. Just a—a pretty object to hide away,” she finished bitterly.

			Gabrielle laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right,” she said. Helen glanced up to meet her eyes; tears beaded the lashes. “It will be, I swear to you. Xena found a way to help you before, and she’ll do it again.”

			The once-queen searched her face, finally managed a smile. “You really believe in her, don’t you?”

			“Because I know her,” Gabrielle replied passionately. “When she says she’ll do something, she means it.”

			Helen glanced toward the children to make sure they were all right. “I envy you, Gabrielle.”

			The bard blinked. “You? Envy me?”

			“Traveling like you do—freely, not having to hide, not afraid you’ll be caught and dragged away. And what you have—your friendship with Xena. I’ve never had that with anyone.” She considered this, then shrugged. “A little, maybe, with my brothers. But I’ve never known a woman I could be close with like you and Xena are.”

			Gabrielle smiled and nodded. “I got lucky, really. She just happened to be there when my village was attacked. And then I was stubborn enough to stay after her until she decided I could travel with her.”

			“I’d like to hear all of that story, sometime,” Helen said. She smiled suddenly. “I think I’d like it better than Spartacus, Rebel Gladiator.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle smiled back. “At least we don’t die at the end of that story, like he does.”

			The woman gazed across the theater pavement and half-stood. “Children! You are not to throw stones at each other!”

			Silence.

			“Thank you! In fact, you may set the stones aside now and practice your verses. You have a real bard, the honored Gabrielle, to impress this afternoon, and not just Elenya!” She settled back down as the king’s youngest obediently set the rocks down and moved apart. Gabrielle could see Nebos’ brow furrow, his lips moving soundlessly. At the moment, he very much resembled his father; Helen’s eyes were warm as they fixed on the boy.

			After a moment, the woman shook herself. “Yes, I’d like to hear that story. But that wasn’t what I meant, you know. You and Xena seem so close, and you clearly care very deeply about each other. I’ve never seen any two people so close except for Castor and Pollux—my brothers,” she added in explanation.

			“I know who they are,” Gabrielle replied. “Bardic tradition, you know,” she said apologetically.

			Helen considered this. “Of course. I forget about that. The—father aspect of things. That we’re part of so many tales, whether we’d like to be or not.”

			“I understand, really I do. I forget that about Xena, unless something happens to remind me. And she doesn’t think about it any more than you do.” Gabrielle hesitated, then plunged on. “How long have you been in love with Nossis?”

			Helen stared at her. “I—I’m not in—” She swallowed. “I thought I loved Paris, once. I found out I was wrong. I don’t love the Minos. He’s far above me in rank, but a woman like me has no business loving anyone.”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “That’s no answer. You’re the equal to the king of Crete, your father was king of Aetolia, wasn’t he? Well, he was. Is, I mean. And so Paris fooled you, was that your fault? He had Aphrodite’s help, and trust me, I know how good she is at fooling people. And making fools of them.”

			Helen eyed her in patent disbelief.

			“Really. Remind me to tell you about the time she got mad at Xena and got her fixated on fishing, even though there was a warlord loose and trying to do some serious damage. Or, better yet, the time she tricked Joxer into almost breaking up a royal marriage and sending two countries to war—just so she wouldn’t lose a crummy temple or two.” And let’s not get into Gabrielle getting fixated on her own perfectly adorable self, she told herself firmly. That was one tale no one else was ever going to hear—especially not the woman called the most beautiful in the world. Even at this close range, Gabrielle could see why the title stuck. And I’m Gabby with her little stick . . . except that’s fine with me. At least I don’t have a crazed husband chasing me down because of my looks!

			Helen sighed, exasperated. “Gabrielle, don’t you see? That’s just the kind of thing that’s always going to happen! Even if Aphrodite’s banned forever from Crete, along with the rest of her family, things are still going to go wrong when I’m around! Because of this—this ridiculous legend! All these stories about me that—for all any of us know—they aren’t even true! Even I don’t know, how could I? Zeus has never come to me and claimed to be my father! Or to my brother Castor.” Her eyes were briefly black with grief, and she bit her lip, turned away.

			No, Gabrielle thought, she wouldn’t mention her sister. The one who took a lover while Agamemnon was in Troy. The one who conspired with her lover to kill her husband when he returned. Killed the husband who had sacrificed his eldest daughter so the Greek fleet could sail for Troy. The woman who died at the hands of her own son, who had then been driven mad by the Furies. She could still see poor crazed Orestes in that madhouse, rocking back and forth; there hadn’t been anything anyone could do to save him, and none of it had been his fault.

			I’m with Xena on this one; Agamemnon deserved to die, and not as cleanly as they say he did. But poor Helen, having to live with that, on top of everything else. Because, if she hadn’t gone with Paris, her niece would still be alive . . . ? And her nephew still sane. She couldn’t think about that. The woman needed reassurance and strength, not someone bursting into tears all over her. Get a grip! the bard ordered herself fiercely.

			“We weren’t talking about all that to start with,” she said evenly. “We were talking about you, in love with the Minos.”

			Helen gave her a watery smile. “We were? And he hates being called “the Minos,” you know. I can understand that—trying to live up to a legend, or even just deal with it on a daily basis.”

			Silence. Gabrielle held the woman’s gaze.

			Helen finally looked away and sighed. “All right. Yes, I’m in love with Nossis. That probably seems odd to you.”

			“No, it doesn’t!” Gabrielle protested softly. “Why would it? Remember, I loved Perdicas, and he wasn’t exactly Hercules for looks and build, was he?” Her vision blurred and she blinked furiously to clear it. “He was sweet, and kind, and he cared for me—not just that kind of blindly adoring love, but the kind that counts: What I liked, what mattered to me. I think that was why he was able to let go in Troy, at the last. Let me go on with Xena, when I couldn’t be certain what I wanted. He understood I’d feel trapped later, if I’d just gone back to Poteidaia with him right then. That—that there was a whole wide world I’d only just discovered with Xena, that I needed to explore that, and myself.” She considered this, shrugged. “I’m not making a lot of sense, I guess.”

			“You’re making all the sense in the world,” Helen said quietly. “I feel that with Nossis. He’s kind and caring. He worries that I’m being kept below my place, that I’m not happy, not getting what I want. He’ll probably never realize that all that matters to me is caring for his children, and being close to him as often and as much as I can. And before you ask, no, I won’t ever tell him.”

			“Why?”

			“Gabrielle, think about it. He’s accepted the legend, just like Paris and everyone else. Except, in his case, he can’t believe that the ‘most beautiful woman in the world,’” sarcasm edged the words, “could ever possibly be in love with a small, ordinary-looking king of an insignificant kingdom. He’ll never see that. And if I told him, he’d never believe it.”

			“You can’t know that for sure,” Gabrielle protested. Helen cast her a world-weary smile.

			“Gabrielle, remember who I am, and where I’ve been. I do know. I won’t do that to him.” The smile slipped; her eyes moved to the children, who were now seated side-by-side on the edge of the stage, Ideta listening intently while Nebos recited to her. “Just do one thing for me, if you can. You and Xena. Get me extra years here. Give me the chance to stay in Knossos until those two don’t need the tutor Elenya any more.”

			Gabrielle opened her mouth. Closed it. Thought hard. “Helen. I can safely promise you that much, for me and for Xena. We will do everything we can to keep you safe and happy.”

			The woman must have been distracted by her young charges, the bard thought, as Helen got to her feet and gestured for Nebos to take the stage. Otherwise, she’d realize I didn’t promise to keep Nossis in the dark. She considered this, bit back a smile. As if I would.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			The children did a good job, Gabrielle thought, and told them so. Helen sent them off to play for a little longer as a reward. “Thank you for being nice about it, Gabrielle. They aren’t used to reciting for anyone but me, and sometimes their father,” she said. She glanced at the sun. “I can’t keep them out here much longer. Are you coming in with me?”

			The bard shrugged. “I meant to ask you before. If it’s safe for me to just explore out here, I mean.”

			“Mostly, it is,” Helen replied. “Over there,” she pointed west, toward the dancing floor, “I avoid that. And of course, the Maze—but it’s locked, anyway.”

			“Xena told me about the Maze.” This wasn’t the time to admit she’d already discovered the problem “over there.” Whether the guest had gotten into trouble from ignorance or foolishness—or both, in my case—the host would feel responsible. Nossis was harassed enough, and Helen simply didn’t need to know, especially since no one was hurt.

			She shoved that aside; the other woman was looking thoughtfully around the plateau. Finally, she said, “The theater is safe, so is the arena. Anything east of the arena is all right. There’s a grove of young oaks, a small planting of olive trees. A mixed orchard past that. If you go through the orchard and along the south side of the vineyard, you’ll find a path leading up. It goes to the top of Mt. Idhi—the tall peak.”

			Gabrielle shaded her eyes and looked up. And up. “That looks interesting, but I bet you don’t get all the way up there and back if you start this time of day.”

			“You can.” Helen smiled. “I’ve done it, and I am not the walker you must be. There’s a shrine, at the very top, a—kind of a dell just below that spire you can see, it’s sheltered from the winds.”

			“Shrine?”

			“It’s the only place the Greek gods can come to on all of Crete.” The smile slipped from her face as she turned to gaze at the peak. “I went up there not long ago. I thought if I could just talk to Aphrodite, I could convince her to help me.” Her lips twisted briefly. “You can imagine how far that went.”

			“Right. I’ve had the pleasure,” Gabrielle said.

			“Well.” The woman drew a deep breath, let it out in a gust, and stood.

			Flowed to her feet, more like, Gabrielle decided. It isn’t just the beauty, it’s the grace of her.

			“Enjoy the plateau, Gabrielle, and I’ll see you at supper. I would stay away from the southern cliffs, if I were you. In places, the ledge juts out beyond the cliff face, and it’s a horrible drop.”

			“Ah—right. Thanks.” She watched Helen shepherd her two charges across the open pavement and back toward the palace, then settled on the edge of the stage to bask in the afternoon sun. For some time, she leaned back on her hands, face tipped toward the sky, and enjoyed doing absolutely nothing. “Mmmmm. I could get to like this,” she murmured, then stretched and got to her feet.

			There wasn’t much to the theater, and she’d already decided the acoustics weren’t that great. Nothing like Rhodes, and not even in a class with the main theater in Athens. After the previous night’s banquet, she was pretty much “storied out” anyway. She wandered across whitewashed stones and into the arena, which she hadn’t really noticed earlier. “Too busy watching Xena make a fool of that young idiot, Korinus.” Her voice echoed off the high seats. “So, why is it there’s at least one idiot like that just about everywhere we go?” She considered this, shook her head. “Yeah. That’s like trying to figure out why there’s so many stupid thugs around everywhere we go. There’s just a lot of them, period.” She laughed sourly. “Or Xena pulls ’em in like a lodestone.” Sometimes, that was the only explanation that made sense to her.

			There were two gates in the inner wall of the arena that divided the floor from the seats. Both bore painted bulls, wreathed and crowned in flowers. She looked behind one, into a very complete darkness, and decided not to explore farther. “I wonder if they really did use to dance with bulls in here?” Bardic tradition said they did. But it said a lot of other things that were exaggeration, and looking around the relatively small arena, Gabrielle shook her head. “There isn’t room for that in here. Nowhere near enough for fighting them, either.” She’d ask if she got the chance.

			She left the arena and sought out the path Helen had suggested. She had no desire to join Xena in thrashing out plans, and the palace itself seemed a little overwhelming at the moment. Stifling. You did want out, after all. And she could probably see a lot from partway up that mountain. She tipped her head back to peer upward: In places, it was very steep, and the south side was nearly sheer all the way up. Here on the west face, the slope seemed much more gradual, and she could make out the pale, dusty path winding up between grass and flowers.

			For a moment, she considered going back for her staff, then decided not to. “It’s handy for climbing, sure, but I can do without it.” There surely wouldn’t be any need for the staff as weapon anywhere on Crete—until and if the Spartans showed up, anyway—and retrieving it would take time she didn’t want to waste. “Just get on up there, look around,” she told herself, and set off.

			It was cool in the grove, despite the fact that the trees weren’t much taller than she was and most of the trunks would have made good staves. They grew closely together though, blocking the view very far in any direction. Most of the way through, a small statue or shrine sat next to the path, half hidden under a woven twig roof. She peered at it uncertainly. Don’t go there unless you know what it’s for. Who it’s for. And unless you’re sure they know you don’t mean disrespect. It definitely was an altar, though: formed like a coiled snake with the head resting atop the coils. Just behind the head was a depression filled with water, and at the base, someone had placed a clay bowl of grapes and a few daisies. She ducked her head respectfully, just in case, and moved on.

			The path emerged from the oaks, went straight between two small wheat fields, wound through twenty or so massive olive trees, through the middle of another grain field, and plunged into shade once more. Gabrielle picked up the pace slightly here, and moments later broke free of the orchard.

			She turned back to look around. The path had been climbing steadily—not enough for her legs to feel, but all at once she was well above the tops of the oaks and could just look across both orchards. From here, she could make out some parts of the pavement, but not all of it. Eastward, the path wound, climbing steadily, and vanished over the lip of a ledge. “That isn’t too far,” she decided, and started walking again.

			It felt decidedly odd, walking such uneven terrain without her staff as a balance. But, like Helen had said, it wasn’t nearly as rough a climb as it looked from below. Still, by the time she clambered onto a near-level grassy depression a while later, she was slightly out of breath.

			The sun was definitely lower, but it wasn’t that late, and the view was exactly what she’d hoped for. “You really can see the whole plateau from up here!” Most of it, anyway. The red line on the dancing floor was visible, and she could even make out where it wound through scrubby brush, but she lost it in bushes and low, windblown trees, just short of the cliff. Ocean gleamed on all three sides of the island from here, and she could make out the tiny form of a ship, sailing away from the port. Another coming from the west, heading toward it. South of the island, there was another moving spot that must be a fishing boat or even a large ship, but either way, it was far enough out to sea that she couldn’t make out anything about it.

			She dismissed ships. No more ships for a while if I have anything to say about it.

			The palace was the interesting thing from here: a huge sprawl of tiled roofs that ran in all directions. Although she still couldn’t see all of it. “That tall part is in the way,” she mumbled discontentedly. “And that—whatever it is. Tower, or something.”

			She tried to remember the map in Nossis’s council room, to orient herself. There, she finally decided, was where the guest quarters were, and the opposite direction, just behind that porch with the fat red pillars, the main entry. At least, the one where the king had greeted them the day before. This side of it, and angling back to face east, was the way they’d come out to the arena earlier. The council room must be—there, then, she decided. Those windows. “Not too bad,” she told herself, pleased.

			The Maze itself was fascinating, though there was very little she could actually see. To her surprise, it was not only high-walled—that much had been obvious from below, because the walls were at least three stories high, and the massive gates at least two—but it was completely roofed over as well. “Well,” she amended doubtfully, “at least the front part of it is.” The rest seemed to slope downhill and away, and from this angle, she couldn’t make out even which way the walls went.

			The roof was different: Flat, with a low parapet, it was mostly tiled, but in three places that she could make out, there were dark squares. She stared avidly for some time, but could make no sense of them. “Unless—right! Unless they’re feeding hatches?” That worked. A fierce, half man, half bull, half crazed, half-divine being. “At least, the stories all say it was pretty crazy. He. So, when there aren’t a bunch of young Athenians to feed to him, what does he eat? And who carries it in to him?” More likely, the handlers, or guards, simply climbed onto the roof, opened a hatch and tossed in the meat. She considered this and wrinkled her nose. “Yuch. But, they might not be that, either.” Maybe the Minotaur’s mother, the old Minos’s wife, had loved her unnatural child, and. . . .

			Gabrielle sat cross-legged on the grass abruptly and let her face fall into her hands. “Don’t do this,” she ordered herself harshly. “You can’t assume the woman was as—as naive as you were. About—about Hope.” She beat her fists on the ground. “Don’t do this, let it go! There’s nothing you can do to change what’s past—hers, Hope’s, or your own!” She drew a ragged breath and let it out slowly. Managed a shaky laugh. “Hey, for all you know, the woman was as appalled by what she gave birth to as Poseidon had intended for her to be. Maybe it was the Minos who liked to look at the creature.” She blotted her eyes carefully. “Maybe you were right the first time, and they’re to drop food in. Leave it, okay?”

			The shadows were notably longer, she decided. Time to leave.

			And now that the sun was lower, she could clearly make out the road up from the docks—a darker line between trees and brush, and then moving straight across the otherwise pale pavement. On the east side of the road, near the northern drop-off, she now noticed stables and what were probably barracks. She wondered how large an army Nossis had. “Xena said not much of one. Huh. Probably should have gone back to that planning session, and then I’d know, right?” She considered this, laughed shortly. “Yeah, right. I woulda fallen asleep. That kind of thing does nothing for my creative juices. And, speaking of creative juices—I wonder if there’s any place I can break out my staff and work it?” It didn’t do her reflexes any good to take so much time off from practice; Xena would notice at once if she got sluggish, and would give her a hard time about it. “Yeah,” she told herself sourly, “and the last person you fought was Joxer. Like that was any kind of workout.” She hadn’t been herself the last time, anyway. “That was the seasick stuff, getting you pissed off. If you can believe what people tell you. Or gods.” She got to her feet and took one last look around, then started back down the hill.

			Logically, she knew, there had to be some place the king’s men practiced. Newin would know; he was old enough to have a weapons tutor. “There’s always the arena,” she reminded herself. Nothing strange had happened while Xena was letting Korinus chase her around in there. It was certainly private enough, from what she’d seen so far—but on the other side of the dinar, it was closed off. She’d gotten in the habit of working out where she could see for a fair distance all the way around her. “Yeah. Comes of Xena popping up out of nowhere whenever you start concentrating on your moves and scaring you half silly. So? There is no one around here except Xena who’s gonna sneak up on you. Unless Korinus decides I’d be a better pincushion than Xena was.” She stopped short and shook her head, hard. “Cut it out, Gabrielle, it’s not gonna happen.” She thought about it again and laughed. “And if it does, hey, he’s not that good, okay?” Her eyes narrowed. “Yeah. I can take him. Easy.” She gazed out across the plateau as movement caught her eye to the north. Someone was slowly walking up the road, a small pack slung over his shoulder.

			Something familiar about the walk, maybe the shape? That pack. . . . “Oh, no,” she muttered. “It can’t be. Gods, tell me it isn’t Briax?”

			If it was the young would-be hero, he’d apparently separated from Bellerophon, because he was very much alone out there. “Terrific.” Gabrielle sighed. Much as she’d never miss the arrogant young Corinthian, all she needed just now was a sweet but young-for-his-years guy like Briax following her around and making sheep’s eyes every time he thought she couldn’t catch him doing it.

			Or Joxer getting huffy about the competition—whatever he thought they were competing for. “It had better be about finding Helen,” the bard growled. She groaned, then. “Great. Here he comes, right up to Helen’s front door! Did I tell Xena? I told her! I knew this would happen, I just knew it would!”

			She started down the path once more, picking up the pace as she came to more level ground and went into tree shadows; she could make out the traveler only in brief glimpses here, but when she finally came out onto the pavement, there he was, limping slightly and mumbling to himself, steadily making his way up the road toward the main palace doors. Gabrielle sighed quietly, then brought up a bright smile and started toward him.

			He looked up, astonished. “Gabrielle! What are you doing here? I thought you and Xena were on your way to Egypt!”

			“We were. It’s—a long story.”

			“Oh?” He winced as he started moving again. “Maybe I can hear about it later, then.”

			“Ah—sure. But what are you doing here? And where’s Bellerophon?”

			“Here? Well, I’m here because there’s no inn down at the port, and I wasn’t sure where I was going after Crete. And they told me that the Minos gives shelter and bread to anyone who asks it, so I thought, well, that’s better than trying to sleep on the dock with an empty stomach, and they assured me it was okay, that everyone takes him up on it. Uh—what else did you just ask me?” He blinked, “I’m sorry, Gabrielle, I’m just really tired,”

			“Bellerophon.”

			“Oh. Him.” The youth’s mouth twisted, and he briefly looked very annoyed indeed, but his eyes were warm when he glanced at her. “He said he couldn’t see the point. So many of us looking for Helen, and it was—well, only a woman, after all. I mean—no offense, Gabrielle, but that’s what he said. Nothing important, he said, whatever Menelaus thought he wanted. Well, I’m sorry, but that offended me, because, after all, you’re a woman. And—anyway, I didn’t really understand the other part he was telling me, something Apollo had told him or showed him, when he was tested? In Sparta. Now, that’s just—okay, he made it up. Because I went through the same rite, and every time before, what he told me sounded just like what I saw. Except suddenly he’s talking about this personal quest for something the god has lost? And a horse with wings that Apollo promised him?” He laughed sourly.

			Gabrielle stared. “Winged horse? You mean—you don’t mean Pegasus, do you? Really?”

			Briax sighed heavily. “He never said Pega—that. Whatever you said. Just a horse with wings, and something about a statue.” Another sigh. “Gabrielle, I think he made it up, just to get out of the quest. Because he was bored, and it was beneath him to be looking for any woman, even Helen of Troy! Or maybe he just wanted to get rid of me because I bored him.”

			He was veering off the road: tired or just not paying attention. Gabrielle eased him back the other way and got his feet moving toward the palace—and the main porch where the king had welcomed her, Xena, and Joxer the day before. “Briax, I don’t believe you could have bored him. You’re too nice a guy.” And there you go, encouraging him, she told herself with an inner sigh. But the poor guy looked so woebegone.

			“I—look, I need to sit down for a minute.” He limped over to a stone bench not far from the arena and dropped down with a sigh of relief. “My feet ache,” he mumbled. “And my legs are—”

			“I’m hardly surprised, that’s a bad road. But why did you walk it?”

			“Because I got a good look at the cart they wanted me to get in. Besides, it wasn’t going anywhere until the next ship came because there’s only the one cart.” He shrugged. “I don’t think I beat it here by much. But I didn’t think it looked like that bad a climb from down on the docks.” He dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “Bellerophon,” he said determinedly. “You know, he really was so nice, to begin with. I’d never have made it this far if he hadn’t known how to find the right ship, how to bargain for passage and food. At least I can do all that now, thanks to him.

			“And then he just—he just quit!” He sighed faintly again. “Well, after he went away, there I was, stuck on Paros and thinking about going north to dry land. Because we kept running across guys who’d been in Sparta—well, Bellerophon said so, anyway. I didn’t recognize any of them. Anyway, I thought, maybe she’s still on the land bridge that goes east from Thessalonika, over to the isthmus across from Troy? But then I thought, since I was so far south maybe I ought to try Crete. He told me she would never be here, but I thought it was worth looking. Maybe someone would know something, or saw her someplace else.” He dug fingers into a calf muscle, caught his breath in an agonized gasp, and cautiously eased the leg out of his hands. Glanced sidelong at Gabrielle. “I guess I was wrong about Helen, though. Since you’re here.”

			So what do I say, and how to say it? “That’s not why we came to Knossos, Briax. Xena was here a long time ago. She knew the old Minos, and thought, since we were already in port because we got blown off course, that maybe we should come up. You know, meet him, even if we didn’t stay. Because Xena says he doesn’t feel like he’s the equal of his father, and so he might feel offended, like she didn’t think he was worth visiting.”

			“Oh.” He scratched his neck absently. “And—and Helen?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “Briax, haven’t you listened to me? How many times have I told you that there is nothing like that—that whatever you’re looking for—”

			“The Sacred Ewer of Persephone,” Briax broke in with quiet dignity. His face was so solemn, she could have laughed, and besides, she didn’t dare. He’d really be offended—and he doesn’t deserve that from me. Anyway, he took this whole thing so seriously that if she laughed at him, he might get really determined—just to show her. Which could get him in a lot of trouble, one way or another.

			Gabrielle turned away from him to gaze across open pavement, beyond the theater to the distant sea. “There is no Ewer, Briax,” she finally said as gently as she could. “It’s a trick. Menelaus is trying to get Helen back to Sparta, and, believe me, if that was what she wanted, she’d have gone with him when Troy fell.” Silence. She turned back to search his face. “Doesn’t the fact that she fled from Troy tell you something?” Briax’s eyes were fixed on a spot just above hers, and he was smiling. Gabrielle waved a hand in front of his face. “Briax—you’re not listening to me again, are you?”

			“Huh?” He blinked. “Oh. I was just thinking. I’d forgotten how b-beautiful you are. And out here, the way the sun shines on your hair—Gabrielle?” he asked in sudden alarm as she jumped to her feet and held out a hand to aid him up; he took it, winced as his feet took his weight, and hobbled along after her. “Did I say something wrong?”

			She managed a smile. “No, Briax. You didn’t say anything wrong. Well—not much, anyway. But I—never mind. You’re gonna get too stiff to walk if you sit here very long, that’s all.”

			“Oh. Ah—ouch! Thanks. I think,” he mumbled under his breath.

			“Besides, look,” she added. “Here comes the cart and there’s a passenger. And—” Sure enough, when she looked back toward the palace and the porch with its bright red columns, there was King Nossis. I wonder how he does that? she thought. Surely he didn’t come out here every day, just in case there were visitors? “Look, there’s the king—the Minos.”

			“Ah—but I don’t—I mean, I shouldn’t, he doesn’t need to—I mean, just for me, or anything . . . ?”

			She interrupted what was becoming a very convoluted babble. “He greets all the people who come here, Briax, it’s okay. Come on.” She slowed as it became clear he couldn’t keep up with her, and moments later the cart rattled past. Gabrielle stared after it, eyes fixed on the small, slight figure who was the only passenger. “You’re kidding!” she muttered. “It can’t be—Saroni?” The cart was far enough ahead now, she couldn’t be sure of anything. She tugged at Briax’s wrist and got him moving again.

			
			By the time they reached the deep porch, the cart had drawn up and the single passenger was climbing cautiously out of it. Gabrielle let go of Briax and lengthened her stride. “Saroni?” she asked.

			The woman spun around, dark eyes wide. “Gabrielle? You startled me! What are you doing in Crete?”

			“Storm,” Gabrielle said simply. “But what are you doing here?” She glanced up as the king came down from the porch and onto the pavement, touched the woman’s arm and gestured with chin and eyes.

			The priestess turned, saw the plainly dressed little man and glanced back at the bard, who nodded firmly. The woman went to one knee. “Sir—sire? If you are the Minos? Or his representative? I claim sanctuary of Crete!”

			Nossis took her arm and helped her up. “I am Nossis, king here. And you are welcome as my guest. Sanctuary, though, that’s a serious request. From whom do you ask it, and why?”

			The woman plaited her fingers together nervously, and she fixed her eyes on the pavement just before her toes. “I’m—I was a novice priestess in Rhodes. To Apollo. There was—” She swallowed. “The head priestess, Krysta, was doing some things that began to worry me—I can’t say what, I swear I don’t dare tell you about any of it. But, when she found out that I knew, my life was in danger. She—has power, sire, and a long reach. Allies in Rhodes and elsewhere, and other priests who would—track me down, see me returned to Rhodes. And—I’d die there, one way or another. I came here because—I heard that this was one sure place I couldn’t be found.”

			Nossis studied her for several long moments, and Gabrielle suddenly became aware of Xena, hanging back in the shadows, thoughtfully looking the woman over. “We will talk of this at another time, when you have bathed and eaten and rested,” Nossis said finally. He held up a hand and two women came from the doorway. “These women will conduct you to a chamber, and bring you food.”

			“Thank you,” Saroni whispered. She glanced at Gabrielle, who smiled at her.

			“I’ll find you later,” she promised. Saroni considered this, then nodded, and went with the servants. Gabrielle followed her as far as the porch, while Nossis greeted Briax, who managed a polite bow and a nicely worded greeting he must have learned from Bellerophon. His father sure never taught him those kinds of manners, she thought.

			Nossis was speaking. “If you can wait here for a moment or so, I will have someone lead you to a room where there will be water for bathing, and fresh clothing. Food. I—wait.” A clatter of footsteps brought him around—Newin, followed by Joxer, who caught sight of Briax and stopped short, his mouth twisting in irritation. Gabrielle set her jaw and resolved to say nothing. “Son, you come in good time,” Nossis said. “This is Briax, a visitor, and Briax, this is my son and heir, Newin. Son, see to it he has a guesting chamber for the night, bathing water, and food.”

			“Father.” The youth had good tutors, Gabrielle thought; his manners were impeccable, as was the smile he gave Briax. “Come with us, sir, and I will see you bestowed.” He glanced over his shoulder and grinned at his fishing companion. “Joxer, you’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

			“Me? Oh—yeah,” the would-be hero replied with lofty irritation, though when the boy looked at him, puzzled, he managed a real enough smile for him. “Yeah, I’m coming.” He gave Gabrielle a sidelong, narrow look as he passed her, and went inside with the king’s heir and the new guest. The competition, Gabrielle thought with an inward sigh.

			Xena hadn’t missed any of that, of course; her eyes were sardonic as the king passed her and the warrior beckoned. “C’mon, Gabrielle. I’m betting you could use a bath about now.”

			“What—you can tell from there?” the bard inquired sharply.

			Xena shrugged; Gabrielle sighed and brought up a faint smile. “Gabrielle,” the warrior drawled. “If I could smell anything from here on you, it would be lost under the reek I just got off Joxer.”

			“Huh? Oh. He fell in?”

			“He smells like salt water, and his boots are squishing.” Xena’s mouth quirked. She gazed down the hall after the new guests. “So—that was your priestess from Rhodes.”

			“Saroni,” Gabrielle replied. “Odd—I really never expected to see her again. Not this soon, anyway. I wonder what happened? You gotta figure it’s something involving Avicus, though, right?”

			Silence.

			“Xena?” The warrior came back from wherever her thoughts had taken her, smiled and gestured for her to lead the way.

			
			Well to the north, Wode had taken temporary shelter in a deep-water bay along the eastern shore of Paras, where the island cast deep, afternoon shadows over the water. Wind blew stiffly from the southwest, straight through the string of islands known as Cyclades. Draco, who again had watch from the aft deck, leaned across the starboard rail and stared intently south, out to relatively open water. This time of day, Habbish had said, few ships came through this passage because there were half-submerged islets and sharp stacks of stone and the mix of sun and long shadow made it nearly impossible to see them. Only those like Wode, whose captain knew the safe routes well, would dare it so near sunset. Or local merchanting ships. Hammer, he was hoping, might not be one of these and might fall behind them, or simply turn aside and let them go. Hah, Draco privately thought. He was getting a feeling about this captain, whoever he might be. Arrogant and stubborn both. Outraged at losing a battle to a ship like Wode, humiliated by the simple trick that had cost so many oars.

			Or, it could be as Habbish thought: the man might have orders to capture the Gael’s ship. He dismissed the thought; he’d been wakeful the night before with it, and there was no way to settle it from here. “I still don’t see—wait. There she is.” By now, he’d become all too familiar with the particular set of Hammer’s sail, and the way her sleek bow looked from straight ahead. Habbish briefly relinquished the wheel to his first, and looked aft. He nodded finally.

			“Keep close eye on her, m’friend.” He turned and raised his voice—but not much. Wode was under as complete a silence as possible, at the moment. “Ye mons make ready now! When I sign ye, hold still or get under cover. No giving ’em warning by anything—sound or movement! Not until she’s in position. Angus, down below quick-like, and warn t’oarsmen. Hold ’em in t’water and steady. Remember, this sign,” he slashed his right arm through the air in a circle, “means ‘go’! We’ve done this before now, remember how y’did it, or we may be swimming to Paros afore t’day’s much older!”

			Cautious nods.

			Draco glanced toward the deck. What few faces he could see were grave and determined. He turned back aft. “Just clearing that point of rock straight behind us,” he announced.

			Now they could hear the creak of wood as the warship came on, and the slap of a loose rope against the mast. Two men were clearly visible in the crow’s nest, one searching Naxos to the east, the other’s intent eyes moving over what he could see of Paros.

			It must not have been much; Habbish gave the signal and the Wode plunged forward in a series of awkward jerks as the oarsmen fought to get her moving again. Her sail flapped, then caught wind. Draco ran across the deck to the port side, bow strung and an arrow on the string, staggering as Habbish brought the wheel around hard, and the ship heeled to starboard. It rolled back a little, and now men were yelling on Hammer, someone bellowing for silence and someone else yelling orders; men ran down the deck with torches to light the pitch.

			But Wode’s catapult was already loaded, and a line of men stood along the rail, bows up, passing fire from arrow tip to arrow tip. As the ship came in close along the aft port quarter, they fired. Fire bloomed all across Hammer’s sail and someone in the crow’s nest shrieked as his shirt and hair caught fire. Draco saw the two men dive into the water on the far side, then drew his bow down and steadied himself, seeking a target. That captain would be a good one, for starters, he thought, and smiled grimly. But just as he loosed the arrow, the catapult fired, the ship heeled slightly, and the arrow lodged itself deep in the aft bulkhead.

			A breath later, Habbish bellowed, “Oars flat!” The cry echoed from below. Draco winced as wood cracked, echoing from the rocks to their west. And then Wode was away, taking the open passage south of Naxos and moving as quickly as wind and oars could carry her, northeast toward Icaria.

			Draco leaned over the rail and peered down. Then grinned at Habbish, who turned the wheel over to his first again. Behind them, they could still—just—see Hammer, floundering as men clambered aloft to pour water on the smoldering sail. “Wonder how much damage you actually did,” he asked the Gael. “They’re still afloat.”

			“Aye, and too bad of us, I wager. Still.” He grinned. “They’ll be a small time mending that rudder.”

			“Mending—not replacing? You didn’t get it all, then?”

			Habbish shrugged. “Wasn’t much chance of that wi’a captain knows t’ship as well as he does. Sensible man sees a ship heading t’way Wode was, and he throws it over full to t’same side. But I saw a good bite of it afloat as we moved off.” He measured with his hands—a piece as long as the warlord’s forearm. “He won’t be following us, though; not until that’s mended.”

			“Well, he can quit following us any time now,” Draco said flatly. “I’m getting bored with seeing that thing in our wake.”

			“Huh. Y’think I’m not?” Habbish growled. He crossed to the aft rail and shouted out, “Y’done well, ye mons! Mop up now, and ready t’trade off rowers at sundown! There’ll be a spare ration for each of ye tonight!” A cheer met this. The captain waved, then beckoned Draco to follow and went into his cabin. “Time t’plan our next meeting, I’m thinking.”

			Draco sighed quietly and settled in his usual chair.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			Gabrielle lay sprawled in the bathing pool, her head cushioned on a small pillow, hair streaming around her shoulders, her eyes closed. The room was very quiet, the air and water delicately scented with something that smelled like a crisp green apple. It was clean, just warm enough. No pond scum anywhere, no fish underfoot, no thugs waiting for her to crawl out. Just—pure bliss, she thought happily.

			Air swirled nearby, brushing across an exposed shoulder. She eased cooled skin under the surface and opened one eye. Xena, already finished with the bath and wrapped in an enormous, red drying-cloth, dropped down cross-legged next to her head cushion and scooped up a fat sponge. “Dinar for your thoughts,” the warrior drawled quietly.

			“Funny. I was just thinking how nice it is to have a clean, quiet place to bathe. Pure bliss, in fact.” She resettled her backside on the underwater ledge, bundled wet hair and drew it forward. Xena pressed her head over and began squeezing spongefuls of water over the back of her neck.

			“Nothing pure about Bliss,” Xena said after a moment.

			“Huh?” Gabrielle turned partway around to eye her companion; Xena smiled and turned the head back before applying the sponge to her friend’s shoulders. “Oh, That Bliss. Yeah. Some rotten little godling’s got a bad case of indulgent parents. Especially Daddy.”

			“Needs a good thump,” Xena agreed quietly. The sponge moved from one shoulder across to the other, back again, then down between the bard’s shoulder blades. “Good muscle, Gabrielle. I’m impressed.”

			“Hey—I try.”

			“No, you actually do things. That’s why it looks so good.”

			Gabrielle came partway around and smiled warmly. “You know, sometimes, it’s scary how good you are at figuring out what I’m thinking—or being right there with it. Because this afternoon, I was thinking about how long it’s been since I had a good practice or a good workout.”

			“I don’t think you’re gonna lose it all in eight days or so,” Xena said. She flipped the sponge into the water and sat back; Gabrielle retrieved it and began washing her arms.

			“Well, no, I suppose not. Xena! Is that really all the time we’ve been out here?”

			“I lost count myself, somewhere around Lethe,” Xena said with a shrug. “Close to that, though. Unless we were on that island over a night or two.”

			Gabrielle swallowed, remembered dread, and leaned forward to wash her knees. “Ah—no. Because Ares said—”

			“Ares?” Xena asked sharply. “What does Ares have to do with the island of forgetfulness?”

			The bard slewed around to look at her close companion. “I didn’t tell you about that part?”

			Xena shrugged.

			“You know, this is a real bore, wondering just what went on out there, and what I said, what I didn’t. . . .”

			“Gabrielle, we’ll talk, I promise. None of it was that important, though.”

			“It was, if it’s my mind we’re talking about here!”

			“Hey! Hey, relax, okay? Gabrielle, I understand. It’s happened to me a few times, and I don’t like it, either. At least you have me to tell you if there was anything incredibly strange, or ugly or—whatever.” She spread her arms wide, then let them fall to her sides. A faint smile. “Except for Lethe; you’re on your own there, because all I remember is walking away from that beach, and then being scared. Really scared. Like all I knew was to be afraid and run from that fear.” She laid a hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder as the other woman would have spoken. “And you, dragging me out into the sea and feeling like I’d just come awake from a long night of bad guys and worse wine.”

			“That’s one you don’t have to share,” Gabrielle said with a faint smile.

			“I didn’t intend to.” Her eyes were suddenly wicked. “You can always get pissed off at Joxer and chase him around the arena, like I did that young idiot Korinus.”

			Gabrielle laughed and reluctantly got to her feet. Xena fished a drying-cloth from the stack and held it out for her. “Yeah, right. My creative juices are working just fine, Xena. What I need is a workout.” She wrapped the cloth around her body, tucked the ends in and caught up a smaller one for her hair.

			“Actually, I do have an idea for you,” Xena said. “Newin’s just about old enough for sword training, but Nossis doesn’t want him starting with an edged weapon. He’s learned bow and sling, and now he wants to try something new.”

			Gabrielle considered this. “That’s more sensible than you’d expect. Except the king seems like a reasonable guy. So, you think he’d let me teach the kid some staff fighting?”

			Xena’s lips twitched. “Better than letting Joxer teach him anything, don’t you think?”

			The bard groaned faintly and let her eyes close. “Tell me he isn’t teaching Newin that—that song of his?”

			“You got me, Gabrielle. And if he is, I don’t wanna know. He’ll be at dinner tonight, though. Even the little ones will. So—ask about the staff, all right?”

			“Sure.” Gabrielle shook out her hair and wandered back into her own room, where an ice-blue robe had been laid out for her. She gazed at it and sighed faintly. “It’s gorgeous—but why don’t they give me red, like they do you?”

			“Because I’d look like Princess Diana in that?”

			“No.” Gabrielle sighed again. “It’s the hair.” She held out a tress of red-blond, wrinkled her nose at it. “People like me, they always dress like Princess Diana. At least it’s not pink.”

			“There’s a thought. King Lias’ daughter has a fondness for pink. Fluffy pink.”

			“Yeah. I remember.”

			“This—it’s clean, it’s classy, and besides, who’re you gonna impress here?” Xena demanded with an urchin’s grin. “Korinus? Or maybe Joxer?” The smile broadened. “How about Briax?”

			“Pass,” the younger woman replied firmly. “So—will Helen be there?”

			The warrior shrugged. “I guess. Why?”

			“I just wondered—you know, with Briax and Saroni—?”

			“We’re eating with the family, Gabrielle. There’s a separate room always set up for regular guests. And since I already told King Nossis that Briax is on Menelaus’ quest, he’ll be well cared for, but he won’t be allowed anywhere near Helen. Saroni—” Her face was impassive as she turned away.

			Gabrielle eyed her sidelong as she finished drying off. “What?” she asked curiously.

			The warrior shrugged.

			“Xena, you aren’t thinking—just because she’s a priestess of Apollo—you’re not, are you?”

			No reply.

			The bard sighed, exasperated. “Xena, there is nothing wrong with Saroni! I told you about her, back in Rhodes—I did, didn’t I?” Xena nodded, her expression neutral; the bard couldn’t tell what her close companion was thinking at the moment. “She was worried about that head priestess, the one who was wearing those wooden shoes—clogs? Krysta, I think?”

			“I know. That’s what she said out front,” Xena replied evenly.

			“When she asked for sanctuary; in case you’ve forgotten.”

			“I didn’t forget that, Gabrielle.”

			“Well—what, then? Look. Saroni told me she thought Krysta was talking to someone who was not on Rhodes. I must have told you about that. Because it sounded to me like the priestess was in league with Avicus—Krysta, I mean.” Xena gazed at her; one eyebrow went up. Gabrielle tossed the drying-cloth aside and snatched up the pale blue silk, hauled it roughly over her damp hair; when Xena tried to help, she pulled away. “I can manage, all right?”

			“Whatever,” Xena said; she sounded slightly surprised, but her expression hadn’t changed when Gabrielle finally shoved the last of the filmy material off her face and hair.

			“Don’t tell me you suspect—what? That Saroni made all that up? For me? Why would she bother? She didn’t even know me.”

			“She knew who you were, once you told her your name. Gabrielle, I didn’t say anything—”

			“No. You didn’t have to, Xena, because I know how your mind works. And I saw the way you were looking at Saroni this afternoon, out there.”

			Silence—a tight one. The warrior broke it with a deep sigh. “Gabrielle, I’m not accusing her of anything. Yeah, I’m naturally suspicious of people when they do unusual things, and for a priestess of Apollo to leave her temple and fetch up in a place like Knossos—that’s about as unusual as it gets.”

			“Sure—and you heard why. Because she was afraid they were gonna kill her!”

			“No—that’s what she said was going to happen, Gabrielle. Now, look—it may be true. And I’m not going to say anything to King Nossis that would cause him to send her away, all right? You know I wouldn’t do that without some kind of hard proof, and a funny feeling isn’t proof.”

			“Great. So, you’re gonna look at her like that because of a funny feeling?”

			“You know me better than that. I will watch her, though. If you’re right about her, it might not hurt to watch over her anyway. What if the head priestess in Rhodes knows she came here?”

			“I guess. Maybe.”

			“Gabrielle, it’s not just the coincidence of her showing up here, right after we did. . . .”

			Gabrielle sighed loudly, silencing her. “What she said makes sense, Xena! Where else could a priestess of Apollo go, that the god couldn’t track her down? Oh—sure, there are probably lots of places, we’ve been in some of those places. If she’d sought sanctuary from Queen Boudicca, she’d be just as gone—but how long would it take her to get there, and how much would it cost in passage? Crete is close, and it’s known to be a haven from the Greek gods. All right?”

			“You didn’t know that, Gabrielle. Most people don’t.”

			“No.” Gabrielle wrapped a silvery sash around a slender waist, knotted it with a yank, and reached for her brush. “But if I were a priestess, I might know it. If I had been a priestess in a temple where a lot of strange and secretive things were going on, and the other priest types made me worry about whether I was gonna wake up for breakfast and prayers the next morning, you can bet I would have been looking for a refuge. And I’ll also bet that on a place like Rhodes, all those ships going in and out, that a lot of people would know about Crete being Apollo-proof.”

			Xena considered this, finally shrugged. “I’ll give you that one. Now—you trade me, will you? I am not saying your new friend is dangerous, or anything of the kind. I’m just saying, all you have at the moment is her word. And because she was maybe nice to you and now she seems to be in trouble, she’s appealed to the best in you, Gabrielle.

			“All I’m asking is that you don’t let that blind you to the possibility that she is not what she seems. That doesn’t have to mean she’s a danger to Helen.”

			The fight went out of Gabrielle all at once. “Helen—yeah, I know. She has to be our main concern. I have no right getting angry about Saroni when all you’re trying to do is protect Helen. But I wasn’t going to say anything—”

			Xena closed the small space between them and caught hold of the younger woman’s shoulders. “Gabrielle, you don’t even have to tell me that.” She managed a faint smile; it didn’t reach her eyes. “Hey. I’m just being me. You know, suspicious, ready to think the worst of everybody, paranoid?”

			Gabrielle’s eyes kindled, and she brought up a faint smile. “Yeah, that’s you. Know what, though? All things considered, I’m glad.”

			Xena rubbed hard knuckles over her forehead, standing pale bangs on end. “Yeah, that’s you. Silly, giddy, ready to think the best of everyone, including Joxer—fluffy.”

			The bard snorted, and finger-combed hair back flat. “Fluffy? Xena, for your information, Diana—okay, she was, but Aphrodite is fluffy!” Her mouth quirked. “I’m just little, blonde, and cute.”

			Xena let her go, and rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Cute. Did I tell you what Briax said back in Menelaus’ reception hall? Why he was on the quest?”

			“Gods,” Gabrielle whimpered. “Don’t tell me. I got a taste of it again this afternoon. I mean, I thought it was you, every time. You know, the hair, the legs, the leather?”

			“According to Briax, it’s the hair, the smile—the many skills, because you’re a warrior and a bard, according to what you told him.” The bard merely closed her eyes and grimaced. “He didn’t mention the little stick, though.”

			“Now, that could be a point in his favor.” She considered this. “Not that it’s much of one! Xena, how come I get the ones like Joxer and Briax?”

			“Gabrielle, what can I tell you? Remember Howar?”

			“Forget it,” the bard broke in. “Forget Howar, Minya—forget Joxer, okay? Here I’ve been looking forward to this dinner, and you’re trying to kill it for me.”

			“Me?” the warrior growled; a smile tugged at her mouth. “Who brought up Aphrodite?”

			
			The meal was much less formal, the food as good, and the only entertainment provided by a pair of musicians who occupied a niche near the door, playing several different instruments each—everything from pipes and drums to harp. Joxer was there, seated near the end of the table between Newin and two of his instructors, and Xena across from them; at the moment, the warrior was deep in some conversation with the youth’s tutor in weaponry.

			Even in this more private setting, Helen kept the scarf over her hair and sat just beyond Gabrielle, across from the king’s two youngest, where she could keep an eye on them.

			King Nossis had taken a seat between the children, rather than the usual, formal head of table, and he spent most of the meal talking to either Nebos or Ideta so quietly that no one else could hear. Gabrielle glanced their way often. Imagine, a king that comfortable with his babies, not afraid to be seen caring about them the way he obviously does. So many of them left the tending to nurses and then passed them on to tutors.

			Or they were like the king that Pandora had married—Gregor? Who had mistrusted all children, because of the prophecy that one of the newly born would eventually be king in his place. So grasping, he never stopped to think that the child might be his chosen heir. Of course, if it hadn’t been for Xena, Gregor never would have realized there was an alternative to killing that baby.

			No, she suddenly remembered. It hadn’t been that kind of macho swagger that had blinded King Gregor. Grief, because of losing his wife and baby son. Well, no blame to her for forgetting: That had been a long time back, and more adventures and calamities ago than she could properly remember. Especially with the smell and flavor of such excellent food before her.

			She glanced sidelong at Helen, finished the skewer of chicken, vegetable, and fruit cubes that had just been roasted on a brazier at the far end of the room, then looked over at the king again.

			Nossis looked up, as if aware of her regard, and smiled. “I appreciate a healthy appetite in a woman,” he said.

			She laughed. “Yeah, that’s what a lot of people say. I guess that should tell me something about myself.”

			“Healthy,” the king repeated firmly; he was still smiling as his gaze strayed to Helen, came back again. “I’ve thought over what you asked earlier, and I agree that it would be good for Newin to at least see how you fight with a long stick. And if he likes what he sees, you may feel free to instruct him, once a day for as long as you and Xena remain here. Now tomorrow morning, he and his tutors will meet you in the arena. None of Newin’s trainers are familiar with staff, I fear, but there may be someone in my barracks who can use a staff against you—for demonstration purposes, of course. Unless your friend, Joxer—?”

			“Huh?” Joxer looked up.

			He winced; probably Xena kicking him under the table, Gabrielle decided, and bit back a grin.

			“Owwww! I mean, I’m sorry, sire, I didn’t hear all of that.” Newin clapped a hand over his mouth, but sat up straight and swallowed laughter as his instructors both scowled at him and one of them hissed a low, furious order.

			Gabrielle smiled across the table at the inept warrior. “We just wanted to know if you were interested in helping me show Newin how to use a staff. Tomorrow morning.”

			“Ah—swell.” He smiled nervously. “I can do that, Gabrielle. Except—um, if I have a choice—ah, frankly, Gabrielle, I get a lot—ah—learning experience! Yeah, more of that out of watching you. And besides, maybe Newin could use my help, you know, someone to fix his stance and like that?” He considered this, closed his mouth, and nodded firmly.

			Gabrielle bit the corners of her mouth to keep from laughing: He was so transparent! Not to Newin, obviously. The heir leaned close to Joxer’s ear and whispered something; he looked wildly excited.

			The meal ended shortly after. Joxer and Newin left at once, Newin talking rapidly, Joxer looking slightly bemused. Ideta and Nebos stayed behind with their father; they were telling him about declaiming in the theater earlier when Xena and Gabrielle left. Helen, to Gabrielle’s surprise, came with them. Once back in the apartment Gabrielle and Xena shared, Helen closed the door and leaned against it.

			“The two people who came here today from the docks—the priestess and the young man who claims to be a warrior, the king says you know them.” Wary, dark eyes glanced from Gabrielle to Xena, back again. “I heard from him what they said at the greeting, but it wasn’t much. I thought—”

			“Good thinking,” Xena said, as the woman faltered into silence. “I saw Menelaus and Avicus confirm Briax as one of their chosen heroes. Before you worry about it, I saw Avicus attach his badge things to each of the men who were picked. Joxer’s is long gone, and I took the one from Briax when we met at Rhodes. They’re at the bottom of the ocean.”

			“Useless, then.” Helen sighed faintly. “Thank you. That was one of my first concerns, even though I doubt if either of them will ever see me.”

			“If I hadn’t already known you,” Xena replied, “and if you hadn’t come here yesterday, I wouldn’t have seen you as Helen myself. You do a good job of hiding in plain sight.”

			“Thank you. Though I doubt that a good job will be enough if Menelaus—” She shook her head firmly.

			“Gabrielle can tell you more about both of the king’s new guests; she knows them better than I do.”

			‘That isn’t very much, though,” Gabrielle said. She was comfortably full and about ready to fall asleep. She explained: Briax’s village, his father, the innkeeper, bellowing at him all the time, the youth having maybe half a handful of sword lessons from his father, but wanting adventure and a chance to prove himself to a certain bard he’d just met. “You’ll have to admit, it’s a lot more interesting than washing cups and slicing boar.” Helen smiled faintly. “Saroni—I honestly don’t know her, I just met her. In the theater, on Rhodes.” Helen began to pace as Gabrielle told about the stopover, the odd atmosphere in the temple area, and—a little pink around the ears—about Saroni’s exuberant greeting to one of her favorite bards, once she knew who her guest was.

			“She said she’d been—collecting my stories, all of them she could get hold of. It was—well, I’m not used to that. She was—nice about it, really.” Gabrielle shook herself. “Anyway,” she went on briskly, “I didn’t think there was much chance of us going back to Rhodes ever again, and I think if you’re a priestess in a temple like that, you usually stay put for life. Unless they make you Oracle and send you to Delphi. So I was surprised to see her here, and at the same time, I wasn’t.”

			Helen glanced at Xena, who raised an eyebrow. Gabrielle explained.

			“I see,” the once-queen said finally. “My concern wasn’t just Apollo, or anyone connected with him. It was Rhodes in particular.”

			“Why?” Xena asked.

			Helen shook her head.

			“I don’t know. Just something I overheard once, a long time ago. I can’t remember when, or where I was. Probably on that ledge above the great reception, I used to go down there a lot, to hear what my husband was up to that I’d never learn any other way.”

			“I know that ledge,” Xena said. “I heard about it the last time I was in Sparta—when you were still living there.” Once-queen and once-warlord gazed at each other thoughtfully. “I wish we could have met back then. Even though I’m not sure it would have changed anything. Because I was still building my army, and there wasn’t much that could have diverted me at that point.”

			“Anything is possible,” Helen said. Her eyes searched the other woman’s face; she finally relaxed a little, and managed a faint smile. “I wish we had met, too. Maybe somehow, I would have—not gone with Paris when I had the chance.”

			“Helen, you can’t second-guess the past, and you can’t change it,” Xena said evenly. “Let it go and concentrate on saving what you have here and whatever good you can take in the future.”

			Silence. “All right. I will.” Helen turned away and drove long fingered, slender hands through her hair. After a moment, she drew a deep breath and turned back to meet the warrior’s eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m wasting time we may not have.”

			“It isn’t wasted if it helps you feel more secure here,” Xena told her. “Or if it helps us keep you safe. What about Rhodes?”

			The woman considered this blankly, then nodded. “Somewhere, sometime back in Sparta, I overheard Menelaus and that pale-eyed priest of his.”

			“Apollo’s, don’t you mean?” Gabrielle broke in. Helen and Xena both glanced at her as if they’d forgotten her presence. “Sorry, didn’t mean to—”

			“He serves Apollo,” Helen interrupted her in turn. “Just like the god gives him powers of sorts, I don’t know much about them. But he’s Menelaus’, the two men might have been born at the same hour of the same mother. Nothing matters to either of them except what he wants, how to get it. How to keep it.” Her eyes closed briefly; she shook herself and went on. “I remember hearing them talking. Something about Rhodes. As if—maybe there was something special about the temple there, something that Avicus needed. Or used. My—my once-husband asking something about how it could be used, as if it could benefit them both.” She spread her hands. “I’m sorry. It can’t have been that long ago, but it seems so.”

			“A lot has happened since,” Gabrielle reminded her softly.

			“Too many miles, too many years,” Helen agreed, as softly. Her eyes were bleak. “Too many deaths.”

			“Which were not because of you,” Gabrielle told her evenly. The woman merely shook her head.

			“Something special about the temple.” Xena had ignored that; her attention was fixed on the immediate problem. “A way for Avicus to talk to the priests in that temple on Rhodes?”

			Helen lifted a shoulder in a graceful shrug. “But he can do that with any of them—any temple that serves Apollo, at least. It takes that bowl of his, and a similar one at the other place, is all I know. Frankly, Xena, I didn’t want to know much about it. Avicus—frightened me. He still does.”

			“He should make you nervous,” Xena said. “He’s a very dangerous man; it would be a mistake to underestimate him. Still—Gabrielle, you said that priestess had some kind of water bowl?”

			“Saroni told me she did. But they speak with the gods that way, don’t they?”

			“Hey, don’t ask me,” the warrior said.

			“No—wait.” Gabrielle closed her eyes and thought. “She said . . . that they used that, the bowl, I mean. In Rhodes? Because there wasn’t a steam vent, like at Delphi. So, it’s supposed to be a means to speak with the gods.”

			“That doesn’t mean Avicus doesn’t have his own use for it,” Xena said.

			“Count on it,” Helen told her. She sighed faintly. “The woman didn’t have anything like that with her, though. The king told me.”

			“A small pack and nothing else,” Xena said. “Large enough to hold a change of clothing, maybe. More like a spare pair of sandals, nothing larger than that. Clean underthings, more like, because it was soft. If there had been a bowl in there, I think I would have been able to tell.”

			“If you’re not sure,” Helen replied steadily, “we can wait until tomorrow, when the woman is at her meal, or someone is showing her around, and have her room searched.” She glanced at Gabrielle, whose eyes had gone wide. “You look surprised.”

			The bard shook her head. “Not really. At least, not that you’d do it, or have it done, for any guest you weren’t sure about,” she replied.

			The woman smiled faintly. “It wouldn’t be me. No. The king broke the ancient tradition of complete trust of any guest who comes to Knossos, when he learned who I was—and what I was trying to escape.” The smile faded. “I’d better get back to the children, they’ll be exhausted and their father has another council meeting tonight.” She opened the door, but turned back, softly closing it again. “I nearly forgot—the reason for that meeting; he said to let you know. Did you hear there was a battle between two ships yesterday, out on the eastern tip of the island?”

			“We saw it,” Xena said. “What there was to see. The captain of Yeloweh kept a lot of ocean between us and them.”

			“The one ship is from somewhere well north and east—Brittanium, I think they said. It’s called Wode; it puts in down at the harbor now and again, their captain trades here on occasion. The other, though, the men who went to investigate didn’t dare get too close, but they could see the damaged ship drawn onto shore and men working to repair it. It’s believed to be a Roman raiding ship that answers to their councilor maybe to Caesar himself. But certain of the king’s council believe it to use that as a screen. That the ship and its captain answer to Sparta.” Dark eyes glanced from Xena to Gabrielle. Back again. “I thought you should know.” She was gone before either woman could say anything.

			Gabrielle vanished into her own chamber and came back moments later, a slender, dark-blue silk sleep gown dragging the floor behind her. She held a handful of the stuff above her knees in front, and shrugged, her smile ironic. “I think they aren’t used to women my size here.” She came over and flopped on the edge of Xena’s enormous bed as the warrior snugged an emerald green robe over the darker green sleep gown. “That’s nice, I like it.” Gabrielle’s eyes slowly closed. “You know, it’s gonna feel almost funny, sleeping in my clothes again.”

			“First night, maybe,” Xena replied; she sat to slip sandals off her feet and tossed them into the corner. “After that, it grows on you.”

			The bard opened an eye. “Nice. Talk to me, Xena.”

			The warrior smiled. “Why should I bother? You’re gonna fall asleep right there.”

			“Hey,” Gabrielle murmured. “I’m not used to sleeping away from you, these days.” She considered this, levered up onto her elbows and blinked herself partly awake. “What I mean is, you know: One blanket, one fire, both of us under the stars.”

			“Safer that way, for one thing, unless one of us is trying to crack the other one across the nose with her staff,” Xena replied with a smile.

			The staff wielder snorted. “Trying? I got you, fair and square! Anyway, forget about that, you said we could talk tonight.”

			“Think you can stay awake?” Gabrielle sighed faintly, sat up, and crossed her legs under her. “Yeah, I can. Because I’m tired of dreaming things when I do sleep, and not being sure if they really happened, or if that seasick stuff made me think they happened, or if none of it happened! Including that goo to put on my bread, and the wafers in case it got rough during the day. You don’t have to tell me every single thing that happened since I went on that ship to drag Joxer off, back in the Spartan village—just the important stuff.”

			“Yeah, well, that won’t be so hard,” Xena said; she stretched hard, then collapsed onto the bed, rolled onto her back, and folded her arms across her chest. “Most of it was what sea travel always is: repetitive, boring, and you sleep a lot. Unless it’s a warship and you’re looking for trouble.” She glanced up at Gabrielle. “Which we weren’t.”

			“I think I’d remember that.” Gabrielle propped her elbows on her legs, and cradled her chin on the backs of her hands.

			Xena smiled, turned her eyes back to the ceiling. Thought for some moments, mostly to get things in order, then started talking.

			For a while, Gabrielle made comments: Mostly of the, “Yeah, I remember that” variety, or a stunned, “You’re kidding me?” Xena reminded her about the Wode—her tossing Draco overboard just offshore, using the canny old Gael’s ship to reach her friend and Joxer. The cult in Rhodes, the women and children hiding out in the massive statue of the island’s patron god, Briax and Bellerophon showing up while she was in town getting supplies. Poseidon’s pet sea serpents, and the one’s mind-boggling crush on Joxer. The storm that followed, and the utter calm when the storm spent itself overnight.

			“That’s when we put in for water, that island you said was Lethe, Gabrielle. And I don’t remember anything real about that part. I certainly don’t remember seeing Ares. So, if you don’t mind talking for a while? There’s a laugh—”

			Silence.

			She turned to look at her close companion for the first time in a while. Gabrielle still sat cross-legged, head propped up on braced arms—but her eyes were closed and she was clearly deeply asleep. Xena’s eyes warmed; she eased cautiously off the bed and went around it, slowly and carefully getting the bard untangled and down on her side, a pillow under her head and a lightweight cover over her legs; the edge where she could reach it if her upper body got cold later. “Sleep well, Gabrielle,” she murmured, and turned to pinch out the nearest candles.

			At length there were only two burning: one of them in the deep niche by the door since the room was unfamiliar to her. Yeah. It’s not gonna happen, someone breaking in and trying to break heads here. Then again— She hadn’t reached her current years and skills by blissfully dismissing things that should never happen. The other candle was the last one on a small metal stand near the windowsill. She quietly moved across the chamber and touched thumb and forefinger against her tongue, pinched out the flame.

			Movement beyond the window caught her eyes. “If the candle’d stayed lit, you wouldn’t have seen that,” she told herself quietly, and moved to one side of the window to peer intently out across the moonlit pavement.

			Nothing moved there just now. She glanced quickly around. If somebody was out there—someone who didn’t belong—they wouldn’t see her, not where she stood in deep shadow. A quick glance across the room as Gabrielle murmured something, but the woman was still asleep. Xena turned back to study the pavement, concentrating on the deeper shadows around the steep risers of the theater. Nothing for some moments. Then a dark-clad figure scurried from a low, scrubby bush near the closest porch, heading toward the low stage.

			“Yeah,” Xena told herself softly. “That counts as odd.” The person was so draped in cloth, so hunched over, she couldn’t tell size, shape, or sex. The head was covered in a deep hood as well. Helen? But why would Helen need to sneak across the plateau at this hour?

			The person stopped or slowed frequently, the hood turning sharply this way and that. Nervous, and expecting guards or someone or thing else, clearly.

			Well, there weren’t any guards out in the open—at least, there hadn’t been any the night before, and the king had said at this morning’s meeting that there seldom were guards since the palace and its grounds were their own protection. That’s something Gabrielle needs to talk to him about. I understand about things that aren’t normal and everyday, and I’m okay with it. But she can make better sense of it.

			The hooded figure turned halfway around—something had made noise, possibly an owl or a small animal, maybe nothing but the secretive one’s guilty conscience. Xena caught a glimpse of pale skin deep in the hood, dark points that were eyes. Her mouth tightened, and she silently crossed the room to fish the chakram from her piled weapons and leathers. “Someone out there can’t sleep, I guess. So maybe I can get them to tell me a story.” It made a satisfying picture. She scooped up the silver pin, shoved it between robe and sash, and eased the door open. A quick glance assured her Gabrielle slept deeply—a hand cushioning her cheek, a faint smile turning her lips. Xena eased the door closed behind her, hesitated only long enough to get her bearings, and took off down the hall at a dead run.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			It took time, going through the maze of corridors instead of simply jumping over a windowsill. There was one good reason against the hard, clear glass—even if it did protect those inside from the near-constant winds, Xena thought impatiently as she turned a corner and lengthened her stride. The hallway was empty; she glanced behind her, saw no one, and broke into a loping run. Maybe King Nossis had instructed any guards or servants to leave her to her own devices, no matter how odd they looked. She didn’t want to have to waste time explaining to some young night guard why she was armed, clad for sleep, barefoot, and running for the outside. By the time he got it figured out, whoever’s out there would be long gone.

			Somehow, she didn’t think it would qualify as guest manners to flatten one of the king’s guards who was only doing what he’d been taught to do.

			Another turn, this time to the right—she slowed only long enough to make certain the hallway and what she could see of the porch at its end were both deserted, then ran once more, silk whipping around her ankles; she snarled a low curse, bunched green fabric in her free hand.

			Just short of the porch, she stopped, set her shoulders against the darker wall and eased up to the open doorway, listening intently. No sound out there—nothing she could see, either. She slipped around the doorframe and into the sooty darkness of the covered porch.

			Moonlight was a chancy thing. The moon was nearer full than not, but clouds were thick in places, and one moment the pavement flashed a brilliant blue-white, shaded here and there by walls, plants, and the palace itself. The next moment, the light was gone as if shuttered. Xena crouched so she could make out the pattern of clouds overhead, waited for utter darkness, and ran across the open, fetching up against one of the arena walls just east of the theater.

			She listened intently. Was that water? It sounded as if someone were pouring a little water onto the stones. A sudden grin tweaked her lips. Or some young guard who drank too much with dinner and got caught short—? Except it didn’t sound like that, it sounded as if someone had spilled a small amount of water—a bowlful, perhaps? The smile was gone. She held her breath; nothing at first, and then the faint, whispery sound of bare feet crossing stone. Gotcha! she thought, and threw herself into the open, chakram glittering as the moon sailed from deep cloud.

			The dark-clad figure was nearly upon her, moving slowly; possibly feeling each footstep before moving on. Xena pounced and caught hold of thick cloth, then a shoulder.

			A breathy, startled shriek broke the silence; the figure twisted, trying to break free. “Give it up,” Xena snarled quietly. “It’d take more muscle than you’ve got to get away from me.” The person went briefly still, but as the moon sailed free of cloud cover, made a sharp duck and twist. Xena held on easily, and as blue-white light illuminated them, used her free hand to shove the hood aside.

			Saroni blinked up at her, her face and eyes screwed up against the light. She flung up an arm to shield her eyes. “Who—oh, gods, who are you?” the priestess whispered shakily. “Wait—no, you’re—you have to be Xena.”

			“I am Xena. And you’re that priestess from Rhodes who showed up today to ask the Minos for sanctuary.”

			“I am.” The woman drew herself up straight, her voice trembled. “Where are we?”

			“Funny.” The warrior didn’t look amused at all, and after one quick glance at her face, Saroni kept her eyes fixed on a spot on the pavement just beyond them. “I was gonna ask you something similar. Why are you out here?”

			“I—don’t know.” The woman looked around. “I remember bathing, getting into bed, not long after the sun set.” She managed a tremulous smile. “I must have slept at once. That’s all I remember.”

			“That’s all you remember,” Xena said dryly. “That the best you can do, priestess?”

			Saroni glanced up at her, then away at once. “Please. I’m just—Saroni. I’m not a priestess anymore. But—I walk in my sleep sometimes. Krysta—the head priestess—told me that. She used to bar my door from the outside, sometimes. She said it was because I walked in my sleep,” she finished doubtfully.

			It could be the truth, Xena thought with an inner sigh. It was no crazier than half the other things that had happened lately. It just seemed awfully convenient that this woman was out here. But how did she get out here at all? Because without one of those special pins, guests couldn’t just wander wherever they wanted. And King Nossis wouldn’t simply hand one over to a stranger. So far as she knew, even Joxer didn’t have one yet. But Joxer certainly hadn’t had one his first night.

			Maybe those who walked while they slept had a way around such safeguards as those on the palace hallways.

			She shoved the inner debate aside. Later. What to do with Saroni? And it would be a good idea to make it quick, before one of the guards came by—or one of the household. The priestess was looking at her now, her stance still wary, but dark eyes searching the warrior’s face. “You don’t believe me, do you, Xena?” Her shoulders sagged. “I can tell—I used to see that look on Krysta’s face—my priestess, I mean. And Avicus looked at me like that—”

			“Avicus?” Xena asked softly. “Tell me about Avicus, Saroni.”

			The woman shook her head. Frowned at her hands. “There isn’t much to tell. He was in Rhodes once, not long after Troy fell. Seeking the queen for King Menelaus, he said. He—said she’d been stolen from Troy just before it fell, that she hadn’t stayed in Troy willingly, or fled willingly, either. He and the high priestess met in private for most of the day.” She swallowed hard. “When—they came out, he accused me of listening. To them. He said he could tell. And that maybe I knew where Helen was, and that I was helping her kidnappers.” Wide eyes gazed into the warrior’s. “I swear I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have done a thing like that! I’m—not brave like that.” Silence.

			Xena simply waited. When it became clear the woman had nothing else to say on the subject, she shook her head. “Aiding the kind of men who’d steal a helpless woman doesn’t take bravery.”

			The woman gazed at her, eyes wide and expressionless. “That may be true. I wouldn’t know. Avicus—he tested me, somehow. The gods’ powers, I’m not sure. He must have realized then that I was telling the truth, but he didn’t say. He left, not long after. And from then on, Krysta watched me—as if he’d told her to. It was after that, she told me I was walking in my sleep. She said she was afraid I would fall, hurt myself.” She shivered down into her robe. “It’s cold. And I don’t know where my room is from here:’

			Xena took hold of both her shoulders, ostensibly to turn the woman toward the porch. Her fingers moved deftly and lightly, feeling the surface of the fabric for any patch or for a pin similar to the one stuffed in her sash. Nothing. But as her hands touched the shoulders under the robe, Saroni started and this time twisted free. “I—I’m sorry. I—don’t like being. . . .” Her voice faltered.

			“Don’t like being what?” Xena asked mildly. “Pushed around? I wasn’t going to shove you. Handled? Touched?”

			The priestess merely shook her head.

			Xena eyed her for a long moment, then gestured for the woman to precede her. “The porch is straight ahead of you, where you can see light? That way. I’ll direct you from there. I won’t touch you,” she added as the woman glanced back at her.

			Fortunately, the warrior knew which wing and which room had been given to the priestess. King Nossis had shown her the palace diagrams and indicated where each of his current guests were staying. Better yet, I’m good at maps and I can remember these things, she told herself as the two of them moved quickly and quietly down the hallway. “Turn right, here,” she said after a moment. “Left at the next passage, and left again.” The fourth door down this hallway was marked with a dolphin arched high above white-capped waves.

			Saroni opened it cautiously, then let out a held breath and stepped into the room. She even managed a smile as she turned back. “Thank you, Xena.”

			“Thank me by bolting the door,” she replied evenly. “So you don’t wind up walking around in your sleep out there again. There are dangerous places even within the palace, and out there, the cliffs are high and overhung in places. One wrong step—” She let the thought hang. Saroni gulped and closed the door. Xena waited until she heard the inside bar slide into place, then turned to head back outside once more.

			But once out of the passages that held the smaller guest chambers, she hesitated. Finally shrugged. “Maybe I won’t find anything; maybe I won’t be able to see anything.” But she’d heard water spilling. And there were no ponds or fountains out where she’d heard that water. Maybe—just maybe there would be some kind of a gazing bowl. “And then, just maybe Saroni and I will have another little talk tonight.”

			Gabrielle would be upset, of course. No, the warrior corrected the thought, she won’t be upset if I can prove there was something up, out there. Say, that priestess talking to the woman in Rhodes? Or, more likely, Avicus?

			Or if she could assure herself that the woman was speaking the truth. “Though how in Tartarus I’m supposed to do that!” She shook her head and headed back outside.

			
			A short while later, she returned to the rooms she and Gabrielle shared, cold and frustrated. There was no bowl anywhere near where she’d found Saroni—and the woman couldn’t have gone far because she hadn’t been aware of Xena when she was feeling her way across that pavement. If there’d been a puddle, or damp paving anywhere nearby, the warrior hadn’t been able to locate that. “She wasn’t trying to misdirect me—not then, at least.” She considered this, corrected the thought. “Maybe she wasn’t.”

			It was going to drive her crazy, she thought tiredly as she let herself in and closed the door behind her, then walked over to the window ledge and settled on it, eyes fixed absently on what she could see of the grounds beyond. It wasn’t much. The moon was nearly down and filmed over with cloud. “What if her story’s true?” It could be. It would explain things, including the woman’s showing up here, her being outside just now. . . . “But it just doesn’t feel right.” A warrior who wanted to live beyond her first battle learned to trust hunches like that.

			The old Xena wouldn’t have hesitated to put the pinch on the woman and force the truth out of her. The old Xena would have told her, “Talk, or die; you’ve got less than a minute of life in you, unless I reverse it, and let the blood flow back into your brain.” Nobody ignored a command like that—well, no one who valued life more than they feared retribution for talking, and in all the years she’d used the pinch, there’d been precious few of those. Saroni—the woman had been truly afraid of her, that much Xena could tell; not just the eyes, the stuttered words, but the faint, unmistakable smell of fear. She would have babbled everything she knew.

			“If she knows anything.”

			The fact was, Xena realized tiredly, she used the pinch less and less of late—only in the most dire need, and only against hardened thugs; men who didn’t understand anything less than death staring them in the face before they’d spill secrets that weren’t theirs.

			Even if she’d normally have clamped off the priestess’s neck veins, she didn’t have the right: Saroni was the king’s guest, just as she was—an unknown, with only what she said of herself to tell the king anything. The guest ethos was ancient, and protected not only those who came openly and spoke truly of who and what they were, it also protected enemies coming openly to the court, or those who carried a burden of secrets. “Yeah, sure. He gave me a free hand to keep Helen safe. But if I attacked one of his guests, and my hunch turned out wrong. . . .” Nossis wouldn’t send her away, but there’d be a break in the trust between them. For Helen’s sake, if no other reason, she didn’t want that.

			“Admit it,” she told herself. “You don’t want to disappoint the old Minos’ son. Because he’s a nice guy, and he’s doing a good job here and that’s all probably because he’s never run into the kindsa people you trip over all the time.” There was a naivete about Nossis that was—well, it was sweet. Particularly since it didn’t seem to weaken him as an able ruler. He seemed to govern fairly, he ran an island that was clearly doing well, and he wasn’t ashamed to be seen cuddling with his children. Helen’s father shoulda met Nossis before he held an auction on Greece for his daughter and Sparta.

			Saroni—well, she wouldn’t solve the puzzle the woman presented her right now. Not tonight. Soon, though. If the woman was honest, fine, the warrior would let her know things were all right between them, and with good luck, Gabrielle would never learn about tonight’s little adventure. Tomorrow. “I’ll alert Helen and the king. They can work out a way to keep a close eye on that priestess. Gabrielle won’t need to know unless we find proof that Saroni’s up to no good.” She considered this, sighed faintly. “Yeah, I’d rather handle it myself until I’m sure either way, but I can’t spend all my time watching her.” Nossis had surely dealt with suspicious guests before now; he’d be subtle, or the guards who kept an eye on her would be. The woman would likely never have a clue, whether she was cleared or until she was caught.

			The warrior yawned and slipped out of her robe, tossing it over the nearest chair. The single candle burning near the door was enough light for her to see that Gabrielle still slept—in fact, it didn’t look as though her close companion had moved at all. Xena smiled and eased down on the other side of the bed, settled her shoulders and closed her eyes.

			
			Draco woke with a start as Wode heeled over sharply, turning his narrow bed into a slide; a fast grab at the low rail on the bulkhead side saved him a bruising crash to the deck, but wrenched his shoulder painfully. He rubbed his eyes free of sleep and cautiously sat up, one hand kneading outraged upper arm muscle, listening intently. Footsteps pounded down the deck and he could hear men yelling out there, then Habbish’s infuriated roar over all. From here, he couldn’t make out what anyone was saying, but he didn’t need to, he thought grimly. Because, what else was it going to be? Hammer was back. Again. He dragged on his boots, caught up sword, bow, and arrow case, and eased out into the open.

			The sky was barely brightened with day. He could make out nothing more than the darker shapes of islands against the horizon, and the thin red line of sun-to-come away to the east. Yelling and men flailing wildly overhead caught his attention briefly, but it was only the night guard coming down from the crow’s nest. Habbish left off bellowing orders just long enough to level a finger at the two weaving figures and shout, “Both ye mons t’the mess! Angus, I swear I’ll deal hard wi’ ye later, do we survive this!” One of the two seemed to want to stay and argue the matter, but the other dragged him away. Neither was the least surefooted, and he could smell the reek of wine from where he stood as they staggered through the mess door.

			Drunk, the warlord thought in disgust, and vaulted over the aft-deck rail, down to the main deck. Hammer wasn’t as close as he’d feared, but it was a lot closer than it should ever have gotten. If those two had been his night guards, Draco knew, they’d be marked down for death right now. They would have. He didn’t know what Habbish had in mind. And it’s possible you’d find reasons to keep them alive, and ways to make them grateful enough that they’d be two of the best guards you ever had. He snarled and knelt to deal with the bowstring. Xena had tried to make him soft recently; he was becoming afraid that Gabrielle was going to succeed where her dark-haired companion had failed.

			Habbish glanced his way as he strung the bow and draped the arrow case over his shoulder. “Good mon,” the Celt snarled. “Same as last time, if ye don’t mind—ye’re t’best shot we have, and I want more fire on that sail; soon or late, they’ll run out of patches for it!” Men swarmed up Wode’s mast in near silence, two emerging in the crow’s nest, others inching their way out onto the spar where they settled in, awaiting orders. Habbish hissed some order in his own tongue and held up an arm. Draco strode up the deck and took the stairs onto the high, aft deck by threes, then clambered onto the near-flat cabin roof, where half a dozen men awaited him.

			From here, Hammer was close enough that he could make out the embers in the firepot, next to where the catapult must be, and the faint mast shadow cast by those embers. It was still dark enough that he couldn’t make out the machine itself. And from the look of things over there, all the yelling aboard Wode just now hadn’t alerted Hammer’s captain that the ship had been sighted. At least the sleek raider ship plowed on behind them, slowly narrowing the gap and there was no hint that the other ship’s men were ready for even an active defense, let alone sudden offense. This, Draco thought with a grim smile, could be amusing.

			The now familiar—and no more pleasant—smell of pitch assaulted his nostrils from two directions. Born on the wind from the enemy ship, and just behind him, where one of the ship’s boys knelt in the shadow cast by the aft bulkhead behind the wheel, blowing on the small potful of embers. The boy must already have dropped the bits of sticky pitch into the pot because the smell was strong, growing stronger by the moment, and a pungent smoke was rising—a blue-black cloud that obscured the starboard rail.

			Draco met the eyes of the middle-aged scrawny man on his right—an inept-looking fellow whose aim was the best of all the ship’s archers—and nodded briefly. Korvin nodded in reply, then leaned toward the man on his right, whispering quietly. Men began to ease forward along the roof, then, one at a time, to light the wadding on their arrows. Draco gestured; Korvin nodded; the arrows smoked and smoldered as Wode’s men held them forward, below the edge of the roof, pointed toward the aft deck where Hammer’s men could not yet see them.

			It was a tricky business, Draco knew from the hard experience of two such fights. Light the things too soon, and the arrow shaft went up in flames and fell to ashes. Wait too long to light the wadding and the opportunity was past. At his low and cautious gesture, the men to his left leaned forward long enough to take fire from the men to his right; a sudden clap of hands somewhere near the mast, that was Habbish, giving the order. Draco scrambled to his knees, turned and drew down on Hammer’s sail, yelling out the count as Wode sank into a trough, then came smoothly out of it. Men slewed around to join him, and at three! a fiery hail of arrows arced from Wode; all but one sliced through the wind-filled sail. The last—his own—fell short of that, but exactly where he’d planned for it to go: into the broad-sided pitch pot.

			Hammer’s sail sprouted gouts of flame in half a dozen places where arrows had pierced it, and men scrambled to beat them out or pour water stored in the crow’s nest and carried in pots out along the spar by men who had to fight the weight of such pots, as the sea tossed their ship about, with the wind, and the sudden shift in direction as Hammer’s captain gave the order to come about. The pitch pot shot flame nearly as high as the spar, and Draco grinned fiercely as frantic orders were shouted out, and men scrambled to catch hold of the pot’s handle with long, hooked poles, and work to wrangle it overboard.

			Habbish threw himself onto the cabin roof as the pursuing ship turned sideways, portside and away, wallowed into a trough, and abruptly fell out of the hunt. “Will do, for now,” the captain allowed mildly. “It will take ’em a bit to put out t’fires and ’tis no laughing matter, hauling away t’pot when it’s aflame.” He gripped the warlord’s forearm and laughed. “P’raps t’pot’ll blow up and sink her, and serve ’em all right!”

			“You know, it just might do that,” Draco replied cheerfully. All around them, men were cheering wildly as Wode surged forward and Hammer fell far behind, flames still licking at her sails. Privately, Draco thought, it wasn’t going to be anywhere near that easy. But a little celebration after beating off a sneak attack like that—yeah. That was almost as good as a final victory. Until next time, he reminded himself grimly. And probably, the time after that.

			
			The sun was hours up on Crete: The long shadows were gone, the air warm, and the occasional gust of breeze from the south a welcome thing. The entire plateau echoed with the clack! of wood striking wood, the sound bouncing off arena walls, the high stone steps where the audience sat, echoed off the southern palace walls and the hillside.

			Gabrielle had started by showing Newin the basic moves, just as Ephiny had once taught them to her, back in that Amazon village where she’d been given the privilege to learn fighting from the elite. Given right of cast. All of that despite Ephiny’s grave misgivings about training an outsider—one who was obviously no fighter. Well, I became one, the bard thought briefly. She’d become queen of the Amazons, too—but this was no place to dwell on that.

			Newin stood on the arena floor with her, Joxer sitting casually on a bench against the wall, next to one of the openings where bulls came from.

			She knew they did, because she’d remembered to ask about the dark tunnels—and Newin had told her everything she could possibly ever want to know—and more—about the place.

			Newin held himself just out of her normal reach, as she’d told him to. His arms tutors drew him a few paces further back as she explained a half-spinning move that was a feint one way, a sharp flip of the staff, and another change in direction that would fool almost any enemy, then executed it. The boy’s eyes were wide and very bright; one end of a freshly cut and peeled and fire-hardened staff rested against the wood chip covered pavement.

			The chips were her suggestion; a substitute for the needle-covered forest floor where she’d learned her staff skills. So, in case I get too cute and dump the kid, at least he won’t break his neck. He might be a week getting all the splinters picked out of his skin, of course. But even that little exercise would make him more aware in the future.

			All the same. It made her a little nervous; this was the Minos’ heir, after all. His eldest son, except the youth wasn’t really all that old. At least two years short of a beard, for sure. Still, one day he’d grow into that beard. Just like he’d grow into his father’s throne.

			Unfortunately, King Nossis didn’t have anyone in his company of guards who’d ever trained with staff. And Xena was off doing something with Helen and the king, so. . . . Well, so, you did okay with a grouchy and impatient Ephiny teaching you, and you didn’t have anyone else to practice on, or watch her practice on. And you didn’t break your neck, either. And let’s face it, Gabrielle, that staff was your first serious weapon. This boy’s had training in a lot of weapons before now. She could almost envy the boy. His muscles were just possibly that much more aware than hers. Sure. But he’s learned in a cloister; you learned at Xena’s side, fighting when the alternative was to get killed. Well, the boy didn’t need to hear that from her. She hoped at some point he’d hear it from his weapons tutors, though. Really clever kings learned when to delegate.

			She ran a very basic set of moves, ran them slower, then slower yet, finally nodded. Newin, his eyes very wide, stepped away from his tutors and executed the same set: even slower, of course. A little sloppy in places. Still: “Not bad—in fact, that was really good!” she said enthusiastically. And meant it.

			Newin flipped the staff back under his arm, trapping it between ribs and biceps, just as she’d done. He looked less pleased than she’d expected—of course, the king’s heir was probably used to cheering from his tutors, whether he’d earned it or not. “Really?” he asked uncertainly.

			“Really,” Gabrielle assured him. “Now—one thing you need to do right from the start? Bend your knees—like this.” He copied the move. “Because your legs are stronger than your arms. You move the staff with your arms, but most of the strength of those moves comes from your legs and how you push off. You get a lot of the thump in your hits from leg muscle. Okay?”

			He took a moment to think about this before he nodded, and suddenly smiled. “That makes good sense. I will remember.”

			She watched him copy her through a series of individual maneuvers, then a series of mixed maneuvers, then took him on, carefully and at half-speed, through an actual staff-on-staff practice. He stuck with her, staff smacking against hers just the way it should, again and again. Half again faster, and he managed almost everything as well. He looked disappointed when she finally flipped the staff back under her arm and stepped away from him.

			“That’s all?” he asked wistfully. Gabrielle smiled.

			“Trust me, Newin. You’ve used muscles today that you don’t know you have. But you’ll know what they are and exactly where by this time tomorrow.”

			“Oh.” He grinned. “Tomorrow? My sword master tells me a new muscle skill needs two days in a row of practice to begin with, because otherwise a man—ah, I mean—” His eyes moved over her slender form, the snug green top and the brown skirt that allowed for easy movement, but didn’t cover much of her legs.

			“Man is okay,” Gabrielle assured him with a grin.

			He had the good graces to blush. “Well—a person feels crippled by the third day.”

			“Your sword master got that one right,” Gabrielle replied. “Been there, done that. But we won’t let you stiffen up like that, Newin. Tomorrow, same hour, right here. We’ll try it again, okay?”

			To her surprise, he didn’t look so embarrassed, all at once, and he actually gave her the kind of deep bow that was usually reserved for nobility—from the commons. Maybe his sword master or one of his other weapons trainers had taught him that the one who knows all the moves when you’re learning—well, that it’s the same kind of rank difference. Master to apprentice, or something like that.

			It still felt silly, being on the receiving end of such a bow. She returned the courtesy in full and waited until he was moving out across the pavement, Joxer at his side and the two of them talking enthusiastically, then turned to find the water jug. It was noticeably warmer than it had been when they’d started, and the sun was approaching midday in a clear sky.

			The water jug was nearly empty and what was left was warm and stale tasting. “That’s okay,” Gabrielle told herself. “I’m too warm, and I could use food.” And there went Joxer, off with Newin. Figures, she thought and was surprised to find herself somewhat irritated. She laughed. “Yeah, like you want Joxer hanging all over you today—or tomorrow! Or—yeah. Like any time soon? Right.”

			The tutors were making their way across the pavement toward the barracks, and there wasn’t anyone else in sight. “Wonder when the next meal is?” Maybe there would be food in the rooms she and Xena shared. Likely, there would be, though it still amazed her how things just—appeared in there. As if the servants knew when she and Xena weren’t around, scurried in to clean everything up, deliver fresh clothing, fresh food, a new jug of water, and chilled cider for her, then vanish before either woman returned. No matter how long they were gone—or not.

			You’d think they’d have to be somewhere close by, just—just watching to see when we go out. There was a spooky thought to give her nasty dreams. Servants—unseen ones—lurking and keeping track of her every move. “Yeah, sure. Get a grip.” More likely, whoever came by to change linens and set out fresh drying-cloths and food listened at the doorway first, and if they heard voices, they went away. If either woman had been around when food was brought, the person bringing it would simply have tapped on the door and passed in the tray. “Probably Xena took this morning’s tray in herself, did you ask her? No. Anyway, that sounds a lot better,” the bard decided. “Because the other sounds creepy, a lot like spying, and I can’t imagine a sweetie like Nossis doing anything like that.”

			Somehow, she wasn’t surprised when a throaty, dark voice answered her. “Good thinking, Gabrielle. Though it isn’t just Nossis or his people. Remember, the palace itself has its own life.” Gabrielle sighed quietly and turned to look at where the voice was coming from. Xena stood in shadow at the base of the half circle of theater seats, a chilled jug in one hand, a heavy looking cloth sack in the other. “Hey, you’re getting better,” the warrior said with a raised eyebrow.

			“Something here is better?” Gabrielle demanded, but she was smiling.

			“Yeah. You didn’t jump, you didn’t cuss me out, and you didn’t turn funny colors. Like you’re keeping in mind it might not always be me that’s sneaking up on you.”

			“Like you’re that sneaky, Xena,” the bard began. Xena laughed, settled on the lowest riser, and patted the stone bench. “Remember I got you on the nose with my staff, fair and square—”

			“Sure you did. It still hurts. And, yeah, I can be that sneaky; you’re just getting better at second-guessing me. Now—there’s a scary thought.”

			“You’re telling me,” Gabrielle replied flatly, but when Xena eyed her blankly, the bard laughed. Xena chuckled.

			“Hey. Just so happens I can second-guess you, too. I brought food and something to drink.” She held up the jug, which gurgled agreeably. “I thought you could use it about now.”

			“You thought right,” Gabrielle said firmly and went to join her. A gesture of the staff took in the jug. “I sure hope that’s water, though . . .”

			“Fresh from the cisterns,” Xena assured her, and unfolded the cloth to reveal bread, a slightly mashed wooden tray of sliced meats and cold pickle, and two smaller cloths that held mixed bunches of ripe fruit.

			The women were quiet for some time as they portioned out the food and ate. Gabrielle finally drained her cup and settled back cross-legged on the riser. “Thanks, I needed that. But, I thought you were gonna be inside all day, helping the king and his council?”

			“Yeah,” Xena replied gloomily. “I was. And I will be, probably so far past dark that—never mind. I had to get outside because I was falling asleep.” She scowled at Gabrielle, who clapped a hand over her mouth to silence spluttering laughter. “What?” she demanded.

			“Xena, I thought this was the kinda thing you used to live for. Planning, strategy, tactics? What—it’s not fun anymore? Doesn’t get your creative juices—?”

			“Leave my creative juices out of it,” Xena growled, though her eyes were amused. “I’m just used to working inside a tent, or out in the open, where the air can get to you. That deep in a stone building, all those windows shutting out the breeze—it might as well be a tomb,” she finished sourly. Gabrielle gripped her companion’s wrist. “What?”

			“Don’t say things like that,” the bard insisted.

			Xena chuckled. “C’mon, Gabrielle. You don’t believe those kinds of stories, where people call down bad things on themselves just by thinking they might happen?”

			“No,” Gabrielle said firmly. “I’m remembering this is Crete, and any place that can have something like that dancing floor could just have other things that will jinx you. Or things like what you’ve told me about the Maze—except I don’t want to know about that. Just—indulge me, okay?” Her eyes went wary as Xena leaned back on her elbows and smiled at her. “What? What did I say?”

			“Nothing much,” the warrior drawled. “Except it’s funny, because in a way I am indulging you.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle replied, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Tell me about it, before I start laughing with you.”

			“You wanted to explore, right? The king needs someone to go to the top of the mountain and look around. Just in case Menelaus does attack Knossos and we need an escape route in that direction.”

			“And—he doesn’t know anything about the top of the mountain? An island this size? You’re kidding me, right?”

			“Gabrielle,” Xena said patiently. “He’s a nice guy, and he seems to be a good king—and he doesn’t look like he was ever good at a long uphill hike, not even at Newin’s age. What do you think?”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “I think you’re right about that, he probably doesn’t have one hard muscle in his stomach or his arms. But he’s a king, he doesn’t need that because he’s got all these guards and—”

			“His father, the old Minos, knew the top of that mountain as well as I know the scratches on both sides of my chakram, Gabrielle. Even though he wasn’t much more of a muscle boy than his son.”

			Silence, as the bard considered this.

			“That doesn’t matter. What does is that no one from the royal house has gone to the top of the mountain for a long time—not and paid any close attention to anything but the view. Sure, Newin’s been up there, but I talked to him this morning, early; he doesn’t even have a clue that the little temple on top of the mountain can be used to call up the Greek gods.”

			“Temple. It—looks like a temple?” Gabrielle asked quietly.

			“It feels like one, or so I’ve heard. You’ll do better with that than I ever would. Gabrielle. And you’ve been with me long enough; you know how to see good places to hide, places to plan an attack.”

			“Xena—I have a little bit of a feel for battlefields,” Gabrielle said urgently, quietly. “I never claimed to be you.”

			“I know. I never claimed to accept the gods most of our people worship. This blinds me to some aspects of their power that you can see, Gabrielle. So, maybe you can figure out something the Cretans haven’t yet. Which is just how far down the mountain the Greek gods can come, before the local gods stop them.”

			“You—actually think I could tell something like that?”

			“Gabrielle; I don’t know. I just know you’d do a better job than I would. Or than Joxer would.” The women exchanged tired glances; the warrior sighed wistfully. “Except Joxer isn’t available to help us because he’s gone fishing! With Newin—or so they tell me.”

			“Xena,” Gabrielle replied warmly. “I promise you that you and I will go fishing at least once before we leave Knossos. All right? And I’ll find out where all the best places are, before we go. Fair?”

			Xena shrugged.

			“Especially if I take on this mountain for you and the king this afternoon, and see what I can learn up there?”

			For reply, Xena bent down and came up with another cloth-wrapped bundle: bread and a clay jug of fruit spread for it, dried meat strips, dried grapes, a leather jug of water.

			Gabrielle sorted through this, carefully retied it, then met her close companion’s amused gaze with a narrowed one of her own. “You—Xena, you knew I’d do it!”

			The warrior opened her eyes very wide.

			“Xena! You know, one of these days, I’m not going to be transparent little Gabrielle anymore, and then you—!”

			“Gabrielle, you haven’t been that in a long time. A really long time.” Xena jumped to her feet and hauled the bard upright. Her hands were warm on the younger woman’s hard biceps. “You’ve got a couple hours to spare up there for looking around and exploring on your own, if you start now. Keep a special eye out for someplace to hide Helen, if there’s need.”

			Gabrielle froze, then turned to stare at the warrior, who eyed her levelly in reply. “Xena? Let’s get something straight, here. If Menelaus comes to Crete with an army and makes it all the way up to Knossos and invades the palace? Do you really think a small cave or a ditch covered in dry brush is going to save her, even if it’s a long climb up there?”

			Xena shook her head; her eyes were grave. “Frankly, Gabrielle, I don’t know what to think right now. Except I’m gonna be really envious of you, an hour or so from now.” She ruffled the younger woman’s bangs, and grinned as Gabrielle sighed gustily and combed them down smooth with her fingers. “Get going, okay? Dinner with the family again tonight.”

			“Great. I think.” Gabrielle hoisted the pack over one shoulder and settled the staff in her right hand. Halfway across the pavement, she turned. Xena was already out of sight. Great, the bard thought sourly. She was still muttering under her breath as she strode into the shadows of the small olive grove, on her way up the slopes of Mt. Idhi.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			Not many moments later, she quit muttering: it took wind she didn’t have, because the trail was steep near the base of the mountain, and it was hot and windless. The displeasure lingered. Why do I have the feeling Xena came up with this little hike so I wouldn’t be around this afternoon? Say, in case she wanted to corner Saroni? She stopped abruptly, smacked the staff end hard against the path. “Okay, think it through,” she ordered herself, and reached for the water bottle. A quick swallow; she capped the jug and slipped the strap over her shoulder, turned back to gaze down at the palace, eyes narrowed.

			“All right,” she told herself finally. “Maybe she has. But Xena doesn’t lie to you—okay, she used to, when she thought you couldn’t handle the truth, or when she thought what you didn’t know would keep you safe. She quit doing that a while back, remember? And the one time, when she killed Ming T’ien and said she hadn’t . . .” She swallowed, forcing herself to concentrate on T’ien only—nothing else that had happened at the time. “I found out anyway. Eventually. She doesn’t lie to me, and anyway, I don’t think she could, and me not know.”

			Besides, if Xena wanted to interrogate Saroni, she’d simply do it, whether Gabrielle was there or not. Gabrielle sighed heavily and turned back to start toward the summit once more. “And I’d have to let her. Because it’s not about Saroni, or me—it’s Helen.” If Saroni was what she seemed, the woman would surely understand once it was safe to explain things to her. “And if not—well, then it’s her problem and not mine. Or Xena’s.”

			She stopped again. “I could go back, get Saroni, bring her with me—no, that wouldn’t work either.” If Apollo was seeking his missing priestess, he’d find her atop Mt. Idhi. Saroni wouldn’t go anyway. If she knew about Crete, surely she knew about the mountain. Gabrielle shook her head wearily and went on. “Yeah. This whole adventure has been so insane! There is no way I am ever going to be able to get it onto a scroll!”

			Maybe later, when the exasperation level has dropped. “Right. Maybe.”

			Once she passed the high point she’d reached the day before, the path became much easier to follow. It was narrower, and seemed to be less used, but it was still a clear space flanked by thick grass and wildflowers, or wind-bent brush. Here and there, small stretches of forest shaded the way, and she was grateful for them. The afternoon stayed hot, and the breeze had died away to nearly nothing.

			The peak wasn’t far above the last copse of trees, most of them wind broken, leaning to the north as if most winds here came from the south. Few of them were much taller than she, though by the size of the trunks, they were fairly old. Lower down, there had been hunting birds, small animals—all the usual calls and rustlings in the undergrowth that she’d expect. Here, it was very quiet. Unnerving, except there wasn’t any real cover where anyone—any thing could be hiding.

			She considered this as she emerged onto scrubby grass, hesitated as she looked around. Then laughed. “Yeah, sure,” she jeered herself. “Someone just happens to be waiting all the way up here, just in case you decide to hike to the top. Right!” She flipped the staff up, out, back under her arm, turned slowly in place, then flipped the weapon forward and dug the end into the ground again and walked on.

			The path wasn’t as clear-cut, but she could still make out where the springy grass had been trampled down, and once she came over the lip of the high dell near the top, it was outlined in small, pale stones.

			Gabrielle glanced at the sky and nodded in satisfaction. It hadn’t taken her that long to reach the top. “Helen was right, you could make it up and back in a day, easy.” She had plenty of time to explore, take note of the terrain and look everything over. “And, hey,” she reminded herself. “You don’t have to plan things out yourself, never mind what Xena said about your eye. You look around, you remember what things are like and where they are, and you tell her. Then she works out a plan.” She frowned. “Too bad I wasn’t thinking ahead; should’ve brought a scroll with me to make a map on.”

			Well, if the king didn’t have some kind of map of the top of his own mountain, she and Newin could probably come up with one since he’d been up here often. Helen could help, too. Gabrielle fished in the pack Xena had put together for her, drew out a stick of dried meat, and, chewing happily, strolled down into the bowl-like circle of grass.

			It wasn’t actually all the way to the top, she realized some moments later. The path took up on the far side of the dell again, heading up a broad, gradual ravine practically roofed over by windblown bushes. Bright red berries gleamed here and there overhead, where sun touched them. No birds fought for them—she couldn’t hear the least sound except, just possibly, the surf far below. “If I were a bird, I bet I wouldn’t want to come this high up, either. One good gust, and there goes your nest and all the eggs.” If there weren’t birds, there wouldn’t be the kinds of animals that preyed on nests. Or anything bigger.

			The upper end of the ravine climbed at a steeper angle, but at some point the slabbed stones had been worked into steps, and there were handgrips on both sides. She clambered out of this and into another dell—this shallower and oval-shaped: not so wide, north to south, but long, and at the far end from where she stood, backed by a final sharp climb to the summit. “Climb—hah,” she told herself. It was one of the least appealing fingers of stone she’d ever seen, and that was without remembering the long drop just to the plateau, never mind down to the sea.

			But there shouldn’t be any need to go higher: The hut that stood close to the eastern buttress must be the temple Xena had mentioned. It didn’t look much like a temple—more like a simple stone hut. Except that there was no chimney, and heavy-looking slabbed shutters covered window-sized spaces along the two walls she could see. A door stood ajar, and that was extremely thick and fixed with heavy mounts for an inner bar.

			Save the temple for last, she told herself, and walked all the way around the lip of the grassy depression. North, the ground sloped away gradually, and she thought there might be caves just down from the dell. Something to ask Newin. South—after one look down off the south side, she stayed prudently back from the lip. There was plenty of brush behind the hut—or temple—and, around a jumble of stone, she could just make out a very faint trail, leading down and veering away west. Maybe the way to reach those caves. Another thing to ask Newin. “Maybe it’s a way down to someplace on the east side of the island—where it’s all wild, if Joxer was right about that.”

			“Funny,” a soft masculine voice said from just behind her, “for once the uncoordinated idiot is right about something.”

			After the heart-stopping moment of shock, Gabrielle was pleased to note that she’d neither jumped nor yelped. Xena sneaking up on me all the time is good for something. She schooled her face to an utter lack of expression, turned on one heel, and looked up into the all-too-familiar face of the Greek god of war.

			She smiled then, a thin turn of lips that did nothing to warm chill blue eyes. “You know, Ares,” she remarked pleasantly, “if I didn’t know any better, I would begin to think that you’ve given up on Xena and started following me around.” As she’d hoped, this caught him off guard—probably he was already confused by her lack of reaction to his sudden appearance. “Now, we both know I’m no Xena when it comes to fighting, and I don’t think I’m exactly your type when it comes to other—ah—sports. So! What’s your game here?”

			His eyes flicked away from her, then back; he ran fingers through the neat little beard. Gotcha, she thought. He smiled in turn, and looked just as friendly as she felt. “Game? Hey, Gabrielle, this is where the action is lately—out here in the Aegean, right? And since I can’t just show up in Knossos, and since Xena doesn’t seem that anxious to come up here and talk to me. . . .”

			“I don’t make a good messenger, either,” Gabrielle inserted neatly as he paused for effect. “You wanna tell her things, you tell her.”

			“No, I’ve noticed that,” he replied dryly, and now his eyes kindled with amusement. “That you make a lousy messenger, I mean. You been forgetting a lot of things lately, haven’t you?”

			Gabrielle’s smile was gone, her eyes narrow as she took a step forward and glared up at him. “You know, I was asking Xena about that. But now I’m thinking why? When all I have to do is get to the source, right? Because she told me about too much of that seasick goo making people violent and that you claimed to be responsible for the stuff.” He smiled faintly and shrugged, but seemed to be pleased with himself. “So, what about all the things I’ve forgotten lately? Was that Lethe? Or you? Because of that stuff I was smearing on my bread each morning?”

			“Stuff’s got funny effects on some people,” Ares allowed.

			“Yeah, real funny: A bard forgetting things, I’m laughing, Ares.” He grinned. She shifted her grip on the staff, and he raised an eyebrow.

			“Hey, put the damned little stick away, you think you’re even gonna get close to me with that? Sure, so what? The stuff fuzzes up your memory.”

			“And you never bothered to let anyone know that? Like, the woman who created the stuff for you, back on Melos?”

			He laughed cheerfully. “Hey—know what?” He leaned close to her and whispered, “I forgot about that part.” Half a breath later, he jumped back, just as Gabrielle’s staff slammed into the ground where one booted foot had been. “What? That was a joke, okay?”

			Silence.

			“You really could stand to lighten up,” he said earnestly. “A tenth of Xena’s talents and all of her attitude does not make a good combination, and it’s a real bad look for you.”

			“Yeah,” Gabrielle spat. “I’m really sorry you disapprove.”

			Another silence.

			She turned in place slowly, looking all around the dell, then came back to him. “So, what gives with this place? I mean, if the old gods of Crete could kick all the Greek gods off the island, why let you have this much?”

			“Hey,” Ares said shortly. “That’s Dad’s kinda business affairs, I do not get involved in Dad’s politics, okay? If I ever decide I wanna suicide, maybe I’ll start sitting in on council sessions and get bored to death. What?” He asked in an aggrieved voice as Gabrielle started laughing.

			“Nothing—just funny. You and I have something in common after all.”

			“More than you might think,” he mumbled—or she thought he did. But when she frowned and gestured for him to repeat the comment, he merely shrugged and turned away from her.

			He’s up to something, Gabrielle thought warily, and hoped it was true the gods couldn’t read your thoughts. Maybe if I can find out what—somehow? Keep him here a little longer, she decided. Ares was such a peacock, he couldn’t resist talking if he thought he had an appreciative audience. Well—he seemed to act like that around her a lot, anyway. An unnerving half-memory surfaced. He didn’t really try to kiss me on Lethe, did he? Well, she was herself up here, and if he tried anything like that, he’d find out just how fast she could swing that staff. I clonked Xena one on the nose; I can land one on him. But she’d been quiet too long—at least for what Ares expected of her. His eyes were wary and thoughtful as he looked over one shoulder at her. “So—you’re not involved in this whole search for Helen, huh?” she asked finally.

			“Gabrielle,” Ares said with heavy patience. “If I had cared one way or the other, Menelaus woulda had Helen the day after he landed at Troy.”

			“Well—okay,” she conceded. “Maybe. But since Aphrodite gave her to Paris, and she was on the side of the Trojans . . . ?” Oops, she thought, and bit back a smile. The skin over the god’s cheekbones went red and tight. Ares didn’t seem to like being reminded of his giddy sister’s role in the whole mess. Or maybe it was just that Troy in general gave him a pain. “Ares, I’m just saying that it’s bardic tradition. You know. One of Zeus’ offspring decides to set some plan in motion, and the others don’t get to interfere directly.”

			“Yeah,” he scoffed. “Shows what you know, Gabrielle. It’s like—rules in a knife fight.”

			“Huh?” She stared. “What rules in a knife fight?”

			He gave her an evil smile. “My point. So,” he added softly, and closed the very small distance between them, “tell me. What’s going on down there, and what’s Xena up to?”

			“Not a chance,” Gabrielle said firmly, then swallowed, hard, as the god of war gripped her jaw. There was a lot of muscle behind that grip. “Hey, okay, don’t break anything! Joxer’s on this stupid quest, we got blown off course after Rhodes—and don’t try to tell me you didn’t know that!—and we stopped here because the ship came out closer to here than Egypt, and everyone knows how well the Cretans treat their guests.” He didn’t look fully convinced, but his grasp eased. She pulled free and stepped back out of his immediate reach. “Thank you! For your information, there is nothing wrong with seven-course dinners, and fresh cherries on a tray in your room, okay? And this way, at least for a couple of days, we’re keeping stupid Joxer from bumbling around the Aegean and actually finding Helen because he tripped over her!”

			The god of war contemplated her for some moments. He smiled again, the closest thing she’d seen to a genuine smile on the god’s face. “Nice try, Gabrielle. And you know what? I appreciate loyalty in a fighter and an ally—oh, don’t say it, not my ally, Xena’s. But I know where Helen is. She’s hiding in Knossos. She’s been up here several times. And I also know why she’s been up here. Secret’s safe with me, okay?”

			“Sure,” Gabrielle retorted. “Try again.”

			“Hey—think about it.”

			Silence.

			He paced a few steps from her, turned back. “I already told you, if I’d been on Sparta’s side, Helen woulda been back in Sparta, locked in her apartments, the war wouldn’t ever have gone that far. I didn’t send Paris to Sparta, any more than I saw to it that Menelaus married her—it’s not my kinda scene. And Troy wasn’t that good for me. If no one really minds—including you, Gabrielle—I would like to put the whole mess far behind me.” She shook her head, confused. He smiled faintly. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. War’s great, I like it a lot. No surprise there. But I don’t appreciate a stupid war, fought badly and for too long, and for the wrong kinds of reasons. That’s leaving out half my dysfunctional family changing sides every other day! Something like that can get a war god in all the wrong kinds of stories.”

			This was a surprising side of Ares, Gabrielle thought. Probably trying to manipulate her from another angle. But, if not. . . . Go with it, she told herself nervously. “What—you don’t want to be cast as the buffoon in someone’s epic telling of the Fall of Troy?”

			“What do you think?” he snarled.

			Silence.

			His eyes stared past her, seeing something not on this mountaintop, she thought. “Yeah—Troy. Heroes on both sides acting like selfish jerks, and who’s in charge? Paris—prince of Troy and a soft young idiot who couldn’t see anything in a woman but how pretty she was! Menelaus—yeah, the same take on women, but otherwise, the man was an unimaginative jerk. I did not need to be caught in the middle of a war between those two.”

			Silence.

			“If I had been running things, that war woulda been over in ten days, not ten years. It woulda been fought clean, too. And not over a woman.”

			“Ares—we will never agree on this one,” Gabrielle replied flatly. “There is no such thing as a ‘good’ war.”

			He eyed her; raised an eyebrow in mild surprise. “You got one thing right: We’re not gonna agree.”

			He shrugged.

			“You ask me, Menelaus deserves everything that happened to his brother, Agamemnon, after Troy. He won’t get it from me, though. Any more than I’ll deliver Helen to him. I’m outta this one, all the way. Got me?”

			“Whatever,” Gabrielle said. It was the most seemingly approachable she’d ever seen him. Go for it, she urged herself. “Listen, though. I mean, it’s not like you don’t owe me—”

			“Oh, yeah?”

			“Yeah. That seasick goo, for starts.”

			“We’re even on that. You found Xena on Lethe and got her away before she was a permanent addition to the landscape, didn’t you?”

			“Only because you wanted her back!” Gabrielle snapped. “This is—just listen, all right?”

			His lips twitched.

			“What—you have something important to do right now? Like go harass Sisyphus down in Tartarus, or hang out with Aphrodite?”

			Silence. He eyed her sidelong. Finally, when she’d nearly given up. “Go ahead. I’ll listen.”

			“It’s—it’s this priestess. Saroni. From Rhodes.”

			“Old business. I know about Saroni, Gabrielle.”

			“She’s not happy serving Apollo. She—well, who can figure some people?” Gabrielle said with a faint, forced laugh. “She’s got this—thing—for you.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah? So? So she’s got better taste than you or Xena. I know about that, too. You done?”

			“No! I’m just saying, either your brother’s pissed off at her, or Avicus is—that priest of his in Sparta, you know? She needs a break—”

			“Fine. Good for her. Not with me, though.”

			“Ares,” Gabrielle overrode him sharply, and he stared, visibly surprised. “Look, all I’m saying is, let her see you, let her pitch her line about serving you, what’s the big deal? Ask me, she takes one look at you and passes out cold, and so much for the new head priestess of Ares. But at least she’ll know it won’t work, and why. And she’s okay with looking somewhere else.”

			Ares looked bored. “Gabrielle, enough. I said I’d listen. Now. You listen. There is only one woman I’d ever have to serve me, and that’s Xena.” His mouth quirked. “Unless you’re interested, of course.”

			She suddenly couldn’t remember how to breathe; the god of war’s very wide eyes were fixed on hers, his lips soft, and entirely too close to hers. . . .

			He’s doing it on purpose, Gabrielle thought angrily. “Nice,” she snarled. “It’s a joke, right?”

			“Oh yeah—a joke.”

			“Terrific. I’m really laughing.”

			He laid a hand on her shoulder, snatched it back as she shifted her grip on the staff. “Oh, hey, don’t hurt me,” he murmured; he seemed to be fighting laughter. “The real joke is you trusting that priestess. Saroni, remember? Because of who she serves—”

			“Ares,” Gabrielle broke in sharply, “yours is hardly a recommendation I’m gonna trust! Besides, she’s not Apollo’s any more.”

			“You’re sure about that? Gabrielle, maybe you happen to remember bardic tradition about my drunken, twisted brother, Apollo? Saroni’s been with him long enough, she’s capable of being just as twisted.”

			Silence.

			Ares turned away and slammed one fist into his open palm. “My golden boy brother who pulls in all these worshippers and all these dinars, and why? Because he came up with the perfect gimmick! And it’s so simple, all you need is a smelly steam vent and a seeress—”

			“Seer,” Gabrielle snapped. “Or do you say bardess, too?”

			“Daydalus, Deedulus, whatever! You show up with a dinar or so for an offering, ask your question, and this—seerperson—takes a seat over the steam and gives you the answer. And it’s so convoluted, you need another seerperson to interpret it. But hey, it all comes out in the end, however it works out, the answer’s vague enough, if you wanna believe, you can make it fit.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re jealous, Ares.”

			“Jealous of a used-vision seller? Don’t make me laugh, Gabrielle. I’m just reminding you who your new friend serves. Apollo’s a drunk and the best manipulator in the whole family—that includes Dad, by the way.”

			She eyed him in visible disbelief, and he laughed shortly.

			“Yeah, well you haven’t met either of them, have you? I hope for your sake you never do, Gabrielle.”

			“I—” She swallowed, managed a smile that seemed to catch him off guard. “Hey. Maybe I’m not too worried about that, because you know what? I’ve gotten a long ways away from squealing and running—if I ever did anything like that. Maybe I’d just do what your brother’s dryad shoulda done. Give him a knee where it counts most.”

			The god of war raised both eyebrows. “Ouch,” he murmured.

			Gabrielle sighed heavily and cast her eyes up. “Why are we having this conversation? Look, forget it, Ares. I’m just asking. And just because you think Apollo is a jerk doesn’t mean everyone who serves him or believes in him is a jerk!”

			Ares gazed at her blankly for a long moment; finally, he leveled a finger at her nose and smiled. “You know what?” he murmured. “You’re not as dumb as you look, Gabrielle!”

			“Oh yeah?” she snarled. “Well, maybe you’re not as—!” She wasn’t sure how she meant to finish the sentence; it didn’t matter. With a flare of light and a vibrating twang that set her teeth on edge, the god of war simply vanished.

			“Great—I think.” She drew a deep breath, let it out, then spun on one heel and furiously slammed the end of her staff into the ground. “He! Is becoming! Annoying!” Another slam. “And I am really, really tired! Of being annoyed!” She buried the staff end wrist-deep in damp turf. No response from Ares, of course. She ran the staff through a hard series of maneuvers, shouting wordlessly each time she lunged, repeated the series until her fury began to fade.

			“So, I wonder what he got out of that?” No information she hadn’t wanted him to have—she didn’t think. “Ahhhh—forget it.”

			But realistically, it had to be similar to her other recent encounters with Ares. Between him trying to act seductive and her trying to keep him off balance. “I don’t get it! What does Saroni see in him?” Ares would have so much fun messing with the woman’s mind. “She wouldn’t even be a challenge! I mean, he can still get Xena going!”

			Except Xena gave back as good as she got, most often. Gabrielle sighed and let her eyes sag shut briefly as she ran through the odd conversation. “Okay, you did fine.” Better yet. You hit him in his ego, more than once, and he didn’t fry you on the spot. That made it a victory, in her scrolls.

			She let out the last of her fury in a gusty sigh, then blinked and gazed out to the south. The sky was noticeably a deeper blue, and a faint, westerly wind soughed over the so-called temple, whistling through the rocks. “It’s late,” she murmured in surprise. Somehow, a lot of time had gotten away from her since she’d stepped into this high dell. She’d be lucky to get back down to the palace grounds before full dark—if she made it halfway down the mountain. Remember, Helen’s been up here a few times, so she probably can make it down after dark. This is your first trip, she warned herself firmly. Maybe the only one. Especially if she fell. A broken ankle would be the best possible outcome. More likely, she’d break her neck, or take one long last step leading to a long, long drop to the waves below. . . .

			“Brrr!” She shook herself. “Let’s not go there, all right?” Something like a vision, or a half notion, lodged itself in her thought; she shunted it aside. Better not to think of anything up here where Certain Beings could overhear her. If they could. Better yet—get herself down and off the mountain, uninjured, and once she’d properly cleaned up and eaten, talk to Xena.

			Xena will know what to do. She hadn’t thought that in a long time; not with such a sense of relief. But things were getting complicated in all the wrong kinds of ways. Xena would, at the very least, know how to deal with a god of war who was showing all the wrong kinds of interest in her personal bard and close friend. “Go, okay? Think about things later,” she ordered herself and started across the narrow dell.

			
			But she stopped short of the lip: women’s low voices rose from somewhere nearby—one deep and very familiar. Gabrielle peered down the deep ravine. “Xena?” she called softly; the sound still echoed.

			“Gabrielle? You okay up there?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Fine. Helen’s with me.”

			She could see both women, at first only as darker shadows moving in shade, then Xena climbing up the steps, the scarfed Helen just behind her. Gabrielle stepped back and leaned against her staff.

			The warrior waited until Helen joined them. After a cautious look around of her own, Helen shoved the deep-red scarf from her hair and indicated the temple, then pressed past Xena and walked rapidly toward it.

			The bard eyed Xena, who shrugged. “She and I were talking after King Nossis gave up on his planning session. She wanted to come up here, show me something.”

			“Okay,” Gabrielle said cautiously. “But she’s gonna be missed down there, isn’t she?”

			“Change in plans,” Xena replied. “You, I, and Helen are eating in our rooms tonight. That way, the king can invite Saroni and Briax to dinner as guests of the family, and they won’t have any reason to suspect he has anything to hide.”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “Xena, I imagine most guests don’t get invited to dine with the king in that private room. So, why would either of them ‘suspect’ anything?”

			“Because Briax believes in the quest he was given and probably assumes he’d be given full honors—and he’ll know about the family dining from Joxer, by now.”

			“Don’t tell me, let me guess; they’ve met.”

			Xena nodded.

			“And, of course, Joxer was bragging—”

			“I don’t know that; I’d assume so, knowing Joxer. Anyway, forget that. Saroni. We don’t really know anything about her, including how much she knows about Knossos.”

			“I—yeah. So, Helen is up here—who’s taking care of the king’s kids?”

			“Even royal tutors get an afternoon off here and there; the children will eat with their father, like last night, but their old nurse will be there to keep an eye on them.”

			“Okay—I guess.” The bard looked up suddenly. “Xena, are you saying that Helen has an idea for how to—?”

			The warrior shrugged, her eyes moving across the plateau. “Gabrielle, I have no idea. She wouldn’t say.”

			“Oh. Figures,” Gabrielle muttered. “I hope I bored Ares enough just now that he isn’t—”

			“Ares?” Xena closed the distance between them, and gripped her friend’s shoulder. “What was Ares doing here?”

			“Sure, like I have a clue,” Gabrielle retorted.

			Xena rolled her eyes in heavy exasperation.

			“Look—I really don’t know what he’s up to, why would I? This is Ares! You can tell he’s lying because his lips are moving!”

			“Him and everyone else in his lousy family,” Xena muttered. “So. What did he say?”

			Gabrielle shifted the staff to a place between her ribs and one arm and enumerated on her fingers. “Knows Helen’s here on Crete; not interested in Helen, or what Menelaus wants with her; still wants you for his. . . .”

			“Gabrielle!”

			The bard’s lips quirked. “That was a joke, Xena. Anyway, from what he said, and how he said it, he’s not too proud of his part in the Trojan War—but hey, his lips were moving.” She flexed the fingers, bunched them into a fist and glowered at it. “And if you have any suggestions for me on how to get him to keep his distance—like out of touching range? I’d really appreciate it, Xena.”

			To her surprise, the warrior chuckled. “Gabrielle, what? Ares is hitting on you?”

			“What—that’s so far off the mark?” Gabrielle demanded sharply.

			Xena shook her head, but she clapped a hand over her mouth to hold in laughter; it spluttered out half a breath later.

			“Xena, I realize I don’t exactly look like you. But he’s getting a little too close and a bit too friendly these days—did I mention Lethe when we talked last night? Forget Lethe. All I care about is getting him to go away without getting into the whole, ‘Cut it out, or I’ll tell Xena,’ thing. All right?”

			“Hey.” Xena got control over her mirth with a visible effort. “You don’t need that—but I know what you mean, Gabrielle. Hey, you can always try the reverse approach, it’s worked for me.”

			“Huh?”

			Xena cast her a wicked grin as she drew her friend along the dell, toward the small temple. “Act like you’re so crazy for him you’re about to start drooling. Then watch him run.”

			“Ah—okay. I could do this.” Gabrielle tugged at Xena’s armband. “Um,” she asked in a small voice, “what happens if he doesn’t run?”

			“Then you get to clomp him one across the nose with your staff. You got me with it, didn’t you?”

			Gabrielle shrugged.

			The warrior’s smile broadened. “You saw him and me fight back in that temple when the Furies were after me. He’s not that much faster than I am—and you’re a lot faster than you were back when we took out that giant.”

			“Hey.” Gabrielle slowed as she thought this out; a delighted smile curved her lips until Xena tugged at her hair. Hard.

			“We’re up here because of Helen. Let’s help her find a way to get Menelaus off her track for good, so she can get on with her life.”

			“Yeah—I know. And we can get on with ours, you’re right. Maybe—we can get her the chance to let Nossis see how much she loves him,” Gabrielle said finally.

			Xena smiled warmly. “Saw that, did you? Last night during dinner, the way she looked at him? Well, Gabrielle, I’ll tell you something. He’s just every bit as much in love with her. But he won’t tell her so.”

			“But—but that’s—!”

			“I talked to him earlier today—after Helen left us. But when I asked him why he didn’t just say something to her, you know what he told me? He said, ‘She is incredibly beautiful—but that’s fate, or the gods. She didn’t choose such beauty, and I would love her even better without it, being the plain man I am. She’s kind and witty. Thoughtful. She not only knows how to make me happy, but she lets me see what will make her happy, and then allows me do such things for her—within the boundaries she set when she first told me she was Helen. She cares for my children—all of them, my heir Newin included. But no mortal man could ever dare bespeak the fabled Helen, never mind a plump little man of middle years and ruler only of a minor kingdom. And she knows nothing of how I feel. One day, my babes will outgrow the need for a tutor, and she’ll be gone.’”

			“Xena!”

			“Yeah, I know, Gabrielle. He hasn’t got a clue. I tried to tell him, but he didn’t believe me. And he made me swear I wouldn’t say anything to her.”

			The least emphasis on “me,” Gabrielle thought. She smiled grimly.

			“Well, you know what, Xena? He didn’t get that promise out of me! I know this isn’t the time, but once we’ve found a way to defeat Menelaus and his priest—”

			Xena smiled faintly and drew her friend on, toward the small temple that was now all in evening-shade. “Gabrielle, it’s a good thought. Hang on to it, okay? And speaking of that—there’s Helen. Probably wondering what we’re up to, out here. Let’s go.”

			
			Half a sea away, a pale-eyed priest leaned back from his gazing bowl and smiled in satisfaction. “Helen,” he whispered. “My Helen. I’ll come to you soon. How grateful will you be, I wonder, when I free you from Menelaus’ obsessive eyes?” She’d be grateful, he thought. She had better. If not, she’d learn gratitude.

			He turned away from the now dark bowl and gazed across the faintly lit grand reception hall, where he and Menelaus had interviewed so many foolish would-be heroes. Despite the gloom here, it could not yet be sundown. At this hour, Menelaus often retired to his apartments—to study, he said. To plan, to read his maps, to work out strategy against the local bandits. It all meant the man was sleeping, waiting for his dinner hour.

			A smile twitched the priest’s mouth, falling short of his pale intense eyes. “Waken him.”

			It would be good for the king, being torn from sleep as he himself so often was, on nothing more than a whim. But Menelaus wouldn’t see this as whim: Helen found. At last. And sodden with sleep, the king wouldn’t realize there was a good deal that his priest withheld.

			“Wake him. Get him to immerse himself in planning an invasion. He won’t have a spare moment, or any spare thought to wonder what else the priest might be up to.” The priest smiled grimly, pinched out the candle that had backlit his efforts at the bowl for the past hour or so, then strode across the chamber to seek the main hallway, and his lord’s apartments.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			Xena gripped Gabrielle’s forearm and gestured with her chin, across the bowl where Helen awaited them. “You feel like keeping a queen waiting?”

			“No worse than some other things I’ve done lately,” Gabrielle muttered, but she started across the springy turf, the warrior beside her. Helen smiled as the women came up, then eased a small sack from her shoulder and held it out so the bard could look. “Apples, a flask and one of your cups, flowers—an offering?”

			Helen nodded.

			Gabrielle fished out one of the apples. “Nice. Very.”

			The woman’s smile widened slightly. “I was always told that she takes any and all offerings. She claimed recently to not understand why I brought her fish, however, so—” She shrugged, indicated the ruddy fruit. She gestured toward the hut with her head. “We have to go inside, bar the door, or she can’t come—or won’t.”

			“Ah—maybe not,” Gabrielle began. A slight, disorienting sound just behind her interrupted, and a high female voice overrode hers. “Apples! Oh, and, like, really ripe ones, too!”

			Gabrielle bit back a sigh, met Xena’s glance with a tired one of her own, and both women turned to face the goddess.

			Aphrodite eyed Xena for a long, wary moment, then glanced dismissively at her companion. “Oh. You,” she said. “Well, whatever. Apples and flowers, Helen?”

			The dark woman nodded.

			“No fish?” she warned.

			Helen shook her head composedly.

			“Great!” She beckoned. Helen dropped the loose apple in the sack and handed the whole thing over. Aphrodite gave her a brilliant smile. “Offerings always accepted, you know? Like, I’m sorry, but no way it’s going to get you anywhere, but feel free to keep trying—” She yelped and jumped as light flared right beside her. Ares stood next to her, his hand on her shoulder.

			Correction, Gabrielle thought; he had her in one hard grip. Aphrodite winced, freed herself with an effort. Ares grabbed again, this time snatching a long handful of hair and the strap of her inadequate pink bodice. Aphrodite glared up at him. He smiled back coolly.

			“Hey,” he said evenly. “Always a pleasure, but you know what? We gotta talk. Me and the lady in pink.” Aphrodite tried to pull away from him—in vain. Ares winked at Gabrielle, raised an eyebrow in Xena’s direction, and ignored Helen. “We’ll get back to you,” he said.

			“As if!” Aphrodite began furiously. Ares tightened his grip, silencing her.

			“Count on it,” the god of war said—and they vanished.

			Gabrielle dropped her staff, sat cross-legged on the grass, and drove both hands through her hair. “One—more—crazy thing!” she growled. “Just one!” She gripped two handsful of hair and tugged hard, closed her eyes, and began counting: “ . . . eight minotaurs, nine minotaurs, ten—” She expelled a breath in a gust as Xena cleared her throat to get the younger woman’s attention, then held out a hand to help her up. “Terrific. You got an explanation for any of that?” she asked.

			“I’m not gonna try to work it out up here,” Xena replied evenly. She glanced toward the hut, then the spot where Ares and his sister had just been. “Who knows which one of them is gonna show up next?”

			“It’s a point,” Gabrielle said promptly, and led the way back down to level ground. Once they passed the second dell, she could hear Helen and Xena talking, but they were far enough back, she couldn’t make out the words. “Fine with me! Well, for now,” she muttered. She entertained herself the rest of the journey down with imagining the destruction if she had actually followed through on that vow to Aphrodite. If she had taken Joxer and that cute little bell on a tour of the goddess’s temples. “Ring the bell, he turns into—yeah, some kind of fighter.” Fast, deft, flashy-impressive all the way. Capable of wrecking everything in sight as a byproduct of thrashing two or three sword-wielding thugs, too. Including every single breakable offering brought to the Goddess of Love by her worshippers and supplicants.

			Gabrielle smiled, dug her staff savagely into the dusty path and kept going.

			
			The two women had a leisurely hour for bathing and a change of clothes before servants brought trays of food and drink. Helen arrived alone shortly after.

			Dinner was a quiet, pleasant affair, with hardly any conversation. Helen seemed distracted and ate little. But as she stepped into the hall on her way back to the king’s children, she turned and said, “I’m sorry about today, Xena. All that way for nothing.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Xena told her. “It may prove useful.” The woman merely gave her a sad smile, drew the scarf over her head, and left.

			Xena gazed at the door for a long moment—or through it, the bard thought. She blinked then, filled her cup and leaned back. “This has gotta end—here on Crete. And now.” She crossed one bare ankle over the other. “Tell me about it, Gabrielle. This afternoon, up there.”

			Gabrielle sighed deeply, finished her cider, and made a reasonably succinct story of it. Xena nodded thoughtfully when she finished. “Anyway, Xena, if you ask me, Ares is acting pretty darned weird, even for him. Involved, you know? Even if he’s pretending he’s indifferent to the whole mess.”

			“Mmmmm.” The warrior was gazing into the distance.

			“Ah—Xena?” Gabrielle leaned forward and waved a hand just short of Xena’s face; the woman wrinkled her nose and lightly swatted the hand aside. “He-lloooo? Anyone in there?”

			“I’m thinking, Gabrielle. And I just might have a plan—”

			“Yeah? What?”

			But Xena shook her head, her expression grave. “I need to think about it. Sleep on it, at least. As soon as I have something that makes sense—” She shook her head hard then, and smiled warmly. “As soon as I have an idea you can help me work out, you’ll know about it, Gabrielle. You don’t need any more loose ends, do you? Really?”

			Gabrielle cast up her eyes.

			‘Thought so. About the king: I just remembered. He’s taking me in the Maze tomorrow, early. You, too, if you’re interested.”

			“Are you kidding? Who’d turn down an offer like that? But, Xena! I thought you said it wasn’t safe!”

			“It’s not. Except the Minos goes through a ceremony, and he’s okay in there, I told you that, right? And anyone he takes under his protection is ok, too. When they’re with him, anyway. Except family’s always all right, apparently.”

			Silence. Gabrielle finally shook her head. “Xena?” she asked in a small voice.

			“Gabrielle?”

			“I didn’t get hard cider with dinner, did I? Instead of my usual fresh? Because I feel like my brain is spinning.”

			Xena laughed quietly and drew her friend to her feet. “You need sleep, Gabrielle. You had a long day, a long hike, and you got to play with Ares this afternoon. That all by itself would make me tired.” She considered this as the bard raised her head and gave her a disbelieving look; Xena looked back, then burst out laughing. “Hey, did I say that? I said play! You fought him with words, okay?” She nudged Gabrielle with a gentle elbow; the bard gave her a sidelong, tired look, but a grin tweaked her mouth.

			“You’re getting pretty good with words yourself, Xena; that was a low remark.” She smothered a yawn. “Tell you what. I refuse to let Ares ruin any more of my day. And you’re right, I am tired.” She yawned again. “You using the other side of that bed tonight?”

			Xena shook her head. “I sleep better when I know where you are, Gabrielle. Feel free.”

			
			Two hours after sunset, at least a full day’s sail north of the Cretan main harbor, it was dark, but not as dark as it had been moments earlier. The moon rose from behind Andros, less than full and veiled in thin cloud. It was enough, Draco thought with grim satisfaction, to make out Wode, anchored just around the easternmost point of Andros in a broad bay. The ship listed slightly, waves now and again shoving her stern east and bringing her more into a north-south line. Her mainsail hung loose, and he could just make out the shapes of men clinging to the spar, high above the deck, apparently hard at work on the thick canvas. If any of her oars were in the water, they weren’t visible—and they would have been, thanks to the sharp angle of the new-risen moon and the long shadows cast by it. Wode was a ship visibly in trouble, and even if there were guards and watchmen posted, that ship wasn’t going anywhere in the immediate future.

			My idea. While he crouched on this high spur of land overhanging the sea, ten of the Gael’s men huddled behind him. Habbish hadn’t been wild about it, when Draco had asked about places like this bay—when he’d suggested a new strategy for dealing with the relentless Hammer.

			He couldn’t blame the old Celt, though. The ship was his baby, the men all his, and many of them had served him for years. And land fighting wasn’t something Habbish knew. You’d have been even less cooperative, if someone like Habbish had come up with some ship plan for your army. The army he’d had—Hades, any of his armies. Forget that. He had more important things to think about. Because this maneuver was gonna work.

			Some thoughts wouldn’t go away, though: Such as Habbish’s notion that the pursuing ship and her men belonged to Sparta. It all seemed so damned simple when you went to Sparta, looked in that bowl, and agreed to quest! Just the way the bards said such things worked. He was willing to bet Gabrielle had never run up against a convoluted quest like this one. One of the men with him touched his forearm.

			“Sir,” the man murmured. More a boy with a thin, red beard, the warlord thought; and the thought was depressing. “It’s there—Hammer.” It was. All sails billowing in the rising wind, oars dipping in smooth rhythm. Draco held up a warning hand for silence. They could all hear the creak of wood as the long ship slid through the waves, and oars groaned in their locks. The warlord could just make out the deep, muffled boom of the drum that kept the oarsmen working together. He softly snapped his fingers for the attention of Wode’s men, then pantomimed pressing down on something. Men and boys moved crouching around him and took hold of the heavy, metal pry rods that had been worked into place hours earlier, when Wode had first dropped them here and moved on to anchor mid-bay, when most of the sailors had gone into the holds to shift the ballast stones just enough to give the ship a visible but nonfatal list.

			Draco worked his way among the rocks and out the promontory. As he’d known they must, Hammer took the bait. Either way, he’d urged Habbish the night before. Either he thinks you’re in danger of sinking and have stopped for repairs, or he doesn’t believe that. Either way, he’ll know you can’t escape because you’re anchored out of the wind, at a dead stop.

			The watch crew would see the ship first; they’d be wildly excited, and with luck, that would carry the day. Even if the captain were as experienced as Draco—Yeah. I’d still attack. Because it usually pays when you let your men’s energy drive the attack.

			The one doubtful matter was just how Hammer would come after the Gael’s ship. But after being fought off so many times, Draco was almost certain the other captain would hold his vessel near shore and out of sight until the last moment.

			To his grim pleasure, Hammer’s captain seemed to be thinking the same way. The brief outcry from the crow’s nest was abruptly silenced, and the drum muffled. The raider ship changed course, easing rapidly to port, two men hanging over the side in the bow and conveying messages by hand-signs, most likely being certain she didn’t hit anything.

			On deck, men scrambled quietly to fasten the catapult, others bringing the bucket of pitch balls from near the aft deck, still others settling into place along the rails, readying swords and bows. Through all of this, no one seemed concerned with the island itself, or the size of the overhang they were about to pass beneath. True seaman, Draco thought sourly, then rose to a half crouch, waited until the bow-sprit and the small foresail had passed beneath him, and signed sharply. Men leaned their weight on the bars and with an echoing, splintering crack, a section of stone broke free and hurtled toward the bottom of the sea.

			Unfortunately for Hammer, most of her bulk was in the way.

			The first fall of rocks shattered the foremast and tore away the bow rail. Draco threw his own weight onto the nearest pry bar and a massive boulder ripped loose to crash through the main deck, mid-ships. A second, echoing crash came hard after the first; a plume of water fountained high. The third fall of rock soared out beyond the Hammer’s starboard rail to send water high; pebbles clattered on the aft deck.

			But the damage had been done; Hammer floundered. Men fought to get clear of the sail that covered most of the foredeck; the ship listed to starboard, and Draco could see and smell smoke. The burning pitch was somewhere under the thick canvas.

			A stream of men erupted onto the deck from below; oars hung loose in the water. Sailors threw aside bows and arrows as they dove into the sea; others on deck and four men on the high aft deck shouted orders, but to no effect. Someone fell from what was left of the lines that had secured the mast as Hammer lurched over a few more degrees.

			Half the men had already abandoned her; those who remained were working frantically to save the ship. No chance, Draco thought flatly; he hissed out an order of his own. Most of Habbish’s men raced down to the boats they’d earlier pulled onto shore and out of sight, but he and two of Habbish’s best fighters edged out onto the overhang, checked that all their weaponry was safely snugged down, then launched themselves onto the high aft deck.

			As the warlord had hoped, the deck was largely deserted—more men had jumped overboard when it became clear the ship wasn’t maneuverable any longer. His sudden arrival scattered more of them, but not Hammer’s captain. The man gave him a tight grin and drew his sword as one of Habbish’s men took up a watchful stance near what was left of the mast. His companion sprinted over to the hatch ladder and shouted down, “Any of you who are slaves, and any who served the Greek Draco! He is here, to rescue you! Come above, you’ll be given safe conduct!”

			Draco smiled unpleasantly and brought up his blade. His opponent lost color abruptly, and began backing away. “Draco?” he whispered. Before the warlord could reply, the man reversed his grip and threw the long blade, turned, and dove overboard.

			The warlord slapped the sword aside, looked out across the main deck, which was now occupied only by his two comrades, then glanced around him. Deserted, except for the man who lay sprawled against the aft bulkhead, just behind the wheel. Blood pooled beneath him and a large, jagged rock pinned his legs. Draco felt his throat for pulse—nothing. No answers here.

			But it was time to go. The ship wallowed as waves slapped against the hull, then suddenly lurched sharply to starboard. Half a dozen men had come from the hold—ragged-looking, soaking wet men, barely clad, and none too steady on their feet. Some of them wore metal clamps around their ankles or waists that gleamed in the light of the rising moon. Slaves who’d been left chained to drown, down there. “No one else down there!” Habbish’s man shouted.

			If it turns out Menelaus is behind this—“Yeah,” he murmured, and smiled. His eyes were still dark with anger. “Well, then. He doesn’t get Helen, either. Whatever she wants!”

			
			None of the slaves were men he recognized; none of them wanted to go on with Wode, either, and Habbish’s man finally agreed they’d be put ashore at Naxos, that night.

			The seven men who’d gone for the boats did what they could to pull in prisoners, but most of Hammer’s crew evaded them and made shore, vanishing into high grasses and woods. Eventually, the boats returned to Wode with five men, including one of the officers. Draco himself made the captain his goal, but the man hadn’t been seen by anyone after he dove over and after a long search of the water and the shoreline, he finally gave up and let himself be rowed back to Wode, his eyes on Hammer. The ship was already very low in the water, and as he watched, it slipped beneath the surface, where it settled, just the shattered tip of the mast showing in the wavetroughs.

			Habbish was in good spirits, clapping his men on the back, ordering a round of ale for everyone, closely examining the prisoners and laughing grimly as he peered at the pale fragment of wood, now blue-white as the moon cleared the island and shone on the water where it lay. “Doubt any man’ll try to up that,” he chuckled. “What y’think, Draco, m’friend? Let ’em stew overnight in t’holds, or ask ’em things now?”

			“Now,” the warlord replied evenly. “And then we’ll toss ’em overboard, let ’em find their way with the rest of the crew.”

			“Good plan,” the Gael allowed. “But I’m no’ so experienced at t’asking.”

			“Oh.” Draco smiled briefly; his eyes smoldered as he moved over to gaze into five dispirited or downright frightened faces. “That’s all right. I’m good at it.”

			It didn’t take long—but it didn’t help much, either. Captain Inada had kept his own council. Once the five had been dropped back into the sea, and Wode was on its way once more, Draco let Habbish lead the way to his cabin and settled gloomily into his regular chair. “If I thought any of them was lying—but they weren’t; I can see it in a man’s eyes.”

			“So she could’ve been Rome’s or Egypt’s or even been paid by t’Hittites,” Habbish grumbled. He poured himself wine, added water, and shoved the ewer over where the warlord could reach it.

			“Yeah. Except why would any of those have reason to follow you around out here?” Draco asked.

			Habbish merely shrugged and drank his ale.

			Draco sighed faintly, poured a dollop into his cup and drank. “You know what I’d really like, about now? I’d really like to talk to Xena about all this.”

			“Xena? After how she treated you back in Phalamys? Why?”

			“Treated? Oh, yeah. Tossing me overboard. That’s just her sense of humor, I’m okay with that. Because she’s got the right kind of mind for a problem like this—all this. And she knows more about Menelaus than I do.” He gazed into the empty cup, set it aside, and tugged at an earlobe. “Finding her, though. Yeah. She’s probably halfway to Carthage by now. Or—whatever’s east of Rhodes.”

			The old Gael grinned suddenly. “Well, if y’really want Xena, I know where she was, matter of a day or so ago. After we first took on Hammer, east end of Crete? Saw a ship at t’main docks as never goes to Crete—usual route is north-south, down to Egypt, up into Ionia. Through Rhodes. Was what took m’eye—Yeloweh so far off her normal course. Thing is, I’m most certain I saw Xena out on t’docks.”

			“Crete? Wait—” Draco shook his head. “If you could make out Xena—”

			“She’s fair unmistakable, even at distance.” Habbish grinned.

			“No fooling. Did you see a smaller woman? Little green top, lots of long, golden hair?”

			“Too far t’make out color, but sun on hair like that, man couldn’t mistake that. And certain, she wasn’t wearing much.”

			“Crete,” the warlord said thoughtfully.

			“Thing is,” Habbish went on, “woman like Xena’d be welcome at t’king’s palace; guests’re a sacred business for ’em.”

			“She might figure on learning something there, anyway. You think she’d still be there?”

			The Celt shrugged. “If not, we’ll be able to find out which ship she took, and when.” He poured himself ale and raised his cup in a toast. “And they’ll even have a man like me as guest, if not in so fine a style. Man such as y’self’d be welcome, too.”

			Silence. “Crete, then?”

			Draco smiled, and nodded. “Crete.”

			
			Gabrielle woke early—before the sun was up. The room was cool, the palace even more silent than usual, and at her side, Xena slept peacefully, pale silk wrapped around her knees and one hand under her cheek. The bard smiled, then eased onto her back and closed her eyes again. Something exciting: a dream? She couldn’t remember at the moment, but then she did. The Maze. Today, in just a few hours, she was going to be one of the very few Greeks who had ever been inside the fabled Maze and come out alive.

			With that to look forward to, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep any more. Think about a plan to get Menelaus off Helen for life, she told herself. After several frustrating moments, though, she gave that up. Xena said she has a plan. As long as it doesn’t involve lots of killing, like so many of her plans do. . . . But not this time: Xena knew how terrible Helen would feel if anyone else died.

			Wonder if I can get Briax to move on, get him out of here before there’s trouble? She fell asleep between one thought and the next and didn’t awaken until Xena tugged at her hair.

			“Hey, I said, anyone in there? Or do you want me to go through the Maze alone?”

			Gabrielle sat up and yawned. Sun cast long shadows outside the window, and she could see several people moving out there. “Thought you said the king has to take you or it’s dangerous?”

			“She remembers,” the warrior said. “King Nossis is gonna take me around a few other places, while the other guests are inside; you’ve got enough time to get up, get dressed, and eat something, then I’ll meet you outside those locked gates.” Another tug at her hair. “Wake up now; you don’t actually have to shine, Gabrielle.” That brought her a sleep-bleary smile. “Wait for me, if I’m not there, okay?”

			“You kidding?” Gabrielle asked sleepily.

			Xena merely laughed, and left. The bard yawned and stretched and slid off the bed. The floor was cold enough against bare feet to thoroughly wake her up.

			
			An hour later, fed, clean, clad in her own practical skirt and top, staff in one hand and the silver pin fastened to one shoulder, she emerged onto the nearest porch to look around.

			Several of the serving women were clustered around a shallow, long pool, laughing and doing the laundry; a few men armed with spears were doing some kind of maneuver—clumsily, she thought—just outside the arena, while a gray-haired man snarled orders at them and shook his head. She thought she could make out Newin and one of his tutors in the arena itself; if it was the king’s heir, he was doing a pretty good job of sword maneuvers. Someone else, farther out, near the south edge of the pavement . . . two guards, she finally decided, walking slowly along and pausing every few paces to gaze out and down.

			A low, woman’s voice just off the porch caught her attention: Saroni. How’d she get out here? the bard wondered. No one had said anything about the woman getting a pin of her own, and Gabrielle privately doubted the woman would, with Xena suspicious of her. Joxer’s reedy voice brought her abruptly out of her thoughts; he sounded sullen, annoyed— Joxer at his worst. You mean, it’s not just me that gets him that way? She would have said as much, but Saroni’s next words sent her back a pace, into deeper shadow, where she could listen and not be seen.

			“You know who I am, Joxer—a friend of Gabrielle’s, from Rhodes. Not that we had that much time to get to know each other, of course—”

			“Well, hey, that’s Gabrielle, making friends just like that—I mean, like—” Trying to snap his fingers and having the usual luck at it, Gabrielle thought and grinned. “But, look, I’ve heard a little bit about that place from Newin—the king’s heir, you know,” he preened, “and besides, Xena told me a warrior like myself should stay outta there.”

			“Oh, she’d tell you that,” Saroni said evenly. “But remember, I’m a priestess, and I know about places like that.”

			Oh, yeah?” Joxer said loftily.

			“I do. I know you’re seeking the fabled Helen, Joxer, and I know why.”

			“I am?—I mean, you do?”

			“Aphrodite told me you were. She favors you, you know, Joxer.”

			“Well—sure she does.” He sounded pleased.

			“Two things you can gain from this, if you do what I’ve told you, Joxer, You can learn where the woman is, because I believe you’ll be open to a vision. And it’s said that the Maze was created—”

			“I know about that part,” he broke in. “Because of the bull—well, the half-bull, half-man, they had to put it somewhere big and safe, on account of, it ate people, and that’s a bad habit in king’s sons, you know?”

			“I gather,” the woman replied darkly. “But have you ever seen anything like that, Joxer? Half-man, half-bull? It sounds more like a bard’s story, doesn’t it?”

			“Well—yeah. Except, you know, I’ve seen a lot of really weird stuff, going around with Xena and all. And some pretty strange stuff right here, too.”

			“Then you can understand what I’m telling you,” Saroni urged quietly. “Why do you think the place is kept locked? If there ever was a minotaur, he’s dead, isn’t he? Killed by Theseus, or so they say?”

			“Well—okay. I guess,” Joxer replied doubtfully. Gabrielle crouched and edged forward. She’d only known it was Saroni by the timbre of her voice and the faint accent: She sounded like an entirely different person! Scary. All she could see, though, was Joxer’s face—puzzled, no surprise there—and the top of Saroni’s dark head. “So, it’s like, a temple or something? Like, whatsit—Delphi?”

			“Like that. A place where men favored by certain gods can receive visions, answers to things that deeply concern them. Also,” she added casually, as if it had just occurred to her, “it was built as a training hall for master swordsmen, to help them hone their skills.”

			“Huh?” Joxer gaped; his eyes narrowed then, and he took a step back. “So, that’s why Xena wanted me to stay away from the Maze. Typical, huh?” he went on bitterly. “Well, we’ll just see about that!” He turned and took off at a dead run.

			Gabrielle scrambled to her feet, hurled herself down the steps, and yelled after him. “Joxer! Don’t you dare!”

			He half turned, shook his head angrily, and kept going. Gabrielle tightened her grip on the staff and started after him; something hard came down across her shins and she fell; Saroni landed on top of her, driving the wind out of her. “I wouldn’t,” the woman murmured. She seemed amused.

			Gabrielle shifted one way, back the other, but the woman shifted with her; she slammed back with her left elbow, and, more by good luck than aim, caught Saroni just under the ribs. Her back fist wasn’t anything compared to Xena’s, but it was good enough for what she was fighting: The priestess flailed for balance and rolled aside. Before she could more than clutch at Gabrielle’s hem, Gabrielle was on her feet and out of reach. Her eyes were hard as they met the other woman’s amused ones. “You and I will talk!” she snapped. “Real soon. Right after I grab Joxer!” She took off at a dead run. “And don’t think about going anywhere!” she shouted over her shoulder. “Because that will make me mad!”

			The great doors leading into the Maze were thrown wide; Gabrielle passed the startled-looking launderers just as Joxer stumbled. Somehow, he righted himself and kept going, but the near fall gave her a good chance of catching him before he got inside.

			There wasn’t anyone else in sight: not so much as a guard. I thought Xena was gonna meet me? Surely Saroni hadn’t managed to do anything to Xena! “Xena!” she yelled. The cry echoed, but she got no other response. And now she was too winded to even think about yelling any more.

			The Maze loomed ahead. It wasn’t just dark in there, she thought, it was as if even the outside daylight couldn’t penetrate beyond the doors. And she could feel something now—something like that uncanny alertness she’d felt back when Ares had lost his sword and his power. . . . Don’t get any closer, she warned herself. That’s a bad kinda feeling, and you know it.

			But Joxer—he didn’t even hesitate. One moment he was there, almost within reach, and the next, he was simply gone. “Let—him—go,” she panted, and slowed. It was hard, fighting the urge to haul him out of danger the way she always did, fighting the lure and the pull that was surely the Maze. But she could. She stopped a bare three strides from the entry. “Let—Xena—go in after—him,” she gasped. Something hard slammed into her back: hands. She staggered forward and everything went dark.

			But behind her she could hear a low, satisfied chuckle.

			
			Xena let King Nossis lead the way around the south outer wall of the Maze. “That small door isn’t any more use than the roof hatches Gabrielle told me she saw, is it?”

			“You can’t see anything through the hatches. As for the door—I used it once,” he said with a shrug. “When I was first initiated. “There are stairs to a ledge, where my mother could watch for—for him. My—half-brother. But the ledge doesn’t go anywhere else. Daedalus built it especially for her. He rounded the south wall and the open gate, came out onto pavement, and stopped short. “Where are the guards, and how did you—?”

			Xena was already around him, moving fast. She had just seen the least flash of green and brown, pale hair before Gabrielle vanished abruptly. Saroni gasped as the warrior gripped her shoulders and hauled her away from the entry. Suspicious blue eyes bored into wide, brown ones. “How’d you get out here? Sleepwalking again, priestess?”

			“No. Gabrielle came—” She glanced toward the opening behind her. “She saw someone over here and just started running—! I tried to stop her, but I wasn’t fast enough.”

			“Funny,” Xena drawled, her gaze was hard. “That isn’t what I saw. Try again, priestess.”

			The woman’s face changed. Hardened. A corner of her mouth twitched into a sly smile. “All right. She’s in there. She went in after Joxer.”

			“Joxer—I shoulda known,” Xena snarled. She glanced back at the king, but he was partway across the pavement, shouting angrily at two armed men who were nearly at the southernmost edge of the drop-off. She turned the suspicious glare back to her captive. “And I wonder why he went in there. Maybe because someone talked him into it?” She loosed her right hand, bunched it into a fist.

			“You want them back?” Saroni said flatly. “Because I know a lot about that place. I know how you can get them out—unharmed.”

			“I don’t need you for that, the king can—”

			“—thinks he’s attuned to the Maze. I know better. But Gabrielle and Joxer aren’t; he’ll never find them.”

			Silence.

			Saroni smiled; it wasn’t a nice smile. “Give me Helen. I’ll give you back your precious Gabrielle.”

			“Helen?” Xena bared her teeth. “I was right about you. You’re Avicus’, aren’t you?” She loomed over the priestess. “What do you know about Helen?” she hissed.

			“I know she’s here, on Crete. I know she’s hiding. Make this easy on these people, Xena, Menelaus’ army will kill every last person on this island and burn the palace to the ground. Let me—”

			“Let you what?”

			“Let me talk to her. Helen. All I have to do is tell her what the Spartans are planning; she’ll go with me willingly.”

			“No!” That was Nossis, who’d come up unnoticed by either woman. Xena glanced at him, and Saroni tore free of her grasp, leaving a handful of poorly stitched fabric in the warrior’s hands. She staggered back, half turning as she caught her balance. Xena snatched at her again, but the priestess gave her a triumphant smile, drew a broad-bladed dagger from one sleeve, and fled into darkness.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			Nossis caught hold of Xena’s arm as she freed the chakram; she tore loose with no effort at all, but he snatched at her arm again, two-handed this time. “Warrior—Xena! Not like this! Don’t go in there—!”

			She rounded on him. “Talk fast, then!”

			He nodded; he’d gone pale in the last moments. “You can’t enter the Maze angry and with a drawn killing weapon. That priestess—she’s doomed herself.”

			“Look, I don’t care about Saroni, except that she’s gone in there after Gabrielle! I’m not going to risk Gabrielle’s safety—”

			“You don’t have to. Put your round blade away, let the rage go.” He waited, visibly anxious; Xena sighed faintly, reclipped the chakram, closed her eyes. Two deep breaths later, she opened them and gave him a level look. He studied her face. “Stay close to me. I will be the one thing in there—the only thing—that doesn’t change.”

			“Go,” the warrior ordered tersely, and followed him into darkness.

			
			It was very dark, Gabrielle decided; as bad as a clouded overnight in deep woods. Oddly, now and again, she could see things—dark shapes that didn’t make any sense to her eyes, mostly—but so far, no sign of Joxer. Funny. He wasn’t that many steps ahead of me. She’d tried calling right at the first, but something about the way her voice sounded—she hadn’t spoken aloud since.

			She’d lost all sense of direction once the darkness had closed around her, even though she’d immediately turned back, or what she believed to be the direction she’d just come from. The darkness simply was: it stretched in all directions, vast, stifling, without limit. Stop that! You’re letting it get to you! By the time she’d turned in place what she assumed was full circle, she could no longer even guess which way was out.

			She stopped again, forced her fingers to loose their death grip on the staff just a little, then held her breath to listen. The lack of sound was so complete, she could hear her heart thudding—but, no, there it was again: a distant, whispery clatter that might be pebbles falling onto a dust-covered floor—or possibly a clumsy oaf tripping over his own boots. It was the only guide she had, and she was more afraid to stay in one place than to move on. When she stood still, the dark shapes she saw moved.

			Time passed. She couldn’t decide then or after how much of it. But a wordless, reedy exclamation stopped her cold. She sagged onto the staff as Joxer’s voice came from her left.

			“Owwww!”

			She wasn’t alone in here—and she’d found him.

			“Joxer!” Gabrielle hissed urgently. No response. Farther from her than she’d thought, maybe. She swallowed dread, spoke normally with no result, then used a bard’s carrying pitch: “Joxer!”

			Silence.

			Then: “Ga—brielle? What are you doing in here?”

			“Well, I didn’t get tricked by a sneaky priestess.” No, just shoved by one.

			“Oh, fine. Riddles on top of everything else!”

			Just keep talking to me, she thought grimly, then nearly laughed. Just try to keep Joxer from talking, especially when he was annoyed. “Xena was right about this place, in case you haven’t figured that out, Joxer.”

			“Gee, Gabrielle—you know, I think I just might have figured that out? Like, almost as soon as I passed those doors and all the light went away? Yikes!” That as Gabrielle’s hand flailed across his shoulder and clamped down on his arm. “Don’t do things like that!” he snarled. “You trying to scare me to death?”

			“Don’t tempt me!” she snarled back. “And I’ve got you now, so you can just shut up any time now, okay?”

			“Fine,” he sniffed, and was momentarily quiet.

			Like that’ll last long, she thought sourly; it didn’t.

			“I don’t suppose you know how to get out of here, do you?”

			“Joxer, the way I got it from Xena, only the king knows—”

			“Oh, great. So, how long do we wait in here until someone realizes what’s happened and sends for him to look for us? I mean, if he’d be even bothered.” His voice brightened. “Hey, wait, though, that priestess, Saroni? She knows I came in here.”

			Gabrielle turned her head; something moving—not quite seen, just a sense of air moving. She shifted her grasp on the staff. “Joxer, you listen to me.” She lowered her voice. “Saroni deliberately shoved me in here after I caught her telling you all that—stuff to get you in here. But the doors were open because King Nossis wants to show Xena what it’s like. I was on my way to join her when I overheard Saroni—” Her voice faded; something nearby was panting. Gabrielle swallowed dread and let go Joxer’s sleeve.

			“Gabrielle?” he whispered. “Where’d you go?

			“I’m here,” she whispered back. “Something’s out there.”

			“A lot of somethings. I’ve heard them.” A faint screech as he drew his sword.

			Gods, all we need is Joxer flailing around with that lousy blade of his; all he’ll hit is himself—or me. “Joxer—”

			“Something’s coming closer. Stand back, Gabrielle; I can’t see you, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

			“Oh, no you don’t, Joxer.” She swung her arm until it connected with his back, then got a firm grip on his sleeve once more. “You’re gonna stand back to back with me, where I can feel you, okay? That way you don’t get lost again, and neither one of us hurts the other one!”

			He didn’t like it; she could tell by the grumbling. Too bad, she thought flatly. Deal with it.

			The panting was nearer—close enough she should have been able to see what was there. For the moment, she actually welcomed Joxer’s presence; pressure from his shoulder was the one real thing in the whole Maze, just now.

			He squawked and shifted his weight forward, she flailed to catch her balance, planted the staff hard, repositioned herself against Joxer. “Sweet suffering sirens, Gabrielle, what is that?”

			“Can’t tell you,” Gabrielle replied tersely. She wasn’t about to turn and look; whatever Joxer saw was his business. His responsibility. Because either the chamber was lighter all at once, or her eyes had adjusted somehow. However it worked, she could make out the bulky creature shambling toward her: It walked on hairy man’s legs, and brutish arms were outstretched to grab her. But the head was a thing of nightmare: Black, shaggy hair, deep, red eyes, and great, pointed, shining horns.

			It hesitated as she brought up the staff, the tip of a thick, pink tongue protruding from the slack mouth as it panted. Behind it—above it, skeletal shapes floated, wispy rags of clothing and skin clinging here and there, or hair floating around bony shoulders. And somewhere beyond them, nearly lost in gloom, another skeleton moved. A sense of face overlay pale bone here, drawing her eyes, her attention; with a wrench, she hauled both back to the improbable creature standing before her.

			It hadn’t moved; it—he—eyed her thoughtfully.

			“Gabrielle!” Joxer suddenly yelled; her heart thudded.

			Despite the pressure against her left arm, she’d nearly forgotten him. “Gabrielle, run! It’s the bull, the minotaur, he’s coming right at me! A stick’s not gonna stop something that big!” He caught his breath in a gasp. “I’m telling you, get out of here!”

			“Joxer, that can’t be—I’m looking right . . . at . . .” It could be, though, if what they both saw wasn’t real. The minotaur is dead, Theseus killed it, remember? “It’s an illusion!” she shouted.

			“Oh, yeah?” he snapped back. “So how come I can smell it?”

			She tested the air, nose twitching. He was right. The creature reeked. The odor intensified as it let out a low grunt and stalked slowly toward her.

			
			“This place is very odd,” Xena said; it was the first thing either of them had said since entering the Maze. As Nossis had suggested, she kept a corner of his short cloak in her left hand. Fortunately for her peace of mind, the man moved faster than his soft bulk would have led her to believe. It still couldn’t be fast enough for her. If anything happened to Gabrielle . . .

			“I know, warrior. I have only been in here when necessary, once a year ever since the ceremony that attuned me to the place.”

			Silence. Even their feet seemed to make no noise.

			“You may see strange things; they won’t try to hurt you, so long as you’re with me.”

			“How—strange?”

			“The ghosts of those killed in here—over the years. By my half-brother.”

			Another small silence. “I’d forgotten. About the relationship.”

			“I don’t think of it much,” he replied simply. “One of my priest tutors, when I was younger, told me that Mother haunts the Maze. But I don’t believe that.”

			Brief silence; Xena tried to hear anything that might be Gabrielle, but there was nothing, and she couldn’t see far in any direction. “You can’t bring a torch in here?” she asked.

			“They don’t stay lit,” he said. “Because the Bull likes it dark. Or, so they tell me.”

			The Bull—not a bull, or his half-brother the Minotaur, Xena realized. One of the strange, elusive Cretan gods, he must mean.

			“You’re certain nothing in here will harm Gabrielle—or Joxer?”

			“There’s nothing certain in the Maze,” he replied. “But it’s unlikely.” He was quiet for some moments. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“You don’t think so?” She had to force herself to breathe normally, to fight cold fury at what the priestess had done. “I should have questioned that woman when I found her sneaking around outside the palace last night,” she told herself quietly.

			“That opportunity is past,” Nossis told her mildly. “She set her own course, and—” He stopped short; Xena practically ran him down. “Listen,” he urged softly.

			She did. Nothing at first; then what might be a fire-hardened staff slamming into something hard.

			“She’s in trouble,” the warrior said unhappily.

			“She fights well; you’ll reach her in good time. I—” He fell abruptly silent as the warrior pivoted on one heel and laid fingers on her chakram. The least, faint light seemed to come from the walls, or the very air, all at once. Or maybe from the thing approaching rapidly from their right.

			“Can I use my sword now,” Xena asked, eyes fixed on the approaching spindly, flying creature, “or do I have to kill that with my bare hands?”

			“You’re inside; weapons are acceptable. But that isn’t real, things in here are illusion—” Nossis began. Xena edged sideways to put herself between the thing and the Minos.

			“Illusion,” she spat. “That’s a harpy! And I know harpies.” Nossis started to say something, but she was already gone, racing toward the harpy, sword out and up.

			It smelled like pitch, fire and death. Yellow eyes sought hers and it bared a mouthful of pointed teeth. Long claws curved, ready to snatch at her. Xena feinted with the sword once, twice, lunged at it—it fluttered back and up, just out of her reach. Finally, with a snarled oath, she unclipped the chakram and threw it, hard and edge-on. The deadly ring sliced through the harpy’s neck, sending the head flying one way while the body crumpled to the dusty, pebble littered floor.

			She could see fairly well now: well enough to make out the floor and one nearby wall, its surface painted with some kind of fantastic design and riddled with doorways, stairs, passages and more passages. And the body huddled near her feet. She stared as King Nossis came up behind her. “I—tried to tell you,” he said apologetically. “I could see it wasn’t one of the shades that haunts this place. That it was her.”

			Xena stared down at what had been a priestess. Blood ran across the floor, pooling in a shallow cleft; Saroni still gripped her dagger. Nearby, dark eyes stared toward the ceiling. The warrior retrieved her chakram, gazed down at the dead woman for a long moment. She turned the same expressionless gaze on the king, then. “Maybe she didn’t deserve to die like that. But she deliberately lured Gabrielle in here in order to get to Helen. She was Avicus’s spy.” Her eyes flicked toward the dead woman. “You ask me, she got off easy.”

			Nossis gestured with both hands—a supplication, blessing, possibly averting danger or retribution, the warrior thought. The light faded but didn’t leave them entirely. “Let us go,” he said quietly. Xena caught hold of the tail of his cloak again and went with him.

			
			Light came and went. Gabrielle peered uncertainly at the creature slowly stalking toward her. At her back, Joxer was mumbling unhappily and she heard and felt him draw another blade. The bull-man flexed his shoulders and began moving sidelong, to her right, approaching slowly but making progress. “Great,” Gabrielle muttered.

			“Huh?” Joxer, of course. “Gabrielle, it’s trying to sneak around me to get to you, would you please just—”

			“So’s mine,” she broke in. “Just—great!” Fortunately, her feet were planted this time; Joxer lunged away from her with a loud, wordless cry of challenge. “Joxer!” she shouted. “You get lost again and you can stay lost, you got me?”

			No reply. She shifted her grip on the staff, and leaped forward, bringing the weapon up, around and down in a blur. It cracked into the broad face, staggering the brute, but nothing more.

			Her fingers went briefly numb. “Oh, you’re real all right,” she said quietly. She let the staff recoil into the stone floor, used the momentum to power it around and down across the hollow between shoulder and throat. The bull-man stumbled, regained his balance, and began stalking the other direction; ruddy eyes never left her face. Gabrielle slammed one end into the floor and launched herself at the brute’s throat; she managed two hard kicks before he had time to snatch at her boots. Thick hands came together on thin air.

			Behind her, she could hear Joxer’s ongoing, one-sided dialog with whatever he fought, and metal clanging against metal; she didn’t dare look, though. “Gabrielle!” he yelled.

			“Joxer, don’t distract me—!”

			“Just listen to me, will you? Bull head, man body? He’s top-heavy, Gabrielle!”

			Top-heavy. Get him off balance and over he goes? It sounded much too simple. Worth a try, though; his audience or his following was getting closer, and though they didn’t look particularly dangerous, she didn’t really want any of those touching her. She threw herself to one side suddenly, watching closely as he came around. He was awkward when it came to sharp moves. “Got it!” she yelled back, planted the staff and launched herself over it in a tight flip, landing just behind the creature. Muscular, hairy arms flailed for balance; when he was halfway around, she swept the legs from under him and he went down with a crash. The follow-up slam to his temple didn’t knock him out, but he looked dazed.

			Gabrielle risked a glance in Joxer’s direction. All she could see was a hairy back and a grubby bit of cloth covering backside and upper legs, a long, skinny tail with a black tuft at the end. Movement near her feet brought her eyes right back to her own opponent, and another hard knock to the head left the monster still once more.

			A familiar voice came from some distance then. “Gabrielle! Is that you?”

			“Xena?” she yelled back. “Where are you?”

			“Coming for you—! I’m with King Nossis, are you all right?”

			“I will be when you get here, hurry up!”

			Joxer was still dancing around nearby, a blade in each hand, muttering insults at the brute he fought, trying to draw it on so he could trip it, maybe. Gabrielle resisted the urge to take over and flatten the thing for him. He didn’t seem to be in any actual danger, and she didn’t have the right to do that to him, anyway.

			She peered around uncertainly. Xena’s voice might have come from anywhere. But there was a sense of light back beyond the floating skeletons, and one by one, they faded, until only one remained.

			Behind her, Joxer suddenly yelled indignantly, “Hey! Where’d you go? Come back here and fight like a—!” A glance his way assured her the bull-man had vanished; when she spun, halfway around to make sure of her own, he was gone, too. Gabrielle stared doubtfully at the floor where he’d been: There was a smear of sweat and a small tuft of black, coarse hair, and she could still smell him. “I don’t get it,” she said.

			“Gabrielle!” Xena came running toward her and the bard forgot vanishing monsters, ghosts, soaring skeletons and Joxer. She dropped the staff with a clatter and wrapped her arms around her close companion.

			“You’d better be real,” she murmured. Xena’s hands were reassuringly hard on her back; the warrior’s cheek rubbed against her hair.

			“I’m real, Gabrielle, it’s all right.” She held the younger woman away from her, gazed searchingly into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah—fine. Okay.”

			“Joxer—?” Gabrielle half turned as Xena got no reply. Joxer was walking around a spot on the floor, staring at it and muttering to himself. “Joxer!” Xena shouted; he started and stared at her.

			“Oh—hi,” he said lamely. “Look, just what is going on in here? Because that priestess, that friend of Gabrielle’s, you know? Well, anyway, she told me—”

			“I can just imagine,” Xena broke in. “Spare me.”

			He turned away from her, one boot scuffing at the floor; dust rose in clouds. “I just wanna know where that—those things went.”

			Nossis came up in time to hear this last; he sounded breathless. “Illusion,” he said. “My half-brother was in this place for so many years, it still holds part of him.”

			Gabrielle managed a weak smile. “Ahh—okay. So, the skeletons I saw really were what I thought? His—”

			“His victims,” Nossis supplied when she hesitated. “I’m not offended, bard. What he was—that wasn’t anything I could have changed. He had no choice than to be what he was.”

			She’s still there, though, Gabrielle thought, eyes wide as movement beyond and above Xena’s dark head caught her eye. Xena half turned to see what was behind her, and Nossis moved aside to look for himself. “Then—why is that one different?” Gabrielle asked. “Because you can almost see who she is, and she hasn’t faded. . . .” Her voice faded as the king caught his breath in a faint gasp.

			“Mother?” he whispered. The vision or ghost shimmered, then vanished, leaving them in the dark. Gabrielle clung to Xena, who patted her shoulder reassuringly. Nossis cleared his throat, and when he spoke, his voice was a little higher and tighter than it had been. “I think you might all—like to leave this place for now?”

			“You’ve got it,” Gabrielle said firmly. Somewhere behind her—or maybe behind Xena, she could hear Joxer’s stumbling footsteps and the rattle of stone.

			“Hey!” he demanded indignantly. “Where’d everyone go?”

			“Joxer?” Xena said flatly. She kept one hand firmly wrapped around Gabrielle’s wrist as she leaned away.

			“Uh—yeah? Owwww! Don’t scare a guy like that!”

			“That’s me, Joxer. I’ve got you, ok?”

			“Fine. Great. I think I bit my tongue in half when you did that.”

			“Joxer?” Gabrielle put in.

			“Yeah?”

			“Shut up.”

			
			It was nearly midday by the time Gabrielle climbed wearily from the tub and wrapped herself in in a thick drying-cloth. Xena sat at the table, absently eating grapes; her eyes were fixed on the window or the view beyond it. “Xena? You okay?”

			“Hmmm? Oh—sure. I’m fine. What about you?”

			“Well, I feel clean again, and I can actually feel my fingers. I can’t believe how hard I hit that monster and then for him to just—vanish. . . .” She picked up a slice of bread, eyed it, set it back down. “And I still can’t believe what Saroni did.”

			“Believe it, Gabrielle.”

			“I mean, I should’ve known there’d be a good reason if you didn’t trust her. It just seemed—well, too obvious to me. I mean, just because she served Apollo. And then, everything she said back on Rhodes, and that Krysta really did look kinda spooky. . . .” She sighed, tore a corner from the bread and ate it. “But getting Joxer into the Maze—just to trade you for Helen? I mean, he coulda been killed, and she didn’t even care!”

			“You could’ve been killed, Gabrielle,” the warrior reminded her darkly. “She got off easy.” She brooded on this for some moments, glanced at Gabrielle. Away again.

			“Xena, I know you wouldn’t have just—killed her like that. You didn’t have a choice, okay?”

			“I didn’t know it was her, either. That’s what bothers me.”

			“Either way,” the bard insisted. “Look, what are we gonna do? You said you maybe had a plan . . . ? Except, if it involves that place, are you sure you want to send Helen into the Maze? Even with Nossis? Because, frankly—”

			Xena held up a hand, cutting off the flow of words. “Wait a minute, Gabrielle. I’m thinking. . . .” Her voice faded; she closed her eyes. “Something about that priestess, I—that’s it!” Xena leaped from her chair and ran through the bathing room, returning with Gabrielle’s dusty green top. “She hugged you, back on Rhodes, right?”

			“Ah—yeah. Caught me by surprise. I mean, she was really excited about—she said she was really excited to meet me, favorite bard and all that,” Gabrielle finished bitterly.

			“So, how were you to know?” Xena felt her way across the front, the shoulders, flipped the bit of cloth over and ran her nails down the back. “Gotcha,” she said with grim pleasure and began tugging at the fabric. Gabrielle stared as the warrior held up a small bit of something that was more like parchment or hide than cloth. It wasn’t green for certain. When she would have spoken, Xena held a finger against her lips, crossed the room and held the little thing in the candle flame until it flared; she dropped it then, watching as the thin line of smoke faded, then savagely crushed the ashes with her thumb.

			Gabrielle stood just behind her, watching. She swallowed as Xena met her eyes. “That—was one of them, wasn’t it?” the bard asked finally. “One of those patches, like Avicus put on all the guys he sent out on his phony quest?”

			The warrior nodded.

			“That was—that’s been on me ever since Rhodes?” Another nod.

			“Xena!” Gabrielle turned away, stumbled to the table, sank into one of the chairs, and buried her head in her hands. “She put that on me. She didn’t come here for sanctuary, she knew we were here, and she followed us! And she knew Helen was here, and—”

			“Gabrielle?” Xena dropped down next to her and wrapped a strong arm around her shoulders, pulling her back up. “Look at me, okay? Listen to me,” she went on softly. “What happened is not your fault. You couldn’t have known. And I’m beginning to think that it’s right the whole thing should end here, on Crete. So I don’t think it will matter in the end that Saroni marked you for Avicus.”

			“Yeah, sure,” the bard replied bitterly. “Xena, you don’t have to say that just to make me feel better—”

			“Gabrielle, I’m not.” Xena gave her a gentle shake. “C’mon, think about it. Menelaus is fixated. He’s not gonna give up until he finds her. Whatever it takes, okay?”

			Silence. Gabrielle reluctantly nodded.

			“So we choose the time and the place.”

			“Fine—except there’s no real army here. Menelaus could—” She sought words, finally shook her head.

			“I don’t think he can just have things his way. Not here. Apollo can’t help him, which means there isn’t much his priest can do.”

			“Great. You and me and a bunch of king’s guards against an army.”

			“What—we have to split one measly army between us?” Xena smiled. Gabrielle gave her a rueful grin. “Besides, wouldn’t you like to get this over and done with so we can go home?”

			Gabrielle sighed faintly. “Yeah. You must be missing Argo something awful. I miss having dry land all around me for days in any direction.” A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “And I still get to thump Joxer, when we’re all done with this.”

			“And Helen deserves to get on with her life,” Xena added gravely.

			“Yeah. That most of all.” A comfortable silence held; Xena ate a few more grapes, and Gabrielle finished her bread.

			“So,” the warrior said finally. “You ready to go back into the Maze?”

			“No way,” the bard replied firmly.

			“Why don’t you get changed and come with me anyway?” Xena said. “Just to fetch Joxer, then only as far as the family apartments.”

			“Ah—sure. Why?”

			“Because I think it’s time Joxer met Helen.”

			
			Eventually, Xena went into the children’s rooms to speak to Helen while Gabrielle waited in the hall with Briax and Joxer. “After all,” she had insisted, “if Joxer can help us, then so can Briax. Maybe he’s not much of a fighter, but neither’s Joxer—and he’s got a good heart.” Xena had reluctantly agreed, and now she leaned into the hall, beckoning.

			The children were nowhere in sight, though Gabrielle saw a slate with half-erased figures on it, and an open scroll on the low table. Helen stood mid-room, dark eyes moving curiously from one man to the other. Briax flushed a deep red, then, and looked at the floor. Joxer managed a smile, swallowed hard, and ducked his head. “L-lady, I mean, your majesty—”

			“Helen,” she told him gravely.

			“There was—I mean, the king, Menelaus, I mean—” He winced as Gabrielle kicked him in the ankle, then drew himself up straight. “I was told that you had taken a thing from the Spartan palace, a thing that looks like a necklace?” He fell silent as the woman shook her head.

			“I took nothing when I left Sparta, except some of my clothing, and jewels given to me by my father,” she told him. “My—once husband wants me to return to his house. I don’t want to go back to him.”

			“Ahhh—well, then!” Joxer smiled. “Then I guess you won’t be going anywhere, because we’ll just all see to it that you don’t. Go anywhere, I mean.”

			Helen looked extremely doubtful of this, Gabrielle thought. And none too happy. But it was Xena the woman looked at now. Whatever Xena told her just now—yeah, I’m sure the last thing she wants is any fighting over her here. Too bad she doesn’t have any choice. Except running again. Gabrielle was of Xena’s opinion. She’s right. Helen can’t go on like this forever, and Menelaus isn’t gonna give up. The woman’s next stop might take her right into the man’s clutches.

			Besides, there was Nossis.

			Gabrielle brought herself back to the moment. Briax was doing his best to sound as if he addressed beautiful women every day, and mostly managing, but he was still very red faced. “Then—the thing I was sent to retrieve, the plate with three golden pomegranate seeds? That doesn’t exist, either?”

			Helen shook her head.

			“Then—he used us, to get to you?”

			The woman nodded.

			Briax turned to Gabrielle; his eyes were stormy. “You know, that really makes me very angry,” he said. “I should have trusted you, I should have listened. And now, if I’ve done anything to put her in danger . . .”

			“No,” Helen said firmly. “I was already in danger. I have been since the day Menelaus first came to my parent’s house and looked at me. Think of yourself as my warrior—you, and you, Joxer. Why ever you started your quest, you’ll end it by helping me free myself of Menelaus for good.” Before either stunned man could find words to respond to this, Helen turned and walked from the room.

			
			Two days of intense meetings and hard planning later, Gabrielle decided she had never been quite so tired—or so busy and so bored at the same time. She’d climbed Mt. Idhi again, looked at more maps of the island than she wanted to believe could exist. She’d gone back into the Maze with Xena and King Nossis and found that this time there was a difference. The king’s presence apparently did disarm whatever was strange about the place. At least, she saw no ghosts, monsters or sad-faced floating phantoms. Aside from the painted walls, though, there really wasn’t much to see, and the seeming vastness and confusion of the place merely depressed her. The second afternoon, she followed Newin and Joxer down a goat trail cut in the south face of the island to the sea. Well, it looked and felt like a goat trail to me, she thought gloomily. The way down had been precipitous, the return journey exhausting. She’d led, afraid to allow the clumsy Joxer any chance to trip and fall on her. The trail itself was wide enough in places for two to walk—or scramble—abreast, but mostly it was barely good for one and the final climb to the pavement required both hands.

			Why everyone seemed to think Menelaus would use this. . . . Gabrielle fought a yawn and finally asked.

			Xena shrugged. “It’s not certain, just likely. He knows the path is there, and that bay it leads to is the only place ships can put in along this end of the south shore. It’s well known the Minos doesn’t post guard on the plateau, and you wouldn’t see anyone coming up that trail until they reached the top.”

			“The front road’s bad enough, but it’s gotta be an easier way,” Gabrielle argued.

			“But there are guards on the docks—the ones you see, plus one or two who look like ordinary dockmen and work the mirrors to send word to the palace when there are visitors coming.”

			“Oh.” Nossis stirred; he looked as exhausted as she felt. “Actually, whenever a ship heads into port, we’re warned of that, and then the messenger post sends word either way: that someone is coming, or that no one is. So—” He shrugged.

			“So if a ship sails in and suddenly there’s no message, that means something bad’s happened, right? Okay. But Menelaus has an army. If he brings his army up the main road, it won’t matter if we’re forewarned, will it?”

			“But,” the king put in, “I do have spies on the mainland. Friends, actually; old Nestor keeps a watchful eye on the Spartan ports, and there’s no way to hide an army massing for transport oversea. He’d have time to warn me.”

			“Or stop Menelaus,” Xena said flatly. “Remember, Gabrielle, there are members of the old Greek alliance against Troy who still resent what Sparta got them into.”

			“I guess,” Gabrielle said.

			“Remember, Helen doesn’t want any fighting—at least no killing, if it can be helped.”

			Good luck, Gabrielle thought. She looked up, blinking, as one of the servants came into the stuffy little meeting chamber. Nossis listened, then nodded.

			“I’m told there’s a ship, just put in to port unexpectedly—the northern vessel Wode. According to the messages, the ship is ready to go back to sea after filling its water barrels, but one man remains behind.” He glanced inquiringly at Gabrielle, who groaned faintly. “He’s on his way up: A dark man, a warrior named—”

			“Draco,” Gabrielle broke in drearily.

			Nossis eyed her in mild surprise, then nodded.

			“That was the name. Warrior, he told my men, but I seem to recall hearing of a warlord named Draco. You know him?”

			“I know him,” Xena said evenly. “I’m not sure I like his coming here.”

			“You’re telling me,” Gabrielle put in feelingly.

			“But maybe it’s all right,” the warrior went on slowly. “Because if we can get him on our side—”

			Gabrielle jumped to her feet. “Xena, I really hope you aren’t planning to get me to talk him into—!”

			“Won’t be necessary, Gabrielle,” Xena assured her. “I’ll explain things. He’ll listen—and he’ll help.”

			“Sure. Like it’s gonna be that easy,” Gabrielle mumbled to herself. Xena merely laughed and patted her on the back, then followed Nossis out into the hall. Gabrielle started after them, but at the door, she turned back and settled firmly in her chair. “Me, go out there and wait for Draco to show up? Yeah, right.” She tugged at her hair and sighed deeply. “Great. So, what’s next? Salmoneous shows up to convince the Minos to turn the Maze into a traveler’s site?”

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 14

			The warlord must have taken the steep road at a near run, Gabrielle thought. The king had barely time to take his usual place when the man appeared, striding easily across the paving, past the barracks and around the fish pools. She turned as Nossis caught his breath in surprise; her eyes went wide. Helen came across the shaded porch to stand at the king’s side.

			“You must go back in,” Nossis said urgently. The woman shook her head; her mouth was set in a stubborn line. “This isn’t safe! We do not know this man!”

			“No. The time for hiding is past. Xena told me about this man—a little. And if our other guests who were named as questors have been given the option of taking my side, then this warlord should also have the right.” She managed a shaky smile. “It is all right, my kind and loyal friend. Even if he chose to believe Menelaus, I have Xena here.”

			“You think he fears her, Helen?”

			“Not that,” Xena drawled. “He just knows better than to fight me after a climb like that. But he wouldn’t win, anyway. And he’s smart enough to know that, too.” Her gaze shifted to the man coming rapidly toward them.

			He’d seen Xena and her companion, Gabrielle thought; that sudden check in his stride, the way he swung his head in visible frustration before he came on again. He was smiling as he neared those waiting for him, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. He hadn’t even broken a sweat, warm as the afternoon was, and at whatever pace, he’d taken that ghastly road. His voice was low and even to her suspicious ears, sounded nothing but dutiful. “Sire—if you are King Nossis—I come to pay my respects.” The king nodded. Draco’s eyes moved, warmed briefly as they touched Gabrielle, slid to the leather-clad woman next to her; a wry smile twisted his mouth. “Xena. Seems to me, I owe you a dunking.”

			“Draco,” she purred. “Any time you wanna try.”

			“Sure,” he agreed. “Try whenever you want.” His gaze moved past her; his eyes went wide. Helen smiled at him. “And you,” he managed, “must be Helen. Lady,” he added, and sketched her a neat bow.

			“Helen only,” the woman replied gravely. “And you are Draco, the warlord who devastated much of western Sparta years ago. Why do you come here—and why alone?”

			“Fair question,” he allowed. “I am no warlord now—that requires an army, and I no longer have one. I had reasons of my own for responding to the call for a man who could find Helen. If you’re concerned, or even just curious, I can tell you what they are. Sometime.”

			Silence. Helen broke it. “And—what will you do, now that you have found her?”

			“Do? What I promised a—a friend.” He glanced at Xena. “You don’t look like a woman being held prisoner, so I’m guessing you could leave here if you wanted, and no harm would come to you from these people.”

			She nodded.

			“And—if what this friend told me is true, you had plenty of chances to leave Troy and go back to King Menelaus. Free choice on your part?”

			Another nod.

			“So—if that’s true, then I have to suppose that you’re here because you don’t want to be there. So, at this point, there’s no reason for me to ask you if you’d like me to escort you back to Sparta, is there? Any more than I should bother asking if you took some fancy dish thing when you left Sparta? Something the king might urgently want returned to him?” His eyes were dark, narrowed as Helen shook her head. “Uh-huh.” He spun partway around to glare at Xena. “All right, you win, Xena. I was played for a sucker, and nobody gets away with that.”

			“Nobody?” she drawled. He chopped a hand for silence. She raised an eyebrow and said nothing else.

			“So, now I gotta ask—what are you up to here, Xena? And how do I help?” He considered this, spread his arms in a wide shrug. “Provided you want my help, that is.”

			Xena smiled briefly. “What is this, Draco, a trick question? For all we know, half the Spartan army may show up here any day now. We’ll take all the help we can get. But you know I’d never turn you down. Especially never for something like this.”

			“You’re most welcome,” Nossis added. “As my guest, of course.”

			The warlord inclined his head. “Thanks—but I earn my keep. We need to talk, though. I’ve seen some things the past few days you might want to know about.”

			“We can talk that over later today,” Nossis said. “For now, my men here will show you to a room; you will find a bath, food, and wine.”

			The warlord smiled and bowed again, but he looked like the arrangement wasn’t so pleasing: Impatient—either what he has to tell us is urgent, or he’s just frustrated, Gabrielle thought.

			Xena seemed to think the same thing. She smiled and wrapped an arm around Draco’s impressive shoulders. When he shook that off, she grabbed him again, her fingers sinking deep into well-defined biceps. “I’ll go with him, King Nossis. We’ll talk—right, Draco?”

			Draco scowled and tore free of her grasp, sketched the king another bow and followed the servants, letting the warrior bring up the rear. Helen watched them go, then walked off across the pavement toward the family apartments; the king went with her.

			“Boy, I thought Joxer was a pain,” Gabrielle mumbled. “Draco—” She sighed faintly and turned to go in.

			Someone there, she realized with a start: Newin, Joxer and Briax stood in the shade of the near porch, Joxer gazing suspiciously after Draco. As she came up the steps, the would-be warrior transferred the scowl. “Fine, Gabrielle—so what’s he doing here?”

			Gabrielle rolled her eyes. “Joxer, for your information, I do not answer to you! And if you were standing there, you know as much as I do. He’s on the quest, too, except—”

			Joxer snorted rudely. “Except there’s no quest. That doesn’t tell me why he had to show up.” Narrowed eyes glanced her way. “He doesn’t still have that thing for you, does he?” She gaped at him. He gave her a bitter look. “Don’t try to fool me, Gabrielle, I happen to remember that he went crazy for you. The Hestian virgins, remember?”

			“Oh, that. Whatever.” Her attempt at Xena’s best bored and uninterested look didn’t seem to distract him, unfortunately. At least Draco hadn’t seen Joxer. Yet. “It’s not an issue for me, Joxer.”

			“Well, maybe it’s an issue for Draco, huh?”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Joxer, guess what! I don’t care if it’s an issue for Draco, or even an issue for you, I don’t care! Because—because I just do not care! Got it?”

			“Got it,” he snapped back, turned and stomped off the porch. Newin followed him, his young brow puckered with concern. Gabrielle stormed into the palace, aware of Briax’s wistful gaze following her all the way down the passage. It did nothing to improve her mood.

			
			Nor did finding the rooms she shared with Xena to be empty. She contemplated taking a nap, or another bath, but neither appealed. A walk or a workout. But now that Joxer and Briax had free rein of the palace grounds, her luck would take her right into one of them.

			Or Draco. Except he’d be wherever the king had put him, lounging in a steaming, scented tub, getting his back scrubbed by. . . .

			“Hey,” she ordered herself sharply. “Don’t go there!” She paced over to the window, stared out across the pavement. “Besides, what do you care? Anyway, Xena’d learn more from him that way.” Her eyes brooded on the amphitheater. “It’s not like I have some reason to be jealous or anything. It’s just—yeah. Draco. He’s almost as bad as Ares.” She paced the room one way, back again; caught up an apple and took a savage bite from it. “And I am tired of being hassled by both of them!” She glared at the apple, finished it in half a dozen snapping bites. Her fingers drummed on the wall. “Great! So, where is Xena?”

			The warrior stayed gone for over an hour, and when she finally let herself into the room, she looked tired and irritated. Gabrielle pounced as the door closed. “So? Why’s he here?”

			“Gabrielle—gimme a minute, okay?” The warrior poured herself water, drank slowly, then flopped on the bed. “He’s in a bad mood.”

			“I gathered that! What did he say?”

			Xena shrugged. “Wanted to tell me how bad the last few days had been for him. I told him we could trade later, got the details out of him, and came away.” Her mouth twitched. “Okay, so I scrubbed his back. It’s the best way I know of to get him talking.” She made a short, neat tale of Draco’s story; Gabrielle listened intently. “Anyway, Hammer’s sunk for good, and nobody they caught knew anything useful. Habbish is sure the ship was Spartan, made up to look like a raider.”

			“Okay. Why, though?”

			“When did Menelaus do anything straight?”

			“How’d I know? Wait. You think that ship was out to help him find Helen?”

			“Maybe. A ship like that could be useful to Sparta, but if it was supposed to locate Helen, it failed, Gabrielle. I think that’s why the quest. Hand me a grape or two, okay?” Gabrielle fished a mostly stripped stem from the bowl and held it out. Xena wrinkled her nose. “What—you’re not gonna skin ’em for me?”

			“Deal with it,” Gabrielle said flatly. “Tell me things.”

			“Hey—you can always try, right? There isn’t much else to tell. Draco got picked just like Joxer did, and he doesn’t really know any more. And he’s a lot more frustrated.”

			“Great.”

			“I know. Except he’s on our side—”

			Gabrielle shifted uneasily. “Xena—no offense, but are you sure about that?”

			The warrior eyed her thoughtfully. “You mean, was he faking it out there when he talked to Helen? No. I know him, Gabrielle; he can’t fool me. He may build himself another army after this is resolved, I can’t swear he’s really gonna turn to good—or stay there. But he’s trying to do the right thing.” She smiled wickedly. “Just like he did back in Sparta—in the palace, remember? You’d’a been proud of him. Helping me flatten the king’s finest and didn’t spill a drop of blood.” Gabrielle closed her eyes. Xena laid a hand on her arm. “Gabrielle. He’s not gonna push you, as much because you don’t want it as because I’ll mangle him for it. And he’s gonna fight for Helen, and try not to kill anyone.”

			The younger woman whimpered faintly and closed her eyes. “Great. But I’d hoped he’d given up on me.”

			“Not yet. Wode’s gone back out to sea; Habbish is gonna keep an eye out for any Spartan ships heading this way, and he’ll get warning to us. If he can. I don’t have much confidence in that tubby old boat of his.”

			“It let you catch up to the one I was on with Joxer,” Gabrielle pointed out.

			“Yeah, so it can outrun a merchanter. There isn’t much that can’t outrun a merchanter.” She poured out the last of the water, drank it down. “But that’s okay, at least he’s trying to help. And who knows, maybe this is where our luck finally changes.”

			Gabrielle sighed quietly. “You know what, Xena? I’d like that. I’d like it a lot.” She drove a hand through her hair, tugged at the end of a long strand. “But what I’d like a lot more right now is for Joxer, Briax, and Draco all to find something or someone else to be—ah—interested in?”

			To her surprise—and mild annoyance—Xena burst out laughing. It was some time before the woman got her mirth under control. “Gabrielle,” she managed finally. “I’m not laughing at you! It’s just—Hades, it’s the hair, the legs, the funky little green top, the little stick. . . .” She started laughing again, waved her hands helplessly. Gabrielle cast up her eyes. Xena’s laugh was normally highly catching. And it did make a funny picture: One Poteidaian bard of indifferent size, personal assets, and nonlethal weaponry being trailed by a pack of wide-eyed males. It would be funny, if it was someone else, she thought sourly.

			
			She reluctantly joined Xena for the late planning session and was relieved when Draco more or less ignored her. The warlord told the king and his general what he’d earlier passed on to Xena, pointed out the location on the larger Aegean map where they’d sunk Hammer and where her crew had perforce stayed.

			“It may not matter,” Nossis said finally. “But I should send a message to Kyrkrias, who rules Paros. He should know such stranded and possibly desperate men are on his under-populated back lands—and his people may learn something you were not able to, Draco.”

			The warlord might have been a little angry at that, Gabrielle thought as she watched his eyes, but he controlled the irritation and even managed a brief smile.

			“I was only able to question a few of those men, and only one officer.” He was very interested in what had been planned and spent some time pouring over a highly detailed map of the entire island. “Okay,” he said finally. “Most of this makes good sense to me; you don’t have a real army, and the lady doesn’t want all-out battle anyway. Having met the lady, I can see why she’d feel that way, and why you’d respect her wishes. But this south trail that comes up from the beach; if it’s the same one I saw a few days ago from below, it’s steep, narrow, downright ugly, and a damned long climb. Why’s a general as smart as Menelaus is said to be gonna send his men up that? And don’t give me ‘element of surprise,’ because if he figures you’ve got Helen here, he’ll also figure you’ll have guards posted anywhere that might lead up to the palace, including a trail like that one. Because guarding all possible ways in is just what he’d do, if he was the Minos.”

			“Good point,” Xena replied softly. “Except he also thinks every other king around is soft, weak, or an idiot. Way below his own level. I say he’s gonna at least check it out. Maybe send a small company first, half a dozen men dressed so they’ll blend into the hillside.”

			“Maybe—all right,” Draco said. “So, a few men to watch . . .”

			“Already provided for,” Nossis informed him.

			“So—say everything works out the way you plan. I don’t see how you’re gonna stop him.”

			“I’m working on that part,” Xena replied. “Actually, Gabrielle is.”

			“Nothing yet,” the bard mumbled as the warlord turned wide, dark, warm eyes on her. “Um—you’ll know as soon as I do.” Draco looked as if he didn’t believe he was hearing everything—which he certainly wasn’t—but he finally shrugged and let it pass. Gabrielle was very relieved when Nossis finally broke the meeting so everyone could clean up for dinner, and he could spend a quiet hour with his children.

			She was aware of Draco’s lingering gaze as she slipped from the room just behind Nossis and ahead of General Kropin. Back in the small chamber, she heard Xena asking Draco something, the warlord’s distracted-sounding reply. But when she reached the bend in the passage and looked back, there was no sign of either. Good. Keep him outta my hair, Xena.

			Not that the warlord—ex-warlord—was being overwhelming. He could be. So far, he was polite—though his gaze sought hers too frequently for her comfort.

			“He’s just not even remotely my type,” she said firmly as she walked out onto the porch closest to the arena. A few minutes at one of the fish ponds, she thought. There was something to clear her mind, and improve her mood.

			Briax’s voice broke the moment. “Who—who’s not your type, G-Gabrielle?” Somehow, she managed not to jump through the porch ceiling, and even managed a smile as she turned back toward the palace. The youth stood framed in the door, leaning would-be casually against the sill. “Briax! What a surprise!”

			His face fell. “I’m sorry. You don’t look happy to see me, Gabrielle. I didn’t mean—I mean, I’ll go away, I . . .”

			She forced a smile. How does Xena deal with these guys? “Hey, did I say anything? Briax, it’s okay, honestly. It’s been—” Images tumbled over one another and she forced them away. “It’s been a long day, and I’m tired and I’m frustrated, and none of that has anything to do with you.”

			“Oh. Oh! It—hasn’t?” he asked, so openly hopeful that she almost laughed.

			“No, it hasn’t. Look, though. I really, truly need a little time to just—go sit and think. Alone.”

			“Okay,” he allowed cautiously. “I can understand that. I feel that way myself. Often.”

			Face it, Gabrielle, she told herself gloomily, his type is gonna look for hidden meanings no matter what you say, or how nicely you say it. “Tell you what,” she said finally, “After dinner tonight—the two of us? We can talk then, if you like.”

			“I—sure. That’s—that’ll be great,” he managed. She bounced down the stairs before he could think of anything else to say and strode across the open. Not the nearest fish pool, she decided firmly. The one closer to the barracks. After all, she hadn’t visited that one yet. And from there, you can’t see that poor boy devouring you with his eyes. “So you just told him—no, suggested to him that you two could talk? I thought you were the one who was good with words!”

			
			The sun was nearly down behind the mountains west of Sparta, and a strong wind blew across the city. It was a later hour than Avicus would have chosen to begin the trek down to Phalamys and the waiting ships, and he tried to suggest as much, but there was no holding Menelaus back. Be honest with yourself, the priest ordered himself. The man’s been uncommonly patient—for Menelaus, anyway.

			No surprise that the king had called the rising wind an “omen.” Just about anything the past four days had been named an omen—with exuberance or a lot of snarling. Ordinarily the priest would find it annoying, but for now, he was content to let the man rave away. It meant Menelaus was too busy with his plans to recapture lost Helen, or plans for their triumphant return to Sparta to be aware of anything else. One day very soon, he’ll look up from his special niche in Tartarus and know who put him there, and who beds his woman. And there will be nothing he can do about it.

			The thought warmed him; little else did, though, because he had too many loose ends trailing across the Aegean, and no answers for too many questions. Most important of all: Where had Saroni gone? And why? He’d watched with grim satisfaction as the priestess teased Joxer into taking on the Maze, just as he’d suggested to her. He’d laughed aloud as he watched the woman shove that nattering Gabrielle inside, then turn to deliver his ultimatum to Xena.

			Xena. He’d underestimated her—concern, call it, for the annoying young woman who followed her everywhere. But there’d been no mistaking the fury in Xena’s eyes. Suddenly nothing at all. “But if Saroni went into the Maze, I would have been aware of her.” Most likely, Xena had accidentally found Saroni’s patch and destroyed it, then killed the woman for endangering her . . . “friend.”

			At least, thanks to Saroni, they knew where Helen was. And he could be fairly certain that no one on Crete was aware he had learned this. With Gabrielle’s patch still dark, he couldn’t trust to that, of course. Unfortunately, he’d been called away from the bowl not long after he’d seen Xena glaring at Saroni. When he’d returned, over an hour later, there was simply nothing from Crete. Either Gabrielle’s skimpy little green top was back in the laundry, buried in a clothes’ press, or the patch was gone.

			Hammer—Menelaus was furious over the loss of his ship, and Avicus was all too keenly aware the suggestion to send it after Wode had been his. Still, there would come a day, very soon, when the king of Sparta had no use for ships. Sensible king would lock himself and his in the land and leave the sea to others.

			Such as Habbish. Thanks to the devices the priest had managed to get aboard Wode over the past year or so, he knew enough for his purposes. Enough to be fairly sure that Draco was nowhere on that ship.

			“He could be anywhere—on land, unless I’m wrong about the man.” What he’d seen and heard of Draco, the warlord found ship life boring and deep water unnerved him. The priest shook his head. Something he’d seen or heard—perhaps a fragment of dream Apollo had sent him—told him the ex-warlord was on his way to Crete. “Without the patch Xena tore from his armor, I have no way to know, though.” Xena. His eyes narrowed, and an unpleasant smile turned the corners of his mouth. “Xena, compared to you, Menelaus is a mere gadfly. Well. You’ve done your best to thwart me, but it’s not good enough. Crete is the one place I can destroy you. And I will.”

			
			Early morning, two days later, Gabrielle strode up a much-too-familiar path and over the lip of the long dell, stopping just short of the squatty, plain little temple. “Third time had better be the charm,” she grumbled. The last two mornings, and now today, she’d scrambled up here, shielding her eyes against the hot, level rays of an early sun to find—nothing. No sense of godly power lingering anywhere atop the mountain. No Ares; no Aphrodite. And nothing—no song, no tale she could devise, none of the tasteless jokes she could remember about pale-haired, bone-headed females—produced either god. Maybe they’re still arguing. Maybe she flounced at him once too often and he strangled her—nah. Amusing thought, at the moment, with the sweat drying on the back of her neck, and her eyes fried by the sun. She’s a goddess; they don’t die that easily.

			But things were starting to happen, finally. The night before, late, one of the servants had wakened her and Xena with a message from Nossis: Habbish had seen two ships leaving Sparta late at night, plain sails and decks full of men. He’d had the advantage of a short lead, and made the most of it; by morning Menelaus’ vessels were well behind him, and he’d seen them putting in along the backside of one of the smaller, unoccupied islands. “They don’t want to be seen, then,” she told herself.

			“Who doesn’t?” The soft voice was right against her ear; warm breath lifted the hair along her neck and prickled her skin. Gabrielle snarled a low oath and lashed out with a foot, her staff, and her head. She saw stars as the latter collided with something hard, and the war god cursed in turn. She spun around, rubbing the back of her skull. Ares eyed her in startled surprise. One hand gingerly massaged his nose.

			Gabrielle leveled a finger at him. “Don’t say I never warned you, Ares! Because I am so bored with people sneaking up on me! And that goes double for gods, okay?”

			“Got it!” he replied, his quiet voice at odds with the black fury in his eyes. That went, was replaced by a thoughtful look. “You know, if it wasn’t so funny, getting bonked by you? I just might call off the whole deal.”

			“Deal—I got it?”

			“You got it.”

			The bard eyed him narrowly. “And—she’s good with this?”

			“She’s okay with it, shall we say,” Ares began; faint, tooth-hurting sound and a flare of pinkish light interrupted him.

			Aphrodite shoved him aside, squared her shoulders and formidable bosom. “Don’t you even listen to my brother,” she snarled. “Because, if you want my help it’s like, hello? Did I already say I’m not getting on Apollo’s bad side, because nettles in the sheets are really not my thing? And like, in case you didn’t get it before now, all Apollo’s sides are major bad? And besides that, honey, you like owe me in major dinars for the—” Her voice rose to a sudden squeak. Ares had a hand twisted in her hair again. He rolled his eyes, quirked a grin at the bard, who simply sighed.

			“Like I said,” Ares spoke into the silence that followed. “She’s okay with this. She’s just putting on the sulk bit for you.”

			“Am not,” Aphrodite replied promptly.

			“As if,” he retorted sharply. He looked up as Gabrielle cleared her throat ominously.

			“Can we do this?” she demanded. “Aphrodite, my word I will forget all about buying a small bell at some small bazaar or another and taking Joxer on a temple tour, okay? In return, you quit pretending you don’t owe Helen something, and you help her out here. All we want is for Menelaus to give up on the woman for good, how hard is that?” Aphrodite flounced out of Ares’ reach; watched Gabrielle resentfully. Gabrielle ignored her.

			“Explain it to her, Ares. She fixes it for Helen, and in return, I don’t pass on any stories about you wimping out in Troy or her little party with Joxer.”

			“You wouldn’t dare,” Aphrodite sneered.

			“Wouldn’t I?”

			“You know,” Ares said finally. “I told Dad, you can’t just turn these bards loose with whatever story they think up, and he just doesn’t get it. All he can see is, ‘Hey, somebody’s got a new one about how good I am with the babes!’”

			Aphrodite’s lips twisted. “Ares, I am like totally bored with this. You’re just being snotty because she turned you down—”

			“I don’t think so,” Gabrielle snapped. “Look, will you two cut it out?”

			“Fine!” Aphrodite snarled. “Okay. Helen free of Menelaus, for good, that’s it?” Gabrielle nodded. “If it gets me rid of you, then I’m okay with it—but it’ll cost you.”

			“Whatever,” Gabrielle replied shortly. “Let’s do it.” She was suddenly aware of Ares’ stillness—a bad omen in itself. Worse. The complacent smile on Aphrodite’s face as the two vanished. She clapped a hand over her mouth, much too late to keep her last, unthinking words in. Sweet singing sirens, what did I just do to myself?

			

			Four more days dragged by, with little for Gabrielle to do except give Newin staff-fighting lessons each morning and make the rounds with Xena. The plan was as ready as it could be. Too much depended on Menelaus—when he arrived, and how he chose to divide his forces, if he didn’t simply bull his way up the main road. They made alternative plans for all the possible contingencies Xena and Draco could imagine, but Gabrielle paid little attention. Battle tactics and strategy weren’t things she found interesting, and whatever other plans shifted, her part remained the same.

			Nossis found a woman among the servants who was close enough to Helen’s size and shape to pose as Helen. Her hair needed crimping, but from a distance, they all agreed even Menelaus should be fooled by her. Though if things went as they should, Menelaus would have no glimpse of the fake Helen.

			Nossis argued fiercely that a second substitute Helen should be found, but Xena was as firm on this point as Helen herself. “If Menelaus suspects we’re trying to trick him, the whole thing falls apart—and he’ll destroy the palace, everything, to find her, and take his revenge on you.”

			Briax spent a good part of his afternoons with the king’s soldiers, Joxer, and Newin, all of whom had been assigned to the south side of the island. Gabrielle saw the small company going through various drills at odd times, and now and again some poor captain trying to get his bunch into a proper wall of shields. With Joxer as part of the bunch, she didn’t think it was gonna happen anytime soon, but Briax seemed to have nearly as much trouble shifting the awkward, oversized slab of hardened hide and wood.

			She seldom saw the village youth—just over evening meals—and he seemed too tired to pay much attention to anything but his plate. Someone shoulda warned him that fighting’s hard work—harder than lugging trays around. He’d learn, if he came through this mess.

			Joxer surprised her by fitting quietly into the scheme of things, taking orders and even seeming to do what was asked of him—but Newin appeared to have influenced him for the better. Great, she thought. Maybe he’d stay here once Helen’s problems were taken care of. Wonder what it would be like, just me and Xena together? It wouldn’t do to let herself think about it, she decided finally. And there had been plenty of times when she’d been glad to have good old Joxer around.

			If some of the changes she’d seen the past few days stuck with him once they left, who knew? A mature, sensible Joxer? Yeah. And an Aphrodite who forgets all about you “owing” her.

			Another long, dreary evening listening to Draco, Xena, and General Kropin argue over how many men—and under whose command—would guard the main road, and who, if anyone, should keep watch to the east, in case the Greeks decided to try that nearly impossible ascent. Draco finally took charge of that minor problem and talked to a couple of herders who knew the east end of the island well, and who would watch the few possible ways up. Two girls and three boys who were among Crete’s fastest runners went with them to bring warning to the palace if need be.

			The session was nearly over when King Nossis received a message from the port—from Habbish, whose ship waited at anchor. “Menelaus’ ships were off the backside of Melos at dawn today and just before sundown, they pulled back offshore, we saw them. No one seemed to recognize Wode; they may think her a merchanter. As dark came on, the two separated, with one going south, the other holding off, just beyond the port. T’is my thought, they mean t’take north and south sides of t’island by surprise.”

			“Yeah,” Draco growled. “With Habbish a sitting duck.”

			“No,” Xena said. “It’s an open bay, no way just one ship could block another. Habbish knows that. But he’ll have at least one watcher out on the point of the stone mole that blocks the western storms from the docks. By the time the Spartan ship gets past the mole, Wode could be long gone.” Draco considered this, finally shrugged it aside. At a gesture from the king, the messenger went on.

			“Tis in my mind t’help ye with this Spartan bully, and so say my men: Hammer cost us time and trade, and Wode is a good ship. We can harry either force of Spartans, if ye like.”

			Nossis stirred; he looked uncomfortable. “He lands at the docks, my people trade with him. Still . . . a known pirate. . . .”

			“A man who knows how to fight at sea, and one I’d trust,” Draco put in. “Also, if things go wrong, and King Menelaus . . . well, Wode could rescue Helen.” The king looked even less happy at that suggestion, but eventually he was persuaded, and the messenger went out with word for Habbish to hold his ship close, and await further instructions.

			It was very late when Gabrielle followed Xena into their guest apartment. She yawned and stretched, and collapsed onto what she’d come to think of as her side of the bed. “I will be so glad when this is all behind us,” she murmured sleepily.

			Xena laughed, a low chuckle deep in her throat. “Hey, that makes two of us! But we’re doing the right thing, here.”

			“Oh—” another yawn. “I know. I just—”

			“Gabrielle, get some sleep. Things are going down soon—maybe tomorrow. Remember, you’re in charge of a very large part of it all.”

			“Mmm—yeah. I know.” She was vaguely aware of Xena tugging the flimsy little sandals off her feet and draping a lightweight cloth over her, then nothing else.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 15

			Day broke cool, damp, and windy, three days later. At dawn, Menelaus’ ship stormed the port, apparently taking the workers and the few soldiers by complete surprise. The Spartans killed no one, merely herded everyone onto their ship under the watchful eye of several tough-looking older fighters, while other men raced to shut down the messenger tower. The whole was watched over by a man clad in yellow silk robes, who called out an occasional order but was mostly content to simply watch.

			He and the men under him were unaware that Nossis had installed young watchers all along the cliff face, and as the Spartans began the arduous climb from sea level, they were constantly monitored, with word passed to the palace, to General Kropin, to Xena, who held a position near the Maze—and to Draco, who waited on the road partway down, surrounded by the small force of soldiers he’d handpicked for the fight to come.

			South, the second ship had anchored in the only bay deep enough for anything larger than a fisherman’s coracle. Its sails had been dyed dark, and nothing that might shine or reflect light was uncovered. The men who stole from the ship and began working their slow, cautious way up the steep trail were likewise dark clad, anything metal covered, swords sheathed.

			And they, too, were being watched. Gabrielle had one brief glimpse of the men toiling up the steep path before she went over to join the company waiting for her in the arena: the elite fighters Xena had personally picked for her. She wasn’t sure she could see what had been behind the warrior’s choices: The men ranged from beardless youths to a few graybeards and everything between.

			Her stomach hurt. I hope twenty of us are enough. She reminded herself of what Xena had said: more would be a liability, where they were going.

			She looked past the soldiers, at the dark glory of a woman, the incredible cloud of hair freed to float on the light breeze, except where a band of gold crossed her brow. Helen had exchanged her tutor’s dark, plain robes for red and gold silk. She must be terrified. I would be, Gabrielle thought. But the woman’s eyes were serene. Either she believed Xena’s repeated oaths to keep her safe, or she’d given up all hope. Beyond fear, either way.

			“He’s coming—isn’t he?” the woman asked, her voice low and husky.

			Gabrielle nodded. “I didn’t actually see him, but that’s his ship, out south. He wasn’t seen on the ship that took the port.” She left the rest unspoken, but Helen seemed to need the words said.

			“Avicus is there, north; he always fancied himself in yellow. But he and Menelaus would each take a ship, I’m sure of it.” Her eyes closed briefly. “But he won’t be content to wait on a ship for me to be brought to him. He’ll come.”

			“One way or another,” the bard agreed.

			“Remember,” Helen said. “No one is to die—not because of me.”

			“If we can help it,” Gabrielle said. “I feel the way you do about killing people, remember? But I won’t hold back if the death of one Spartan means any of these men’s lives.” Helen merely nodded; her gaze went distant, and Gabrielle turned away to climb into the highest ranks of the arena, so she could keep watch over the palace grounds.

			
			For some time, it was very quiet on the plateau—except for an occasional gust of wind whistling through gaps between stones in the arena walls. Gabrielle descended once to talk to her soldiers, nervous that someone would forget a crucial gesture or command, but no one had. Helen stared at the far wall, or through it, and Gabrielle went back to her high perch without interrupting the woman’s thoughts.

			South, thirty men stood near the head of that south trail, waiting for the first Spartans to make it all the way up. If Habbish and Wode did a good job, if the fighters hidden along the ledges flanking the trail did, Menelaus would have a long trek indeed, and he’d emerge on level ground with fewer men than he’d started with. She couldn’t hear anything from down there, but according to the locals, you wouldn’t, unless you leaned right over the edge. Joxer had drawn his sword, though most of the men out there still hadn’t. Briax looked small and tired, burdened as he was with the massive Cretan shield. Newin was between the two men, a red scarf clutched in his hands. He wore a sword, and a bow and arrows were strapped to his back, but Gabrielle knew he was to have no part in the fighting. She hoped he’d remember that when the time came.

			North, she could suddenly see movement, where the road crested onto the plateau. Men were yelling and swords clashed. She shielded her eyes and stared. A dozen or so Cretan soldiers were backing slowly, and she could just make out Draco’s distinctive hair in the fore. Spartans were now visible—maybe fifteen of them, distinguishable by those stupid-looking horse-crest helmets. As they gained the pavement, they gave a great yell and leaped forward. Draco lunged at their leader, cutting him down. He felled two more, but the Cretans were on the defensive now, and suddenly, they turned and ran. Someone grabbed Draco’s arm and dragged him along. Most of the Spartans cheered and went after them.

			Gabrielle grinned. “Yes! It worked!” Five guards remained—reluctantly, she thought—with the man in pale yellow robes who was yelling furiously and waving his arms.

			Avicus. The priest dragged at the nearest soldier’s arm and pointed toward the palace.

			South, the waiting men had crouched down when they heard Draco’s skirmish, and she knew that Avicus wouldn’t be able to see them from where he presently stood. Gabrielle eased back into shadow and stayed very still, just in case the priest happened to look around; he didn’t. His entire attention was fixed on the palace.

			The priest gestured for one of the soldiers to precede him, the others to follow, indicated the nearest porch and started for it, striding quickly and with visible assurance. The bard frowned. Odd. You’d think he knew the place. Just as he took the first step, though, a terrified scream echoed across the plateau. Avicus leaped back into the open, gazing intently eastward. A woman clad in sheer green threw herself off the family-porch and onto the pavement, long hair flying around her shoulders. She froze as her gaze crossed the six men and fastened on the priest. She fell back, hands out as if to ward him off. “No! I won’t—I won’t—!” She screamed again, a mindless, horrified shrill, then spun halfway around and ran like a deer, straight for the Maze. With an excited shout, Avicus raced after her.

			If he’d been three paces closer, or the woman had been the least bit slower, he might have caught her. Gabrielle held her breath, let it out in a relieved gust as Helen’s double vanished into darkness. Avicus would have plunged straight in behind her, but a leather-clad figure came around the near door to block his way. Xena.

			A quick glance toward the barracks told Gabrielle that Draco and his men had captured the Spartans who’d followed them—and quietly, since she hadn’t heard a thing from her perch. So far, so good, she thought—not for the last time. And now the warlord was moving quickly and quietly, slipping up unnoticed behind Avicus’s remaining men.

			
			Avicus sprinted toward the open entry to the Maze, yellow silk fluttering after him. Almost—he could nearly—a dark clad, dark-haired figure stepped in front of him, and he fought his way to a halt just before he plowed into her. Her. “Xena!” he spat, his eyes narrow slits. She smiled back at him; it wasn’t a nice smile.

			“Avicus,” she purred. “Nice to know you remember me.”

			“I remember you,” he said shortly, and started around her; she moved again to block his way. “I have business in there, Xena, get out of my way, or I’ll move you.”

			“Good luck,” she said flatly. “And I wouldn’t be so eager to go into the Maze, Avicus. Not unless you want some real bad dreams while you’re still awake.” She moved again as he shifted his weight.

			“I know about the Maze,” he said; a corner of his mouth twitched up, very briefly. “In fact, I’ll tell you a secret, Xena.” He leaned toward her, lowered his voice. “Daedalus was a fussy old bastard to work with. And if he’s still alive, he probably still thinks all the fun twists in there are his.” She raised an eyebrow, said nothing. “Guess what? They aren’t—they’re mine.” He waited; no reaction. “The Maze doesn’t scare me, Xena. You don’t scare me. And you’re between me and my woman.”

			“Your woman?”

			“Helen,” he spat.

			“Funny. I thought she was her own woman. And I thought you were helping Menelaus find her.”

			He laughed shortly. “Menelaus doesn’t deserve Helen.”

			“Or Sparta?” she drawled. “Avicus, you’re getting delusions. They’ll get you killed.” She looked beyond him; the priest smirked.

			“Nice try, Xena. I know who’s back there: Five of Sparta’s best, waiting to take care of you while I retrieve Helen.” A startled yell brought him momentarily halfway around, just in time to see Draco take down the third of his men, then leap for the remaining two. Avicus swung back. “Doesn’t matter.”

			Her smile widened, still falling short of her eyes. “You wanna get past me, Avicus? C’mon and try it.” She went into fighting stance, arms outstretched as the priest raised his hands; he shouted something—more like music than words—and a cloud of purple smoke enveloped her. Avicus darted around her and vanished into darkness.

			A moment later, the warrior stumbled forward, flapping her hands in front of her face and coughing. Draco caught hold of her shoulders. “Hey—you all right?” he asked.

			“Yeah. I shoulda figured he’d have something like that.” She glanced behind her as a distant yell came out of the Maze. “Yeah, Avicus,” she said softly, “you started the power trip in there. But it isn’t yours anymore.” She eased out of Draco’s grasp and moved back over to the entry. “King Nossis?”

			“Right here,” came the steady reply from the inner dark. “I have Esypa with me.”

			“Good. Stay there. We’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out.” She looked away as Draco touched her arm and indicated direction with his chin. Newin was running across open pavement, waving the red banner. He glanced at them, and Xena firmly pointed toward the nearest porch, but the youth was already on his way, taking a wide path around the fallen Spartans.

			Draco waved an arm and several Cretan soldiers came to help him drag the five unconscious men out of sight. Xena watched them, made certain Newin was inside and the doors closed behind him, then waved a warning toward the arena. Gabrielle eased out of shadow and waved her staff, then scrambled down to ground level. Some moments later, the warrior saw her, the brightly-clad Helen and the small company of guards head toward the path up the mountain. They stopped just short of the first grove, waiting.

			She unclipped the chakram, then, and moved out of sight, into deep shadow along the Maze’s south wall, watching as Spartan soldiers shot a volley of arrows high in the air and came up, onto the pavement just behind where the bolts fell. Cretans scattered—but not very far. She could see Joxer near the front, trading wild sword swings with a Spartan who looked like his legs were about to give out. More Spartans came on as the first men up cleared a space for them. There weren’t as many as she’d have thought; the guards below must have done a good job.

			Her eyes narrowed as a tall, lean figure clambered onto the pavement, surrounded by ten men whose horse crests were brightly painted in a checkered pattern: Menelaus and his personal guard. The king let his men storm through the narrowest part of the defense, and now she could hear him bellowing orders: “Find the woman! Find Helen!”

			He was twenty tall men’s lengths onto the pavement, crossing the red line that had snared Gabrielle’s feet, forty lengths—a shrill cry brought him around, staring wildly; he froze in place. Gabrielle’s bard-trained voice reached her easily, every word clear: “No! Don’t! We’ll keep you safe, it’s all right, he won’t—”

			Helen’s voice topped hers, shrill with fear. “I won’t go with him, I won’t!” A struggle. Gabrielle and Helen circled awkwardly, and for one long moment, they froze in place, Helen staring in wide-eyed terror at Menelaus, who stared back. He shook himself then. Helen twisted away from Gabrielle and ran east, into trees. Gabrielle called out orders for the men with her to follow, then turned back, staff at the ready.

			Menelaus drew his men around him with an imperious gesture and cried out, “Helen! Come back! I beg of you—” As Gabrielle spun away and sprinted after the woman and her guards, the Spartan king bellowed. “You saw her, she’s here, on Crete! There is no way she can escape me now! Get Helen!” But he was at the head of his company, running across the pavement toward the trees.

			
			Just inside the grove, Gabrielle stopped. Helen, her face very pale and her eyes wide, seemed barely able to stay on her feet. The men formed a wall, two across and seven deep, between the two women. “Helen—can you do this?” the bard asked gently.

			Helen licked her lips and nodded. “I—it was just . . . seeing him, hearing that voice. The—the worst is over with that. I can do what I have to. Anything.”

			“It won’t come to that,” Gabrielle assured her. A look across her shoulder told her the Spartans were well on their way. “Eleven of them. . . . he must be pretty confident.”

			“He would be,” Helen said calmly. “That’s his personal guard, specially trained to keep him safe. They’re good.”

			“We’ll let them keep him safe, then,” Gabrielle said. “But that’s all. All right, everyone, let’s go. Stick close to me, and Helen—make sure he can see you.”

			“I know.” They moved out into the open again. For several long moments, Gabrielle couldn’t see the Spartans, though she could hear them—and the Cretans were making enough noise that Menelaus knew which direction they’d gone. Before long, there’d only be the one trail, heading up—but by then, he’d have a clear view of his once-queen and the pitifully small protective force with her.

			By the time they reached the first ledge, Menelaus and his men were above the trees and moving steadily. One of them had drawn his bow, but the king struck the weapon aside and barked. “No! You might hit Helen!” He drew his sword and held it high. “There’s no way back for them, kill anyone who gets within your reach, but remember, your only goal is Helen!”

			Helen shook her head; hair flew. “Give up, Menelaus! I won’t go back to Sparta with you!”

			Gabrielle could see fury and frustration both in his face as she backed up the trail; one of the men kept a hand on her shoulder, guiding her. Somehow, the king managed a smile that almost looked like one.

			“Helen. Beloved, you are confused. So many years in Troy, what did they do, to convince you I was your enemy? Helen, you know that I love you, you must know I love you, truly, I would do anything for you. Leave these people, come to me. I will see you are safe, I swear it.”

			“It’s a lie! You don’t love me, you want to possess me!”

			“Helen, no!” Menelaus started through his men, but was pulled back by two of them. He shook off the restraining hands but didn’t attempt to get ahead of his guards again. “I care for you! I want only your happiness—with me!”

			No answer. Two of the Spartans darted forward as Gabrielle backed over the lip of the first ledge; one jab to the head and one under the chin flattened one man. She swept the feet from under the second and brought the staff down hard across his throat, leaving him moaning and unwilling to get up. Two of the Cretans moved around her with drawn swords, giving her a chance to sprint across the ledge. One of them wounded a Spartan, and, as the party started up the next steep section of path, someone farther back threw a spear that nearly took out the next of the king’s guards. They moved warily, despite Menelaus’s furious bellowing. By the time he had them started up the path, Gabrielle was a good forty lengths away.

			They moved steadily up, and Menelaus’ men continued to feint at them. By the time they reached the broad meadow near the top, he was down to six men, and one of those was bleeding from a cut to the shoulder. Gabrielle looked around and brought her staff down, leaving a dent in the turf. All but one of the men she’d brought with her eyed the Spartans warily as they climbed into the long, narrow bowl, then turned and ran, heading for the side path Gabrielle had found days earlier. She shouted a furious curse after them, grabbed the sleeve of the remaining man and yelled, “You do not leave us, you got that?” He nodded frantically. Gabrielle gave him a shove back, and yelled, “Stay with Helen—go!”

			Helen was most of the way across the dell, running, hair and red silk rippling behind her, her sale Cretan guard on her heels. Menelaus gave an exultant, wordless shout, and came on. Gabrielle eyed the Spartans, then turned and sprinted after the two.

			Shade enveloped her as she started up the narrow ravine. Ten paces in, she could hear Helen and the guard clambering out, high above. Time for a little delaying maneuver, she told herself grimly, and pried a stone loose. It cracked onto the step below her, bounced, flew in a high arc, then dropped. Something below clanged, and she could hear men swearing, scrambling to get out of the way. Five and counting—I hope, she thought, and dragged another small rock free. As it clattered downhill, she turned and hauled herself up and out of the narrow pathway, onto level ground.

			Helen and the guard stood waiting for her, halfway between the steep drop-off where Menelaus and his men were still climbing and the stone hut. Something new there—it was a brazier, the bard realized. A stone pedestal that now stood just in front of the hut, blue smoke rising lazily and a single tongue of flame licking toward the sky. Gabrielle ran up, then stopped short. The door to the hut was easing shut—and the woman before her was all Helen, except for the eyes, which were extremely blue and highly amused.

			“So—how’s it look, besides a, like, definite step down for me?” the goddess demanded. Gabrielle rolled her eyes, forced a smile.

			“It looks great, except those aren’t Helen’s brown eyes, and trust me, Menelaus will know the difference.”

			“Oh—yeah. Sure. Whatever.” It was uncanny to watch the sudden change, blue to brown, and suddenly, it might as well have been Helen with her. The changes in body language, grace—style.

			The lone guard gave a warning cry and Gabrielle spun back around, her staff at the ready as Spartans spilled into the open. Menelaus shoved his men aside and strode across the wiry grass, sword ready, his eyes boring into Gabrielle’s.

			“You can die, right here and now,” he snarled, “and the man, too. Or you can step aside, and live.” He sounded very short of breath, the bard thought. That didn’t make him any less deadly. Time to follow the next part of the plan. She flicked a glance at the guard, another toward the red-clad woman slowly backing away. “Either way, woman, you will not stop me from taking her away with me.”

			“I—” Gabrielle sighed and brought up an apologetic smile. “You know, you’re absolutely right about that? Helen, I’m sorry, but—well, he has a point. And you did say you didn’t want anyone else dying.” A glance to her left assured her the remaining Cretan guard had thrown his sword aside and was racing toward the spire of rock behind the hut. “I’m really sorry. We did what we could, but—”

			“I won’t go with you,” “Helen” said evenly. Gabrielle couldn’t tell the difference in the voice, either. She eased her grip on the staff and stepped back and aside, clearing the last obstacle between Menelaus and Helen. He smiled grimly, sheathed the sword, gestured for his men to stay where they were, and started walking slowly toward the red-clad woman, his hands held out, palm up. Gabrielle thought he was trying to smile, but his face really wasn’t made for such movement.

			“Come,” he said quietly. “It’s all right. It will be all right. Come to me. . . .” Two more steps. Helen turned and ran toward the hut. Before Menelaus could react, she rounded the brazier and deliberately trailed the fluttering ends of red silk through the flame. The fabric blazed, flames shot for the sky, engulfing the woman who flailed wildly, then ran shrieking across the dell.

			“Helen!” Menelaus’ horrified cry echoed as he threw himself after her, but too late. He snatched at flames just out of his reach. There was little to be seen but fire as the woman stumbled over black, jagged rocks, and fell out of sight. “NO!”

			Gabrielle ran over to peer cautiously out and down. She could just make out the fiery, smoking thing hurtling toward the sea—and then, with a high plume of water and a last puff of black smoke, it was gone. She backed hurriedly from the ledge, retreating toward the hut.

			Menelaus scrubbed a sleeve across his face, and turned haunted, red-rimmed eyes on her. The hair on the right side of his head and the beard were singed, and she could smell burnt hair. “You,” he whispered. “This was your fault. Your doing!”

			“No.” A deep woman’s voice came from the edge of the dell. Xena stood there, Cretan soldiers clambering up behind her. “She didn’t do anything, Menelaus. It was your choice, all the way.”

			“She was mine! Damn you to Tartarus, Xena, she was mine!”

			“You married her, you didn’t buy her.” Silence.

			The tall, gaunt king glared at the warrior. He slumped suddenly and ran a hand across his eyes.

			“It’s over,” Xena said evenly. “Helen’s dead.”

			“Dead,” he whispered. “I didn’t want that, I never wanted that!”

			“Go home, King Menelaus.”

			He hauled the sword out. His voice was ragged with pain and grief. “I—no, I’ll take Crete, I’ll burn the palace, destroy everything! I’ll—you’ll pay, and she will, and Nossis, all of you, for daring to hide her from me!”

			Xena shook her head. “You’ve got five men still able to fight up here. I could take them all myself without breaking a sweat, and you know it. Down there—they’re all taken, every last one of your soldiers, and your ships are being held by the Minos’ men.”

			“That’s a lie! Avicus told me—”

			“Avicus is gone.”

			“But—but he told me—” Menelaus seemed beyond coherent thought. “The Maze, he told me—!”

			“Yeah. I know. He helped Daedelus make it what it was. The Greek gods don’t control Crete, remember? Something older and darker got comfortable in there, after the Minotaur died. Whatever it is, I don’t think it liked your priest very much.”

			“I—” The man’s shoulders sagged. Two of his guard came to take hold of him, and he seemed too stunned to throw them off.

			“Go home, King Menelaus,” Xena said flatly. “The Minos will let you have your ships and your men if you’ll leave and vow not to come back. In return, he won’t pass the word around Greece about you even coming here, let alone your reason.” She stepped aside and gestured for the soldiers who’d come up behind her to get well off the path as the Spartan guard moved. Menelaus suddenly looked like an old, broken man. Tears ran down his cheeks and he made no effort to hide them or wipe them away. Xena watched them until they were out of sight, then beckoned to the Cretan guards who’d followed her. “Stay behind them. Make sure they’re all the way down off the mountain—all of them. We’ll follow shortly.”

			She waited, still and silent at the head of the ravine, and when Gabrielle would have spoken, she held up a hand for silence. Finally she sighed faintly and turned away. “C’mon. Let’s get this done.”

			The brazier was nowhere in sight, but Gabrielle hadn’t expected it to be. In its place, Aphrodite, now in her filmy and skimpy pale pink, brushed at her arms vexedly. “You know, fire is like, so unpleasant,” she began abruptly.

			“Yeah, well, it’s also effective,” Gabrielle replied dryly.

			“Oh? So, I totally faked him, is that what you’re saying?”

			Xena nodded. “You faked him.” Aphrodite preened at this; the warrior gave her a grim smile. “About the other thing—Gabrielle owing you? Remember, she’s my friend.”

			Aphrodite cast up her eyes. “Oh, as if I was gonna do anything nasty,” she began. Xena cleared her throat ominously and the goddess gave her a slitty-eyed look. “Got it,” she said crisply, and vanished.

			Gabrielle drew a deep breath and let it out in a gust. “Hey—thanks!”

			“You didn’t think I was gonna let you get into some situation with her that I’d have to get you out of, did you?”

			“Hadn’t thought of it that way.” Gabrielle went over to tap on the hut’s only door. “It’s okay, they’re gone,” she said. The door opened a crack. Helen’s anxious face peered out. “All gone.”

			“I can’t—you’re sure they aren’t just—just down there a little ways? Waiting?”

			“Xena sent men after them, to make sure they didn’t do that. Besides, it’s really over.”

			“He—he believed it?” Helen sagged. Gabrielle caught her, then lowered her to the grass. “I—he thinks I’m dead?” The bard nodded. A high, thin little laugh escaped the other woman’s lips, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

			Xena squatted next to her. “It’s okay, let it go. You have every right, all these years, waiting for him—” Helen buried her face in her hands and rocked back and forth. Finally she sat up, blotted her eyes, and drew a deep, shuddering breath.

			“Thank you,” she whispered. “I’ll never be able to go anywhere outside Crete openly, but I don’t think I would want to anymore. I didn’t expect as much freedom as this will give me.”

			“It worked just like Xena planned it to,” Gabrielle urged. “Avicus might have been able to see beneath the trickery, but he wasn’t here. So, even if Menelaus hears that someone saw you, he won’t believe it, because of what he saw just now. You get close enough to fire to get singed . . .” Helen shuddered, and she fell briefly silent. Find something else to say. Something to take the woman’s mind off the notion it might really have been her, dying by fire and drowning both, to escape Menelaus. “It should be okay to start down, don’t you think, Xena?”

			“You go first, and keep an eye out,” the warrior said. “We’ll be right behind you.”

			
			Four days later, the two women packed the last items in their bags and went out onto the shaded porch. Draco had already left, sailing with Habbish two days earlier. Xena spoke to him about that, before he left, and he’d taken a polite farewell of Gabrielle. Neither woman had the least clue what the warlord’s plans were—Gabrielle doubted Draco himself knew.

			King Nossis and Helen waited for the women on the pavement, and just beyond them, one of the rickety-looking carts stood ready to take them down to the port. Joxer was off a ways, talking to a downcast-looking Newin, who stood with Briax and Esypa—the woman who’d drawn Avicus into the Maze.

			Xena shook hands with the king, hugged Helen, and stood back so Gabrielle could be hugged by both. The once-queen smiled radiantly, and Gabrielle noticed that her hand had sought and found Nossis’. “Thank you—thank you both for everything you did.”

			“I’m glad we could help,” Xena said. Her eyes went over to the little clutch around Newin. “You’re sure Briax will be—”

			“He’s welcome to stay,” Nossis put in warmly. “And Crete can use another good fighting man. My son’s tutors and General Kropin all think he’d do well.”

			“I’m glad for his sake,” Gabrielle said. She smiled at them, then crossed the pavement. Briax had one arm around Esypa. The other was in a sling. “You’re gonna be okay here?” she asked him.

			“Gabrielle—yeah. I’ll be fine.” He smiled at her—a nice, straightforward, friendly smile, she thought, but the reason for that was at his side. And Esypa seemed to be as taken with him as he was with her. “They like me here, and they think I’m worth something. And—” His gaze slid sideways. “—and, well, you know. . . .”

			“Yeah, I gather,” she said. “Joxer, you coming or not?”

			Joxer threw her a sour look. “Gee, Gabrielle—I was just saying goodbye, you know?”

			“Yeah, and I know how long you can take, c’mon, there’s a ship waiting to get us back to the mainland.”

			He was quiet as he climbed into the cart behind Xena and Gabrielle and got a good grip on the rails. The driver got the thing turned and the donkeys moving. But that wouldn’t last, Gabrielle knew—and it didn’t. “Hey, were we great, or what?” he demanded.

			“Great, Joxer,” Xena said. He eyed her suspiciously. She smiled warmly and nodded. “I mean it. You did a good job up there.”

			“Well—yeah, as a matter of fact, I did.”

			Another silence.

			“Newin says they found that priest guy—Avicus? Last night.”

			“Yeah, I heard.”

			“Well,” Joxer added thoughtfully, “what was left of him. . . .”

			“Joxer,” Gabrielle put in sweetly. “Do you mind? I had a really terrific breakfast, and I would like to keep it where it belongs?”

			“Hey,” Xena growled. “You two gonna start already?”

			Gabrielle’s mouth twitched. “Was I starting?” A look silenced her. Joxer’s gaze went distant and his lips moved silently. A faint smile tugged at his mouth. I know what he’s doing, she thought gloomily. How many new verses of Joxer the Mighty do I have to listen to before we get back to the mainland? Or before I mangle him?

			She realized Xena’s eyes were on her and from the look on her face, the same notion had occurred to her. The warrior gave her a smile and ruffled her bangs.

			Gabrielle smiled back. “We’re going home, aren’t we?”

			“Wherever that is,” Xena began, but Gabrielle shook her head.

			“That’s wherever we both are, isn’t it? lust like—Helen’s found a home, up there in Knossos. And so has Briax. I’m glad, and not just because it means he’s over me.”

			“He’ll be okay. Remember, being a soldier in Crete is probably the safest job there is.”

			“Good point,” Gabrielle said. She didn’t think the youth had enjoyed his first skirmish, and that eventually, he’d find something else to do, back there.

			They were quiet the rest of the way down to the port. Gabrielle was glad and surprised that the way down wasn’t as steep or scary as she’d feared, and they reached the pier in short order.

			The ship was one she hadn’t seen before, the crew busy stowing water barrels and crates and bales of things below deck. Joxer immediately left the women to find his own place along the starboard rail. Gabrielle set about picking a spot out of everyone’s way to port, and rigged the thin blanket for shade. It was already hot, and the wind was warm and dry.

			An hour later, the ship cast off. Gabrielle leaned against the rail, feeling the waves pass under the ship smoothly, watching as the island slowly dwindled. She looked up as Xena settled into place next to her, then went back to her study of the sea and the purple splotch that was all she could see of Crete.

			“How’s the stomach?” the warrior asked.

			Gabrielle considered this, then smiled. “Seems okay so far.” She was quiet a while. “Xena—do you really think Helen will be all right now?”

			“I don’t know, Gabrielle. I hope she will.”

			“It just doesn’t seem fair. With Menelaus still alive, she can’t marry Nossis, and anyway, people would find out who his new queen was because royal weddings are such a—a thing, and. . . .”

			“Gabrielle? I think they’ll find a way around little problems like that. And I think they’ll be very happy.”

			“I know they will.”

			A long, comfortable silence. Gabrielle leaned her head against her close companion’s ann. “Xena?”

			“Gabrielle?” Both women flinched as behind them, they could hear a rumbling that was Joxer, singing to himself—fortunately, quietly enough that neither could make out the words.

			“No more quests, okay?”

			Xena laughed quietly. “Gabrielle, you got my promise on that one. No more quests.”
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			Introduction

			It is the end of an era.

			With the unfortunate decision not to renew Xena: Warrior Princess, a golden age for both fantasy lovers and television itself has come to a close.

			When it began as a spinoff show from Hercules: The Legendary Journeys in 1995, no one expected Xena to achieve such phenomenal success. But week after week, more and more viewers tuned in to watch Xena and Gabrielle taking on Ares, Callisto, Hera, Aphrodite, and many more, allying with such varied folk as Joxer, Salmoneus, and Autolycus. Together, the Warrior Princess and her stalwart companions traveled a fantastic ancient world that combined the wonder and glory of the civilizations of Greece and Rome with a modern, tongue-in-cheek sense of humor and adventure.

			In their travels, much has happened to both Xena and Gabrielle, from profound joy to the deepest sorrow, from noble sacrifices to the simple, comforting bonds of comradeship. Throughout everything they have experienced, their friendship and devotion have remained unquestioned, and, indeed, have even grown stronger. Along the way, they’ve taught an entire audience important lessons about honor, trust, and belief in oneself.

			As the final season drew to a close, we knew this could not possibly be all of the adventures of the Warrior Princess. With that in mind, we asked some of today’s best fantasy writers to continue the adventures of Xena, Gabrielle, Joxer, Ares, and the rest of the characters living in a world that lies just beyond our imagination. So join us now, in these fifteen stories that bring all of the adventure, excitement, and intrigue that fans have come to love and expect from Xena. From Esther Friesner comes a humorous take on a chance encounter with Aphrodite, who’s up to her usual mischief. David Bischoff takes a look at Xena’s involvement in the fastest-growing sport in Greece—professional wrestling, under the promotional auspices of Salmoneus. Even other characters get in on the act, with Joxer taking center stage in a tale of romance and peril by Diane Duane. Finally, we are pleased to be able to bring you a never-before-published story by Melissa Good, one of the writers for the show, who gives us a tale of Gabrielle, Xena, and Eve that could have been written directly for the screen.

			So grab your chakram, saddle your horse, and prepare for wild adventure with the one and only—Xena, Warrior Princess!

			
		

	
		
			

			Immortal Desire

			By Jennifer Roberson

			It was a dark and stormy night—

			“No,” she muttered, bent over the creased parchment scroll unrolled against a plank of wood cradled in her lap. “That’s not it.” And scored a thick black line of ink through the words. Her mind worked furiously to invent a new opening line.

			“Gabrielle.”

			The day dawned like a lover’s caress—

			She got as far as lover’s, with caress still in her mind, not on parchment, before once again obliterating the line of rapidly scribed text.

			“That’s not it either.”

			“Gabrielle.”

			The afternoon was too beautiful for words—

			Probably because she couldn’t find any words. Not any that worked. Not any that didn’t just lie there on the page, evoking neither image nor emotion. There wasn’t any resonance in the words, no singing rhythms, no compulsion to keep reading to find out what happened next.

			“Gabrielle.”

			Abrupt frustration sought release in a garbled, indistinct, yet eloquent exclamation—something between a howl and a roar as she clutched her head in despair.

			“Gabrielle!”

			Startled by Xena’s battlefield bellow, Gabrielle glanced across the coals of their breakfast fire. “What?”

			“You’ve been muttering over that scroll ever since breakfast,” Xena declared. “It’s a beautiful day, Gabrielle. We had a good dinner, a good night’s sleep in a cozy little glade, an even better breakfast, and there’s a lovely water hole just down the slope, ideal for bathing—which I know, because I’ve used it already.”

			Gabrielle blinked; she did have some dim recollection of Xena calling out to her that the water was perfect. “Are you implying I need a bath?”

			“I might imply you should go soak your head,” Xena enunciated, “but no. I’m merely suggesting you stop fretting over whatever it is you’re doing. You’re ruining my day.”

			“You’re mending gear,” Gabrielle noted, marking the pile of leather in Xena’s lap as well as a length of sinew clenched in her teeth; no wonder her words had been slightly distorted. “How can I be ruining your day?”

			“I happen to like mending gear,” Xena explained, “when I have the time to do it in peace. When warlords aren’t attacking, and villagers aren’t dying, and gods aren’t disrupting my life. None of which, for a change, is happening, and I’d like to enjoy it.” She paused. “If you don’t mind.”

			“Sorry.” Gabrielle heaved a huge sigh. “I just can’t get it to come out right.”

			Xena pulled the sinew from her mouth and threaded the awl. “Another poem?”

			Gabrielle waved a declarative hand, absently noting ink flying from the reed pen in a gloppy dollop a goodly distance away. “No, I’ve given that up. I’m no good at poetry. Joxer’s better at poetry than I am.”

			White teeth flashed briefly as Xena grinned. “Then try writing a song. If he can, you can.”

			“You don’t understand,” Gabrielle said plaintively, “I’m blocked. I can’t find a good beginning.”

			Xena hitched one shoulder upward in a negligent shrug. “Why not start at the end?”

			Gabrielle stared at her. “You can’t start a story at the end!”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you have to learn what the story is about before you write the ending!”

			Xena observed her with an infuriatingly bland expression. “You can’t make up the end first?”

			It was exceedingly aggravating discussing this with someone who couldn’t understand the craft. “How am I supposed to know how it ends when I don’t know how it starts?” Gabrielle demanded. “It’s—it’s rebelling. Refusing to let me find how it wants to be told.”

			“How it wants to be told?”

			“All stories have opinions,” Gabrielle explained. “You have to find one you can deal with, and then begin.”

			Xena’s eyebrows arched. “You make it sound like it’s an enemy.”

			“No, not an enemy.” Gabrielle frowned down at the scroll with its crossed-out beginnings. “A friend, but sometimes a difficult one. A stubborn one.”

			Xena grinned. “No basis in real life, then.”

			Gabrielle grunted faint appreciation of the comment, distracted by the blacked-out lines on the scroll. What was the perfect opening?

			Xena went back to mending gear. “So, you’re saying you don’t know how the story ends, begins, or what happens in it?”

			Gabrielle nodded glumly.

			“How do you expect to write a story if you don’t know what happens?”

			“I never know what’s going to happen,” Gabrielle explained with some asperity; someone who wasn’t a writer couldn’t possibly understand. “Part of the fun is discovering what comes next.” She looked meaningfully at Xena’s mending. “Stories aren’t like gear. It’s never one stitch after another, each one identical—”

			“My stitches are never identical,” Xena put in dryly. 

			“—but a collection of unexpected happenings.” Gabrielle ignored the interruption. “You string them together, and eventually you see what the story’s about.”

			“Well, if you don’t know how the story starts or ends, or what’s going to happen in between, why do you even bother?”

			“Because it’s a challenge,” Gabrielle explained. “It’s an adventure.”

			“Uh-huh.” Xena chewed thoughtfully at the awl, eyeing the scroll. “You’re always scribbling something . . . where do you get your ideas, Gabrielle?”

			Joxer had asked that once before. She never knew how to answer it. How could anyone not know where ideas came from? They were always there in her mind, arguing over who deserved to see the light of day first.

			Of late, no one in her mind was arguing anything.

			“Inspiration,” Gabrielle replied despondently. “But I seem to be lacking it lately.”

			“Well, what’s inspired you before?”

			“You,” she said promptly. “Hercules. Autolycus. Some of the adventures we’ve had.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Just—things.”

			Xena’s smile was slow. “Love?”

			Gabrielle, recalling the second attempt at an opening line with its reference to a lover’s caress, felt the blush creep up from throat to forehead.

			Xena’s knowing smile grew into a grin. “Uh-huh.” 

			“There’s nothing wrong with writing about love,” Gabrielle muttered.

			“Especially when there’s no . . . appropriate male in your current life. Your real life.”

			Gabrielle, mouth twisting, couldn’t suppress a resigned sigh. “That’s an understatement.”

			“Well, then—write about that,” Xena suggested. “Write a story about your perfect man. Someone who could sweep you off your feet. The man of your dreams.” Xena’s expression was languorous, her tone slow and suggestive, freighted with feminine innuendo. “The ultimate fantasy.”

			The blush remained. “I don’t have one,” Gabrielle muttered.

			Xena snorted. “You’re the writer,” she said. “Make one up!”

			
			The water was perfect. So was the glade, the sun, the day. Gabrielle set aside her scribbling long enough to partake of the water hole, washing strawberry-blond hair, scrubbing at skin left untended too long. She was too fair to tan the way Xena did, but she had gained enough permanent color so that she didn’t burn too badly anymore. And calluses to boot; her training with Xena and the Amazons had accounted for many of them. There was little about herself Gabrielle felt was truly feminine, the way men supposedly liked their women, but she had taken to the active life. She thrived on it now, even if it allowed no time or opportunity for a so-called normal life.

			Gabrielle pushed off the shallow bottom of the water hole, floating on her back. She employed hands and arms as fins to keep her body moving slowly. She wore only a thin gauzy tunic, chopped off at shoulders and thighs, too self-conscious to swim or bathe in the nude while out of doors. Odd, she thought, that she had no compunction about baring her midriff in everyday clothes, but when it came to getting in a lake or river, she wanted the illusion of more propriety. You never knew when a stranger might show up.

			Just now there were none. Only Xena a short walk away, camped behind a screen of reeds and fern, still assiduously mending gear. Certainly Xena would chase off any importunate strangers who hoped to catch a glimpse of a nearly naked Gabrielle.

			“Not that it would precisely inflame their desires,” she told the sky overhead, floating comfortably. “Maybe Xena’s right . . . maybe I should make up the perfect man, and write about him.”

			Drifting there, she thought about it. Was there a perfect man? Could there ever be a perfect man? Handsome men, yes; she’d seen her share. Kind men, even. But the Perfect Man would have to combine all the elements Gabrielle found most attractive and compelling, binding them together in a stunningly masculine, strong, handsome body—because of course she did have her preferences in how a man looked, and moved, even though she’d never seen it put together just the way she’d like it.

			Well, maybe. “Hercules comes pretty close,” she murmured. “Tall, strong, broad in the shoulders, narrow in the hips, in perfect proportion, tanned . . . though actually I think I like dark hair better.” Hercules was a mountain lion, all sun-kissed skin and hair. But Gabrielle had always found the black panther more compelling, more dangerous.

			Dangerous? she thought. Is that what I want?

			No. Of course not. She wanted someone who was kind and gentle and unafraid to be tender, a man unafraid to speak of his innermost emotions, a man unafraid to cry. A man willing to communicate, and to listen to her innermost thoughts and feelings.

			Gabrielle’s mind began to knit together the attributes and aspects she found most intriguing. Suddenly the picture presented itself, the image of the ideal man, her ideal man. She stood up abruptly, busily writing in her head, and splashed through the water to the bank. A cursory toweling with a rough length of old curtain dried her enough to stand the faint breeze against her skin, and then she knelt and gathered up the implements of her craft, left sitting beside her clothing: wood plank, parchment scroll, reed pen, and a small pot of crude ink.

			The sunset behind him was glorious. But he was even more so.

			Gabrielle sighed. Inspiration. At last.

			
			Having scribbled away half the day, foregoing all but a swig or two of watered wine and an apple, Gabrielle stretched out languorously in soft green grass, drowsing on the bank beside the water. The nap was blissfully pleasant with the gentle sun warming her skin through the now-dried tunic, the faintest of breezes teasing her hair. She smelled coals, woodsmoke, herbs and flowers, the scent of crushed grass, the barest tang of drying ink. Best of all, she couldn’t smell herself anymore; Xena had been right about the bath.

			Gabrielle stretched in casual abandon, eyes closed. She smiled, pleased with the day’s work. All it had needed was the right inspiration—

			“What is this crap?”

			Gabrielle sat up and spun around onto her knees with a stifled gasp of shock. A man. A man’s voice. A man right there, standing over her.

			Holding her scroll. Reading her scroll.

			Suddenly she wasn’t afraid anymore. Only angry. And somewhat embarrassed. Gabrielle sprang upright and attempted to snatch the scroll out of his hand. She failed.

			He dangled it over her head. She was not tall; he was. Short of attempting to leap into the air after the parchment, which would be exceedingly undignified, there was nothing she could do. A smirk and edged smile she found most annoying curved his mouth, outlined by a thin black beard.

			Gabrielle summoned the tone of command she had heard Xena use. “Give. That. Back.”

			The smile widened. “And permit you to write more of this—drivel? I think not.”

			“Ares,” she growled. “What are you doing here?”

			His feigned innocence had never fooled her. “Passing by.” 

			“You’re a god,” she said pointedly. “You never ‘pass by.’ You only come when there’s a reason. When you have a reason,” she amended; the gods knew she and Xena never had a reason to want his company.

			Ares arched eloquent brows. He was tall. Dark. Handsome, if in a cruel way. He was unquestionably strong. He wore black leather. He moved like a panther.

			Gabrielle blushed.

			He waved the scroll at her. “Is this what women want, Gabrielle? Is this what women really want in a man?” He paused suggestively. “Is this what you want?”

			The blush deepened. But so did the anger.

			“Ohhhhhh,” he murmured in mock solicitude, “have I offended you? Or have I merely uncovered your fantasy?” He had an infuriating smile, and employed it to good effect. “Do you dream of me at night? Were you dreaming of me just now?”

			Gabrielle crossed her arms tightly, wishing she had her staff. It wouldn’t do any good against Ares, but she wanted it anyway. She glared at him.

			And then realized she was wearing next to nothing.

			With a garbled blurt of dismay, Gabrielle snatched up the damp curtain-towel spread on the nearest bush and swept it around her. It wasn’t dry yet—clammy against her flesh—but it did cover much of her against his amused observation.

			Ares grinned, displaying white teeth. “I can see through that, you know.”

			Gabrielle clutched the fabric more tightly, still glaring. “A gentleman would never say that,” she declared between her teeth. “A gentleman would never look.”

			He waved the scroll again. “According to this, a gentleman is not what women want. According to this, women want what bears a striking resemblance to . . . me.” He spread both hands, striking a pose that threw all of his more masculine attributes into relief.

			She gritted her teeth. “You are so arrogant!”

			“So is the man in here.” He dangled the scroll before her face, then abruptly tossed it aside.

			She followed its path with her eyes, wanting to snatch it up and guard it against him. But he had already read it. And now he’d make it a weapon against her—if she let him.

			Gabrielle straightened her shoulders, lifted her head, met his eyes squarely, not flinching from the man who wasn’t a man at all, but a god, and one who took so much pleasure in discomfiting people, as well as sending them off to kill one another.

			“No,” she said, “you are not what women want. The man in there may bear a slight resemblance to your physical appearance—strictly superficial, I do assure you—but he’s nothing like you. There’s kindness in him, and tenderness, and honesty, and loyalty, devotion—”

			“You make him sound like a dog, Gabrielle. Do women want a dog?”

			“—and gentleness, and a good sense of humor. He’s willing to laugh at himself, to not take himself too seriously, to honor his mother—”

			“Hera insists on that.”

			“—and to admit when he makes a fool of himself—” 

			“Sorry. No can do.”

			“—and he likes dogs and cats and children . . . and flowers in the meadow, clouds in the sky—”

			“But can he juggle?”

			She’d ignored his interruptions up till then. That stopped her. “Juggle?”

			He waggled dark eyebrows. “I never take myself too seriously, Gabrielle. But then, I don’t take anyone too seriously. Certainly not mortals. How could I? You exist for our amusement.”

			She realized then that she didn’t need her staff. She didn’t need a dagger, or a sword. She didn’t need any kind of weapon when she had her tongue. And a certain knowledge.

			Gabrielle smiled at the god of war, then presented her challenge and victory in one unerring blow. “Xena doesn’t want you, Ares.”

			Oh, indeed. That worked. Well enough that he was momentarily struck speechless, something she’d never witnessed before, and attempted to cover it by disappearing in a shower of sparks.

			Gabrielle grinned deliciously. “Gotcha.” She bent to pick up the discarded scroll, brushing it free of debris. She unrolled it, reading swiftly. “Now, where was I?”

			
			Xena awoke just after dawn. She lay there a moment beneath the blankets, savoring the warmth. Automatically her senses stretched out to make note of Gabrielle. Still sound asleep from the sound of it. Gabrielle had come back from the water hole grinning gleefully to herself, obviously pleased with what she’d accomplished. Xena had asked her how the writing went, but Gabrielle had waved her off, saying something about telling her a story later; but after eating a quick dinner she’d lost herself in the scroll again, muttering about ‘getting it down’ before the light died, and Xena never did find out what the story was.

			She supposed it didn’t matter. Something had sparked Gabrielle’s imagination again, which was far preferable to listening to muffled exclamations of dismay and frustration.

			She sat up, finger-combed her hair out of her face, then peeled back the blankets. Her bladder desired relief; then she’d start breakfast. They needed to get back on the road.

			Xena rose, thinking about a bush, and paused. Disorientation swept in, seizing her without warning. For a moment she was in darkness—and then abruptly she was elsewhere. The small encampment was gone. Gabrielle was gone. The morning was gone.

			She stood in a meadow at midday, blinking in sudden sunshine. “What—?” she began, and then fell silent. The meadow spread out before her, sweeping across rolling hills, displaying a vivid carpet of every wildflower known to man.

			“Do you like it?” he asked. “I did it for you.”

			She swung around, hand grasping for a weapon. But none existed. That, too, had changed.

			“Ares?”

			“Do you like it, Xena?” He bent, plucked a crimson flower, held it out to her. “Isn’t it lovely?”

			She stared at him. The expression was not one she recognized. She wasn’t sure his face did, either; it seemed uncomfortable with the new arrangement of his features.

			“Or would you prefer a blue one?” The flower in his hand was no longer crimson.

			He seemed nonplussed when she didn’t answer. Abruptly the flower disappeared entirely. An instant later he was pressing something small, warm, and furry into her hands.

			“Here. You like kittens, don’t you?”

			She cradled it absently, noting its purr as it nestled against her breasts. “Ares—”

			“Or I can get you a puppy . . . would you rather have a puppy?”

			“Ares—”

			“Look at the clouds,” he said, gesturing skyward. “Aren’t they lovely?”

			“Lovely” was not a word she’d ever expected to hear from his lips. Not in describing clouds. She gave them the most cursory of glances, then fixed her eyes on him again. “Are you ill?” she asked. “Or is this some kind of a joke?”

			His brows drew together. “You wound me,” he murmured, moving closer. “I created all this for you, and you insult me.” He was very close now, and insufferably large. Xena stood her ground. “I think—I think you’ve hurt my feelings,” he told her.

			“You don’t have any, Ares.”

			“See? You have hurt my feelings.” Broad shoulders drooped. Lips turned down. He was the picture of absolute dejection. “Can we talk about this, Xena?”

			“What’s wrong with you?” she blurted.

			“Nothing that a smile from your lips could not cure,” he told her earnestly.

			Xena blinked. “I must still be asleep. This has to be a dream.”

			“No,” he said, shifting closer yet. “This is real, Xena, every bit of it. The meadow, flowers, clouds . . . the kitten.”

			She could smell him. It was a clean, masculine scent, with the faintest undertang of something she couldn’t name. He was a god, after all; could she expect him to smell like a man? And what was he doing standing so close, so intimately?

			And then the kitten was gone, though she couldn’t say when it had disappeared, and her hands were clasped in his. “Xena,” he murmured, pulling her down to the grass. “Look at the flowers. The clouds—”

			She jerked free and stood up. “I don’t want to look at the flowers,” she said. “I don’t want to look at the clouds. I want to know what you’re doing here, and what you want.”

			His face reflected hurt. “I’m here to spend some time with you, Xena. To see if we can’t make a new beginning.”

			She stared down at him. Even seated on the ground, he was a large man. A large, leather-clad man. A large leather-clad man with black hair that somewhat disconcertingly curled against his neck. A thick and corded neck, perfectly balanced by extremely broad shoulders.

			Xena promptly pinched herself on the arm, hard enough to elicit a brief hiss of pain. The meadow remained. So did the flowers and the clouds. The kitten was still absent.

			Ares was abruptly standing next to her again, reaching for her arm. “Let me kiss away the pain.”

			Xena took one long step backward. “Are you mad?” she demanded. “Did some idiot steal your body when you weren’t looking? This isn’t you!”

			His face was set in lines that, on another man, might be called kindness. “It’s who I am now,” he told her warmly. “For you.”

			“For me? For me?” She stared at him wildly. “This is some kind of joke. Well, I won’t fall for it, Ares! Underneath that pasted-on façade of tenderness is a monster who isn’t happy unless men are dying for him, invoking his name in pointless battles. This—this charade you’re undertaking now won’t get you anything, Ares. I know you too well.”

			He merely continued to smile. “Am I tender, then?” he asked. “I was so hoping you’d notice.”

			“Flowers?” she said, imbuing the word with abject disbelief. “Clouds? A kitten? Is this a new kind of campaign, Ares?”

			He reached out for her again, recapturing her hands. “Xena, let me be gentle. Let me be tender. Let me be kind. You know the other part of me, the tall, strong, handsome warrior-god of undeniable sex appeal, who can protect you against all harm . . . now let me listen to you, Xena. Let me know what’s in your heart. Let me share what’s in my heart.”

			“‘Undeniable sex appeal’?” she echoed.

			“There’s much more to me than that, Xena. I’ve just been unable to let you see it. I’ve been too—shy—to let you see it.”

			“Shy?”

			“But now I see I should. Now I see I must.” His head was bent over her, lips hovering. “Let me show you who I really am, Xena.”

			“Gabrielle!” she shouted.

			
			Gabrielle started awake. That battlefield bellow again. She scowled sleepily up at Xena, who stood over her. “What?”

			“Time to get up,” Xena said, turning away to the fire. “You must have been sleeping like the dead; I called your name four times.”

			Gabrielle levered herself up on one elbow, peeling hair out of her face. “I was dreaming . . .”

			“I know. You were talking in your sleep.” 

			“It was the strangest dream, Xena . . .”

			“I know that, too. You muttered something about clouds and flowers and kittens.”

			Gabrielle sat upright, now wide awake. “I did?”

			“And something else about tall, strong, and handsome. With undeniable sex appeal.” Xena tossed her a grin across her shoulder. “Guess writing about your perfect man gave you something good to dream about.”

			“Perfect man,” Gabrielle echoed. Then, “Oh, ick!”

			“‘Ick’?” Xena tossed her the water skin. “That’s all you have to say after dreaming about the man of your fantasies?”

			Gabrielle let the water skin flop next to her as she dropped back down to her bedding, sealing her eyes shut with her hands. “He wasn’t,” she muttered. “Not the man of my fantasies—or yours either!”

			“Well, shake it off,” Xena advised. “I want to get going.”

			The dregs of the dream were starting to slip away, which was precisely what Gabrielle preferred. Nodding absently, she climbed out of her blankets and staggered off into the brush, looking for a suitable tree or bush. Afterward, she went down to the water’s edge to wash her face, trying to clear her muzzy head of the incongruous images her too-fertile imagination had conjured up.

			“Gabrielle.”

			She leaped to her feet and spun around, vowing to never again go anywhere without her staff.

			Black leather and a blacker expression loomed over her, scowling fiercely. “You lied,” he hissed. “None of it worked.”

			And then the grassy verge was gone from beneath her feet and she was in the water, rump planted in the sandy bottom, legs splayed out. After a shocked moment she spat water from her mouth and slicked hair back from a face that felt numb.

			“Gabrielle?” It was Xena this time, observing her with raised brows. “I thought you took a bath yesterday.”

			Gabrielle blinked at her. “Is he gone?”

			“Is who gone?”

			Gabrielle opened her mouth to answer, then clamped it shut. She didn’t dare speak his name, or Xena would know that somehow, unbelievably, inconceivably, she had managed to invoke Ares while writing about her Perfect Man.

			That she had managed to dream he was Xena’s Perfect Man, Xena’s ultimate fantasy.

			No. It would not do to tell her that.

			Her face was burning. “Never mind,” Gabrielle muttered, and climbed out of the water.

			
		

	
		
			

			Two Against Thebes

			By Robin Wayne Bailey

			Xena woke suddenly and flung aside her coverlet. On the ground beside her thin pallet she found her sword and unsheathed it as she sprang up. Fully alert, listening, she turned, searching the darkness.

			Moments passed.

			The stark silhouette of Mount Parnassus loomed in the south, a black pillar upon which revolved the pale stars of night. To the east, just beside Parnassus, the smaller Mount Elikón stood, its peak illumined with just a hint of the frosty moon that hid behind it.

			The embers of a waning campfire cast a dull red shimmer on her naked blade as she lowered it. She moved a step closer to the dwindling warmth and exhaled a breath of feathery softness. An unseasonable chill had fallen over the Boeotian Plain while she had slept.

			What sound had awakened her?

			She frowned when she failed to spy any threat. The night breeze teased through wisps of her dark hair. With a quiet sigh, she brushed them back from her face and tried to relax.

			Perhaps there had been no sound at all, only an outcry from her dream; yet another dream of battle and slaughter. Her dreams were torment tonight, visions from her past, red as the embers whose edges she nudged with a booted toe.

			But for the wind and the slow movement of the heavens, all was still. She stared across the darkened landscape—Boeotia. It seemed to whisper to her tonight, to speak in muted tones of its history and its tragedy. Boeotia—where more wars had been fought than anywhere else on Greek soil. Greek against Persian. Athenian against Spartan. Boeotia —where men by the thousands had died.

			Was that truly the wind at her ear? Or did she hear the laughter of Ares and of Hades as they counted the men who had fallen here?

			Or was it all just the imagination of an insomniac woman?

			She had nearly convinced herself it was so. With another soft sigh, she sheathed her sword and prepared to lay back down. Then the sound she thought she had heard came again.

			A moan!

			On the other side of the campfire, as if in a dream of her own, Gabrielle shifted under the gray folds of her blanket. Xena watched her friend with an inexplicable unease. What nightmare, she wondered, could trouble that innocent heart?

			For long, watchful moments Xena stood above her friend. Gabrielle lay still again with the blanket drawn almost over her head. Slender fingers that might have clutched a doll or a feather pillow, with a similar intimacy instead lightly clutched a stout staff. That brought a weak smile to Xena’s lips, but she wondered again, as she had so many times, if she had made the right decision in letting the younger woman travel with her.

			After a while, Xena turned away and crouched down to warm her hands above the coals. At least Gabrielle was getting some sleep, however troubled. Xena doubted she herself would close her eyes again. Something about the night, some dreadful quality, gnawed her nerves. Despite the embers’ warmth, she bit her lip and shivered.

			Another moan. Gabrielle turned over onto her back. With face still half-hidden beneath her cover, she screamed.

			Xena shot upright.

			Gabrielle continued to sleep.

			An icy sensation tingled along Xena’s spine. How could anyone sleep through such an outcry? She stared in anticipation of some waking sign. None came. Gabrielle lay still again, as if frozen, as if . . .

			Xena’s heart quickened. She moved around the campfire, bent, and shook her friend. There was an edge in her voice. “Gabrielle?”

			The blanket slipped down from Gabrielle’s face.

			Xena gasped. The blond hair was the same, but the face was not her friend’s. The lips were thin, not full, and red as berries even in the dark of night. The cheeks were gaunt, almost hollow, beneath a narrow brow. The skin held an unnatural sallow glow.

			It was a face Xena knew. “Antigone!”

			Eyes as bright and large as emeralds opened as if in answer to that hushed name. The woman on Gabrielle’s pallet made no other move, but turned her head to fix Xena with her gaze. A nearly forgotten yet too-remembered voice issued from a lean mouth.

			
			
“That which was given is neither mine, nor yours; 

			What becomes a throat, a bloody hand defiled; 
Beside the wine-dark sea, by sacred shores,
A crown that is no crown crowns king reviled.”

			
			Emerald eyes closed again. Xena flung herself forward and snatched the blanket aside to reveal not Gabrielle’s form, but that of a young woman richly draped in white funereal raiment. “Gabrielle!” she called in confusion. Then, “Antigone!”

			The wind rushed across the embers; a sparkling swirl of smoke and ash rose up and spiraled around Xena’s face, stinging and blinding her. She wiped furiously at her eyes.

			“Xena? What’s wrong? What is it?”

			Worried hands clutched Xena’s shoulders. Gabrielle’s pale eyes, so blue in the sunlight, filled with alarm as she bolted up from her pallet. “Xena, were you having another nightmare?”

			Then, she spied her blanket still clutched in Xena’s hand. Alarm gave way to a look of puzzlement, then smugness. She glanced at the fading embers and grabbed her blanket back. “Oh, I get it. Your blanket wasn’t enough, so you tried to take mine.” She flung the rough-spun cloth around her shoulders and clutched it tightly with both fists as she lay down again and indignantly turned her back to Xena and the campfire. “Well, I’m too alert for you. I don’t sleep as heavily as I used to.”

			Xena’s eyes narrowed. She stared sharply at Gabrielle, rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, then stared again. She hadn’t dreamed the previous few moments, and she hadn’t imagined them. She had seen Antigone. Or rather, she had seen Antigone’s ghost, for Antigone was quite long dead. She rose to her feet.

			“Get up,” she ordered, reaching for her armor. “We’re leaving.”

			Gabrielle rolled over and raised up on one elbow. “Leaving?” she protested. “Xena, it’s the middle of the night. Where are we going?”

			“Delphi,” Xena answered as she fastened straps and buckled on her sword.

			Gabrielle glared stubbornly at Xena for a moment. Finally, with a sigh of long-suffering exasperation, she shook her head and began rolling up her bedding. Xena did the same, and in the deep of night, they set off at an urgent pace for the black shadow of Parnassus.

			
			For the first few miles, Xena ignored Gabrielle’s persistent questions and kept her silence. It was easy to do; Gabrielle’s was only one voice in her ears as she walked. The ghosts of old friends and acquaintances walked with her now. She heard them, saw them vaguely in the shadows of boulders or gleams of starlight. Her mind raced with questions of her own as she sifted through grim memories.

			Finally, however, she relented.

			“You knew Antigone?” Gabrielle said. Awe colored her young voice.

			“After the death of her father, King Oedipus,” Xena answered, “her two brothers warred against each other for the throne of the city of Thebes. Antigone’s younger brother, Eteocles, seized power, while Polynices, the older brother and legitimate heir, was away.”

			Xena paused in her story, wiping her hair back from her face with one hand, slowing her pace only slightly to allow Gabrielle to catch her breath. “It was a wild time,” she continued. “Polynices put together an army of seven warlords to attack Thebes. Eteocles held a strong position behind the city’s walls. Still, he feared his brother’s might.”

			Gabrielle ventured a guess. “Eteocles asked you to help defend Thebes?”

			Xena nodded. “Polynices had already asked me to join his army, and his was the more virtuous cause. Not that I had much truck with virtue in those days,” she added in a self-deprecating manner. “But a few months earlier I had met Antigone and her sister, Ismene, in Colonus near Athens. Their dedication to their father greatly impressed me.”

			Gabrielle interrupted again. “Oedipus was with them?” 

			In the brightening moonlight, Xena’s face turned grim and angry. “He had blinded himself for what he perceived as his sins—killing his father, marrying his mother—and fled Thebes with his daughters as his guides. But in truth, Gabrielle, the fault had never been his. Like all the children of Cadmus’s line, Oedipus was a plaything for the gods.”

			“I’ve heard of a great play written by Sophocles,” Gabrielle said. “I hope to see it someday when we visit Athens.”

			Xena grew quiet again. She looked from side to side as she walked, still hearing the timeless echoes of battle on the winds that blew over the Boeotian plain. But she resisted the urge to stop and turn her gaze toward the northeast.

			There lay the haunted ruins of the city of Thebes.

			Gabrielle adjusted the pack on her shoulder as she kept pace with Xena. “But you say you saw Antigone’s ghost tonight, and that she brought you some kind of message?”

			“A riddle,” Xena answered. She hadn’t told Gabrielle how Antigone had seemed to appropriate Gabrielle’s form, nor how that had disturbed her. “The House of Cadmus always had a thing for riddles.”

			Gabrielle hummed thoughtfully. “‘That which was given is neither mine, nor yours,’” she repeated.

			“No need to recite the entire verse,” Xena told her. “The solution is easy.”

			Gabrielle looked dubiously at her companion.

			“The answer is—the Necklace of Harmonia.”

			Gabrielle stopped in her tracks and leaned on her staff. “You’ve seen it?” she exclaimed. “Xena, the Necklace of Harmonia is almost legendary. Aphrodite gave it to Cadmus’s wife, Harmonia, on the occasion of their wedding. It’s fabulously beautiful—I’ve heard.” She scrambled to catch up, for Xena hadn’t stopped.

			“It’s more than just a pretty piece of jewelry,” Xena said. “It’s the true crown of Thebes. By tradition, only the man whose wife wears the necklace can call himself king of Thebes.”

			Gabrielle scratched her head. “Then how could Eteocles seize the throne from Polynices?”

			A smirk turned up the corners of Xena’s mouth. “Sometimes tradition yields to force of arms. If Polynices hadn’t been caught off guard away from the city when his father died, he would have chosen a bride and given her the necklace his mother had once worn, and the throne would have been his.”

			“What if Eteocles had married and given his wife the necklace?” Gabrielle asked.

			“Then, no matter his birth order, the citizens of Thebes would have recognized him as king,” Xena said. “Unfortunately for Eteocles, he thought his brother was his only enemy. With his ambition and cruelty, he had incurred Antigone’s wrath, and before he could lay his hands on the necklace, she stole it.”

			“That which was given is neither mine, nor yours,” Gabrielle murmured. Her eyes suddenly brightened. “She gave it to you!” She hesitated, staring at Mount Parnassus, which loomed ever larger before them. “And you took it to Delphi!” She beamed proudly at having solved the riddle. Then a look of puzzlement overcame her pride. “But I still don’t get the last line—‘A crown that is no crown crowns king reviled.’”

			Xena increased the pace without replying. She wasn’t certain she understood it, either. But the possibilities filled her with a rare dread.

			
			Halfway up the slopes of Parnassus, Gabrielle gasped.

			Xena allowed a small grin. She turned back toward her friend. “Tired?” she asked. But it wasn’t fatigue that caused Gabrielle to stop.

			Night had yielded to dawn, and the fire of a new day’s sun shimmered on the blue waters of the Gulf of Corinth, which lay visible between a gap in the misty foothills. Gabrielle leaned on her staff as she stared with awe-widened eyes. “Beside the wine-dark sea,” she murmured, “by sacred shores. Xena, it’s beautiful!”

			Xena nodded as she lay a hand on Gabrielle’s tanned shoulder. For a brief moment, her worries melted as she regarded the splendid panorama, and she felt a rare stirring of pride in her Greek homeland. But when she glanced at Gabrielle, the sun dazzled her eye, and it was Antigone she saw.

			“Xena?” 

			Xena blinked.

			“I said how much farther is it?”

			Xena passed a hand over her face. Despite the rising sun, her mood darkened again. “Not far,” she answered.

			The road to Delphi was well-traveled, for many pilgrims and petitioners had made their way to Apollo’s legendary oracle. Xena and Gabrielle followed in their footsteps, up and around the graceful slopes to a small plateau nestled halfway up Parnassus.

			White stone buildings rose on either side of the road. Gabrielle walked side by side with Xena now, her gaze darting left and right, an expression of wonder on her face. They passed a stadium, an amphitheater, a spring, a public bath.

			Near the bath, a man gestured to them from a makeshift booth as he arranged his wares on a table. Xena studied him dubiously. “You’re up early,” he called, “but never too early, I say. Get your souvenirs right here. Your official Delphic souvenirs.” He held up a garment; displayed upon it were neat letters that read, MY PARENTS VISITED THE DELPHIC ORACLE, AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY CHITON!

			Xena brushed the garment aside. “Where is everybody?” she said, indicating the empty streets.

			Gabrielle fingered a string of beads, then a red-glazed kylix upon which was written, I LOVE APOLLO! She made a face as she set it back.

			The merchant frowned, then shrugged. “It’s the off-season,” he said. “Besides, some idiot warlord attacked us about this time yesterday morning. Right at dawn, you know? The tourists ran like it was Marathon all over again, and most of the locals are still hiding in the hills.” He picked up a doll that was dressed in a tiny gray robe with a lightning bolt clutched in its miniature fist. He thrust it hopefully at Gabrielle. “What, you don’t love Apollo? Maybe you love Zeus. I got all the gods here.” He waved a hand over his display. He turned his attention back to Xena. “But like whose got time to hide? I got a son at Plato’s academy, and a daughter off at Sappho’s finishing school, and I got a business to run.”

			Xena leaned across the table. “What warlord?” she asked.

			The merchant looked irritated. “How should I know what warlord? They all look alike to me, all that armor and leather and crap.” He ran his gaze up and down Xena. “No offense. I mean, who attacks Delphi? It’s like just inviting some god’s immortal boot up your backside!” He shot a look toward Gabrielle. “Hey, you gonna buy something?”

			Xena touched Gabrielle’s arm, and they moved on.

			The street ended at the Temple of Apollo. It was the oldest of the thirty-eight buildings that made up Delphi. Its gleaming columns rose against the dramatic backdrop of Parnassus itself, and it faced the sea below like a watchful eye. With a certain reverence, Xena hesitated, then led the way up a cascade of marble stairs to a pair of great doors.

			The interior was darker than Xena remembered. In the center of the ceiling, there hung a strange ball of faceted reflective glass. Xena had never seen its like before. It spun slowly, catching the firelight from the dozen braziers standing about the vast chamber and casting it back with swirling, dizzying effect. For the first time she noticed a music and drums that beat an intoxicating rhythm.

			The air smelled with a potent and unfamiliar incense. Her head felt as if it were swelling, and her face flushed with an inexplicable warmth. Her pupils seemed to dilate, making the weird lighting still more weird.

			Gabrielle touched her hand. Without thinking, Xena drew her into a dancer’s embrace, then propelled the smaller, unresisting woman through a series of spins and turns that ended with Gabrielle bent backward in a sweeping dip.

			From the far end of the chamber came enthusiastic applause.

			Her lips dangerously close to Gabrielle’s, Xena seemed to wake from a spell. The music ended; the rush of heat faded from her skin; she dropped a breathless Gabrielle like a stone and straightened. “I’ve come about the—”

			“Necklace of Harmonia,” said a voice out of the darkness.

			Xena frowned and cocked her head. “I can’t see you.”

			A patient chuckle. “My predecessor was killed yesterday,” the voice said. “I’m her replacement. I’ve made a few changes. I know she was very open and public, but I think an oracle should surround herself with a little bit of mystery, don’t you, Xena?”

			Gabrielle picked up her staff and took her usual place at Xena’s side. “She seems to know you,” she whispered.

			“Who are you?” Xena called.

			A shaft of dim light penetrated the darkness. Within it, a black-haired woman Gabrielle’s age sat revealed on a thronelike chair. Beneath the chair a narrow fissure breathed forth a thin whitish vapor.

			The young woman rose to her sandaled feet. “I’m Disco,” she answered, “the Delphic Oracle.” She raised her hands, gesturing to either side. The light brightened, and the darkness drew back as if a curtain had parted. “And these are my psychic friends.”

			A quartet of middle-aged crones all dressed in black smiled vacuously and wiggled gnarly fingers at Xena and Gabrielle.

			“I need to know about the warlord who attacked you yesterday,” Xena interrupted. “Did he take Harmonia’s necklace? Do you know what he plans to do with it?”

			Disco put on a pouty face. “Well of course. What’s the point of being an oracle if I don’t know all the answers? I have Apollo’s ear, you know!”

			“Maybe you’d better give it back before he misses it,” Gabrielle muttered.

			The oracle braced her hands stubbornly on her hips. “Mellow out, little sister. It’s only out of the kindness of my heart that I’m refraining from revealing your future.” She folded her arms over her breasts and gave an exaggerated shudder.

			One of the crones leaned forward and cackled. “Want to know if your boyfriend’s cheating on you?” she said to Xena.

			Another leaned forward. “Want to know if you’ll be rich?”

			“Or get a better job?” inquired the third.

			“Of course he took the necklace,” said the fourth with a gesture of disdain. “What else do you think he came for? We don’t do prostate exams.”

			Gabrielle shot a quizzical look at Xena.

			Xena moved past Disco and stood before the fourth crone. “Old mother,” she said respectfully, “I don’t understand all these changes, but I can tell that you appreciate the traditional ways. Can you tell me what I need to know?”

			“Hey, I’m the oracle here!” Disco snapped.

			“And Xena is the future of Hellas!” the fourth crone shouted back, “while Disco’s time is shorter than it takes to tell us! Your act’s a load of crap! There’s a sound at your door—wake up to the rap!”

			Xena turned her back and headed for the door. “Excuse me for striking a sour note,” she said. “I don’t have time for your squabbling.”

			Disco made a rude hand gesture to the sour-faced old crone, then called, “Wait, Xena. Don’t leave your cake out in the rain! I may dance to a different drum, but I know your song!”

			Xena halted, then turned around with a set face, her expression humorless.

			Disco struck an audacious pose, then seated herself ceremoniously upon her throne. She closed her eyes, lifted her head. After a few moments, a low melodic hum escaped her lips. Words formed a soft chant. “Oh,” she moaned, “love to love ya, baby! Oh, love to love ya, baby!”

			That same rhythmic pounding they had heard earlier rose again. A puff of white smoke hissed upward from the fissure under Disco’s chair. A second followed it. Gabrielle began to sway again. A tendril of vapor passed under her nose. “What a rush!” she whispered, entranced.

			Xena, too, felt the effect of the smoke, the flushing of her skin, the sudden warmth. She resisted a powerful urge to seize Gabrielle for another spin about the room. On the dais before her, the four black-robed crones—even the recalcitrant old mother—rose and moved together in a peculiar kind of line dance.

			“Oh yeah!” Disco cried, her voice rising to a crescendo “I feel it! I feel the power!” The smoke flowed from the curious crack, swirled around her. Disco abandoned her chair and began to spin in a slow pirouette, round and round, her arms outflung, black hair making streamers about her face as she dipped and turned in dreamlike grace. 

			Like a puppet on Apollo’s strings, Xena thought with sudden reverence, for though Disco’s unsettling style, she abruptly spied a revelatory beauty.

			Or maybe, though she fought it, the smoke was affecting her judgment.

			“To the east your song must take you,” Disco intoned, her words building a cadence with the unseen drums, “to Cadmus’s city on the plain, where friendship will be tested and ghosts wait to be slain.”

			Xena struggled to keep her eyes open. She felt the insistent throb of the music, and though her feet remained rooted, she swayed to its time. Gabrielle danced around her with lithe movements that mirrored those of the oracle. Yet, with each whirling turn her face seemed to change, becoming Antigone, then Gabrielle . . . Antigone . . . Gabrielle . . . !

			Disco sang on. “A warrior princess must fight for Greece when dragons’ teeth are strewn, or Creon will be king when Parnassus spears the moon!”

			The music’s beat intensified; the fissure seemed to open wider in the floor spilling even more smoke into the air. The oracle faded in its pale embrace, then the crones. Soon the smoke became so thick they could not be seen at all. As mysteriously as it began, the music also faded.

			Gabrielle collapsed to the floor. Barely able to stand, Xena flung herself down beside her friend. The smoke seemed to rise above their heads in slow, swirling eddies and waft away. When it cleared, Xena and Gabrielle found themselves alone.

			Gabrielle looked up and blew a strand of hair from her face. “Sometimes, I wonder,” she said, “if it’s too late to go home, settle down with a couple of my father’s cows, and spend the rest of my days quietly as an ordinary milkmaid.”

			Xena got up from the floor and brushed herself off. “You’d miss the action,” came her dry comment.

			Gabrielle sat up and hugged her knees. “Xena, how are we going to get to Thebes?”

			“Think of it as part of your conditioning,” Xena answered as she headed for the door. “We’ve still got most of the day.”

			“Conditioning?” Gabrielle shouted in exasperation. “Most of the day? We’re going to run? All the way to Thebes?”

			Xena paused at the top of the stairs. The streets of Delphi were finally beginning to fill with people. A carnival atmosphere was developing with more merchants and souvenir hawkers setting up tent-shops or wandering among the increasing throng. A stilt-walker moved toward her with a sign around his neck that read, EAT SOUVLAKI AT TASSO’S. A midget juggler weaved in and out of the stilt-walker’s legs. A trio of belly dancers worked the crowd at one corner, collecting drachmae in their tambourines.

			“Can’t we at least grab one honeyed date or a baklava?” Gabrielle begged. “We’ve walked most of the night, we didn’t have breakfast, and I’m starving!”

			Xena shook her head. “Last one to Thebes grooms Argo for a month.” She took off down the stairs of Apollo’s temple and through the streets.

			An annoyed Gabrielle called after Xena’s back. “Yeah, like I’m going to win that one! If you’d brought Argo along, instead of turning him loose to go studding around the countryside, we could have ridden to Thebes!” Then, with a sigh of resignation, she chased after the warrior princess.

			
			Late that night, far eastward and back on the Boeotian Plain, Xena stood quietly and watched the moon sliding down the side of the black splinter that marked distant Parnassus. Her thoughts wandered back again to that war between brothers and the fall of Thebes. She had sat on the sidelines then, refusing to choose sides. Had she done the right thing?

			Antigone, her friend, tried to mediate a peace, but in the end, Polynices lay dead on the field outside the city, unmourned and unburied, by Eteocles’s order. Enraged, Antigone defied that order and buried her older brother. In turn, an enraged Eteocles commanded that Antigone be entombed alive.

			Then Xena might have taken action to save Antigone, but Antigone forbade it. To shame Eteocles and her uncle, Creon, who supported him, she staged her own funeral, dressed herself in the finest raiments, and had herself carried through the city’s weeping throngs to the place of her interment. And to spit in Eteocles’s eye, she stole the necklace that would have made him king and gave it to Xena to spirit away.

			“What happened to Eteocles?” Gabrielle asked. She sat beside a campfire roasting the rabbit she had earlier clubbed with her staff and baking a fish Xena had caught from the lake beside which they were camped. With her hair tied back, the red sheen from the fire played eerily over her young face.

			Xena turned and crouched down beside Gabrielle. “Three days after Antigone’s burial, his guards found him torn to pieces in his bedchamber. Some said it was the work of the Furies, punishing him for mistreating his family. Others said Apollo himself had done the deed.”

			Gabrielle poked at the rabbit with a dagger Xena had loaned her, and juicy grease fell sizzling into the flames. “And Creon?” she asked.

			Xena hesitated a long time before responding. “He vanished,” she said lowly. “And that was the end of Thebes. Its citizens packed up and abandoned their homes. The city was haunted, some claimed. Invaders moved in, but none stayed. Then an earthquake toppled the walls, the great buildings, even the temples.”

			Gabrielle took the fish from the hot stones upon which it cooked and blew on the smoking flesh to cool it. She filleted it, then, and divided the pieces onto clean stones she had washed in the lake. She handed one to Xena.

			“Xena,” she said, before taking the first bite of her own share, “why would Creon risk so much to steal Harmonia’s necklace? If Thebes is in ruins, why would he want to be its king?”

			Xena gazed off into the darkness. She had been pondering that same question all day. “Don’t scorch the rabbit,” she warned.

			They ate the rest of their meal in silence. When only bones remained, and when fingers had been licked clean, Gabrielle unrolled her bedding, yawned, and prepared to sleep.

			Xena watched her with a quiet pride. “You’ve done well today, Gabrielle. I set a grueling pace, and you stayed right by my side. And you conked that bunny as neatly as anyone could have.”

			Gabrielle didn’t hear. She was already asleep.

			With a sigh, Xena unrolled her own blanket. Before she lay down, however, some sense alerted her. Gooseflesh rose on her arms; a chill shivered down her spine. She shot to her feet, and her hand went to the chakram at her hip as she whirled about.

			A pathetic figure, pale and thin as smoke, stood over Gabrielle. A dirty bandage covered eyes that leaked a horrid redness. Blood and filth matted his dark beard. Though mighty-thewed, he leaned upon a staff like a bent old man.

			Xena could see right through him—to Parnassus and the rising moon.

			She breathed his name. “Oedipus!”

			Once the king of Thebes, and Antigone’s father, he held out a hand in warning. In a voice that was stem, yet dry as death, he said, “Friend of my daughter—beware!”

			Oedipus spoke no more, but faded away. Xena stared at the place where he had stood, half disbelieving the vision. Then she felt a vibration in the earth through the soles of her boots, heard the sound of swiftly approaching horses.

			“Gabrielle, get up!”

			Xena drew her sword with one hand and with the other hand scooped a burning brand from the fire. A weary-eyed Gabrielle stirred, then noting Xena’s attitude and hearing the hoofbeats, she seized her staff and sprang up.

			Six riders charged them. Xena and Gabrielle struck together, and two armored warriors went down hard. With a high-pitched battle cry, the warrior princess leaped into the air, flipped, and landed on the back of a third rider. With her sword’s pommel, she knocked him off and steered his horse into the path of another attacker, leaping free an instant before the two beasts collided.

			Gabrielle’s staff crashed onto the horse-haired helm of yet another attacker. Without hesitating, she spun low and expertly swept his feet from under him.

			Then, an unexpected seventh rider rushed from the darkness. Xena cried a warning. Too late, Gabrielle turned and raised her staff. Her eyes widened at the size of the horse. She tried to dodge. A great black shoulder brushed her, knocking her nearly into the lake.

			The seventh rider drew back sharply on the reins. The horse reared and let out a terrible whinny as its hooves thundered against the ground, and it stood still. Radiating cold hatred, the rider faced Xena. A leather-gloved hand rose and cast aside a concealing helmet. A cascade of blond curls spilled out.

			Xena lifted the firebrand higher, the better to see the rider’s face. “Ismene!” The name hissed through Xena’s teeth.

			The armored woman glared, showing no fear at all, though she bore no obvious weapon. “Leave this land, Xena! Your business here ended years ago when you let my sister die!”

			Xena bristled. “Antigone chose her path,” she answered. “The same as you chose yours when you ran away in the middle of the conflict.”

			Ismene spoke with icy intensity. “I’m older now. I no longer run from a fight.”

			Xena cocked her head. “Well, it looks like you’ve got one if you’ve sided with Creon. He killed an oracle of Apollo to seize Harmonia’s necklace. I don’t know what he’s up to, but I intend to find out.”

			Ismene spat scornfully. “What did you ever care about Apollo or any of the gods? I warn you, Xena, leave—or die!”

			Ismene jerked on the reins and rode off into the night. Her six men scrambled after her, some on horseback, the rest on foot. The sounds of their groaning and stumble-footed retreat could be heard for minutes.

			A dazed Gabrielle sat up on the shore of the lake, one hand still in the water, her hair and face black with mud. “Don’t tell me,” she grumbled when Xena knelt down beside her. “Sisters? Antigone and Ismene?”

			Xena’s mouth drew into a grim line as she stared off the way Ismene had gone. “This is turning into a real family affair.”

			Gabrielle gave a caustic look as she squeezed mud from her hair. “Seems to me a family affair is what started all this.” She followed the direction of Xena’s gaze, then, in an accusing tone, added, “We’re not going to sleep anymore tonight, are we?”

			Xena allowed a weak grin and patted Gabrielle’s knee. “Take a moment to wash,” was all she said.

			
			Noon found them jogging toward the barren outlands of what had once been the Theban city-state. Though the sun beat down with a harsh heat, Xena could still not shake off a chill. No matter how swiftly she ran, she couldn’t leave behind the image of Oedipus’s ghost.

			They walked for a bit to catch their breaths. Gabrielle had grown quieter, too, for a change. Her blue-eyed gaze seemed constantly to be searching the land, and her face was set in a hard expression that seemed more Antigone’s than her own.

			After a while, though, she spoke up. “Xena, how did Ismene know we were coming? How did she find us in the dark?”

			“Our campfire might have given us away.”

			Gabrielle was unconvinced. “That could explain how she found us, but not how she knew.”

			Xena sped up to a trot. Gabrielle’s questions only filled her with a greater urgency. She didn’t have answers, and she disliked not having them.

			In late afternoon, they reached the end of their desperate journey. Though overgrown with grass and weeds, they could still see the ruts of the road that led across the plain to where the gates of Thebes had once stood. Stone pillars, once mighty but now broken, marked the main entrance.

			There was no sign of Creon or Ismene, nor of any army. A soft wind rustling over the plain, whistling among the ruins, made the only sound. The only movement came from white clouds sailing a low course across the deepening sky.

			In sullen reverence, Xena and Gabrielle entered the city. Walls that had withstood the long siege of Polynices and his allies lay crumbled. Flattened buildings looked as if an angry god had struck them. They moved without speaking among the rubble, climbed over shattered temple columns that blocked the streets, prowled through abandoned dwellings and homes. Gray dust from dangerous roofs showered down on them. A wall collapsed at a touch from Gabrielle’s staff.

			In the open streets, reflecting off white marble, the sun roasted them. In the shadows or in the gloomy interiors, they shivered.

			Of the palace, nothing at all remained save a wide flight of granite steps cut into a hillside. The steps led up to the summit of a narrow plateau in the city’s heart, where Cadmus had built an amazing edifice as a gift to his bride and as a tribute to the god Apollo.

			At the top of the steps, upon the summit, Xena and Gabrielle turned as one and stared back. The palace offered one singular view—of Parnassus.

			Though night had not yet fallen, a white and ghostly moon hung in the western sky. It sank slowly, inexorably, toward the very pinnacle of the sacred mountain, as if to impale itself.

			“‘Creon will be king,’” Xena whispered, “‘when Parnassus spears the moon.’” She squeezed her eyes shut as she repeated the prophecy silently. Then she snapped them open again. “I’ll never let that bastard be king. Not of Thebes, not even of its ruins!”

			Gabrielle touched Xena’s arm. “Xena?”

			Xena turned to Gabrielle with an intense gaze. “This was Creon’s fault, Gabrielle!” she explained. “Oedipus discovered that he’d killed his father and married his mother. But it was all a horrible mistake, a great tragedy! The Theban people understood that. They forgave him and wanted him to continue as their king. But Creon convinced Oedipus otherwise and urged him to leave the city. With Oedipus out of the way, it was Creon who urged Eteocles to seize the throne and make war on Polynices. Eteocles was young; Creon would have wielded the real power!”

			The sky took on a blacker color. The last rays of sunlight withdrew behind the edge of the world; the moon brightened.

			“Xena,” Gabrielle said, pointing. “We’ve got company.”

			Armored soldiers filed through the street below and toward the granite steps. Leading them came an old man with gray hair arranged about his shoulders and a braided beard that hid his throat and brushed the top of his chest. At his side, sternly erect and cloaked in black, walked Ismene.

			“Is that Creon?” Gabrielle asked. “He’s older than I expected.”

			Xena nodded. “Ambition acknowledges no age.” She drew her sword and struck a pose at the top of the steps. “Creon!” she called. “That’s far enough!”

			Squinting, the old man looked up and tilted his head questioningly. “Who are you?” he shouted weakly. A tremor marked his voice.

			An angry Ismene caught Creon’s arm. “Xena!” she challenged. “I warned you not to interfere!” She waved the soldiers forward. “Kill her!”

			At Ismene’s command, they streamed up the steps. Moonlight flashed on sword blades and spear points and helmets. Hoarse battle cries filled the night.

			Xena met the first of them at the very edge of the steps. Her sword and booted foot drove a pair back. The others rushed on. A spear thrust at her gut. Gabrielle’s staff deflected it.

			“I owe you for that one!” Xena cried, skipping back.

			Gabrielle swung her staff and danced back, too. “Then you groom Argo for a month!” she replied.

			Outnumbered, they gave ground to the charging soldiers. Xena’s battle cry soared. On the wider plateau, on the very foundation of the old palace, there was more room to fight. Xena’s sword sang. Gabrielle fought with an uncharacteristic violence. Men fell to left and right of them, and the tide began to turn.

			“Xena!” Gabrielle shouted suddenly as she knocked the helmet off one attacker and sent him reeling. “Look at them! They’re old!”

			They were, too, old men, and slow. Though their eyes burned with determination and purpose, age had stolen the strength from their arms, diminished their reflexes, dulled their skills. Only their numbers made them dangerous.

			Ismene and Creon achieved the summit behind their warriors. Creon looked only confused, but Ismene’s face was twisted with rage as she led her uncle around the edges of the fighting.

			The wind caught the cloak she wore, and it fluttered open. Around her neck, gold flashed—the Necklace of Harmonia!

			Xena gave a cry. Leaping into the air, she flipped over the heads of her attackers to land before Antigone’s sister. The point of her sword flicked at Ismene’s throat. “You’re behind this!” Xena shouted. “Who are these old men?”

			Ismene laughed. “All that’s left of the Theban army!” came her haughty answer. “Men who still love Thebes and will risk their lives to see it rise again!”

			“With Creon as its king?” Xena said scornfully.

			Ismene lifted her head. “And me as its queen! Queen of Thebes—then all of Greece!”

			“Sounds like another family problem to me,” Xena replied coolly. With a subtle movement, her sword’s edge severed the necklace. It slithered down Ismene’s breast and fell to the ground.

			“You leave my niece alone!” Creon, though little more than a dotard, flung himself at Xena, and they fell backward together with his arms locked around her.

			Xena flung him off. From the corner of her eye, she glanced toward Parnassus. The white discus of the moon balanced on the pinnacle!

			Xena grinned as she often did at desperate moments. “You’ll never win with this army, Ismene!”

			Ismene emitted a serpentine hiss. “That’s why I brought another!” She opened her fist, revealing a collection of ivory thorns. “With Apollo’s help and the teeth of a dragon, Cadmus built this city. Now with my mistress Hecate’s help and those same teeth, I intend to rebuild it. Thebes will be great once more!”

			With an outward fling of her arm, she scattered the teeth. They caught the moonlight, and the air filled with a sparkling and glittering. They fell to the ground, an unholy seeding, on bare earth or stone foundation, it didn’t matter. Wherever they touched, an armored soldier sprang up.

			But no human soldiers! From the teeth of a dragon they rose, and children of a dragon they were! Their hands were green-scaled skin and clawed. Reptilian faces peered out from under their helmets. Red eyes burned with fierce blood lust.

			With shields and swords, they turned, not just on Xena and Gabrielle, but also on the old Theban soldiers. Ismene laughed with insane glee as she scooped up the Necklace of Harmonia and helped her uncle to his feet.

			Xena’s eyes widened in horror and disgust. She met the nearest reptilian attacker. With her first blow, she knocked away its shield. With her second, she struck the monster in the neck. The impact of the stroke shivered up her arm. It was like striking stone! She struck again, and still her blade drew no cut!

			Gabrielle made a similar discovery. “Xena! You can’t hurt them!”

			But Xena had seen the creature stagger when she knocked away its shield. Maybe cutting it wasn’t the only way to beat it! She pivoted and kicked her dragon soldier in the chest with all her strength. He stumbled back a step, and before he could recover, she kicked him again, then again. Over the side of the plateau he tumbled to the ground far below. She watched him strike and lay motionless.

			Then he got up.

			All around her the old Theban soldiers screamed. Though they fought furiously, they fought against magic, the powerful magic of Ismene and the witch goddess, Hecate! Though the Thebans had tried to kill her, she felt for them now and pitied their helplessness. If they were to have any chance at all, she had to disarm the dragon spawn! A warrior princess must fight for Greece when dragon’s teeth are strewn!

			She drew her chakram and flung it. Against a sword blade it flashed, then ricocheted, striking a shield and another sword blade, a broken stone column, then yet another sword blade.

			Xena’s heart sank. The unnatural swords were stronger than her chakram. None of them had shattered!

			Then, a thinly muscled arm shot out, and a delicate hand snatched the chakram from the air.

			In amazement, Xena called, “Gabrielle?”

			Gabrielle turned.

			It wasn’t Gabrielle!

			Antigone raised the chakram and launched it again. With an uncanny precision that matched Xena’s own, it flew from one sword to the next, smashing them each just above their hilts. A warrior princess must fight—

			Antigone was a princess—a princess of Thebes!

			Again, she caught the flying chakram. A dragon soldier leaped into her path. She struck out with the chakram’s edge. Greenish blood spurted from a severed throat. Pushing him away, she leaped onto a bit of fallen cornice and flung the chakram high into the air. Up and up it sped, spinning, catching the moonlight.

			It hung in the air like a second orb, gleaming, brightening.

			Down below, in the streets of Thebes, hundreds of figures began to move toward the plateau, ghostly figures, wan, almost transparent. Yet they glowed with the moonlight and the light of the chakram.

			Antigone sang, and they came! The ghosts of Theban soldiers, of Theban citizens, the ghosts of men, women, and children, the generations of a city. Up the granite steps they came, and up the sides of the plateau, climbing like insects. 

			They seized the dragon soldiers, fell upon them, ripped them apart like bloody paper and cast the pieces over the plateau’s edges.

			Ismene screamed as she saw her mad dream destroyed. “No!” she cried. “Thebes must rise again! Through me, the House of Cadmus must rise and rule again!”

			Creon caught her hand. “Daughter! Daughter!” he said in a feeble voice. “The gods are against us, as they have always been! Lead me home, child! Guide a blind old man . . . !”

			Ismene lashed out. “I’m not your daughter! I’m not . . . !”

			Under the force of her blow, Creon stumbled back. His heel caught on a bit of rubble.

			Even the ghosts that crowded the summit seemed to stop their carnage, catch unnatural breaths, turn as one, and watch as Creon fell with dreamlike grace. A long sigh seemed to escape his lips as he sank backward.

			A broken stone makes a harsh pillow.

			One by one, two by two, the Theban ghosts faded away.

			Ismene screamed again, a sound as unnatural as anything that had transpired this night. Picking up a Theban sword, she ran at Xena. “By all the gods, you have no right to live when Thebes is dead! You stood by, a mere witness to it all, when you might have acted to save us!”

			Xena countered Ismene’s guileless attack. Frustrated, Ismene lunged again. Xena sidestepped. Off-balance and carried forward by her own momentum, Ismene gasped, then tumbled head over heels down the long steps. Halfway to the bottom, broken and upside down, she stopped.

			“You were right about one thing,” Xena murmured. “You don’t run from a fight anymore.”

			She glanced toward Parnassus, which was now a black splinter deep in the moon’s heart.

			Antigone, in Gabrielle’s body, came to Xena’s side. In one hand she held the chakram, in the other the Necklace of Harmonia. “You will always be my friend, Xena.”

			Xena laid her hand affectionately on the face before her and answered softly, “You will always be mine. I’m sorry, Antigone, if I let you down.”

			Antigone smiled. “You did exactly what I asked of you, no more and no less. Sometimes that’s the hardest thing of all.” She turned away for a moment, toward Parnassus, then gazed upward toward the heavens. “I could keep this body, Xena. We are well-matched, this Gabrielle and I. I could live again.”

			Xena hesitated, then swallowed with difficulty. “Not at the price of Gabrielle’s soul.”

			With that same eerie sense she had experienced before, Xena suddenly knew they were not alone. She turned.

			Oedipus stood behind her at the top of the steps. He held out a hand, but not in warning this time. “Come daughter,” he said gently to Antigone. “Guide me as you have always done. Guide us home.”

			It was Antigone’s turn to hesitate. With a sigh, she reached up and kissed Xena’s cheek. “Goodbye,” she whispered, “my friend.” She walked to Oedipus and took his hand.

			At the edge of the steps, she turned back to Xena.

			It was Gabrielle.

			“Who is that?” Gabrielle asked as Xena came to her side and they looked together down into the ruins of Thebes.

			A pair of figures walked slowly toward the gates, a father and a daughter.

			Xena said nothing.

			
		

	
		
			

			. . . When They Bear Gifts

			By Diane Duane

			It was three hours after sunrise, somewhere in the western lands of Dacia, and the sun spilled down from behind the three of them into the valley toward which today’s road led, laying their shadows out long against the white dust, and (when the road curved) against the green-gold of the fields of ripening wheat to either side. Ahead of Gabrielle strolled a figure few people ever got to see: a warrior princess actually at ease for once, lazy, almost unfocused, even chewing idly on a blade of grass, her dark hair swinging a little with her stride and shining in the sun. Behind Xena, on the long rein, the golden mare Argo ambled along, trying to snatch bites of greenery from the roadside as they went, and occasionally succeeding.

			Gabrielle breathed out in pleasure at the absolute peace of it all as she walked. High up, larks were singing against a sky of cool deep blue, one which would later be a hot deep blue if she was any judge of the weather. As they walked, Gabrielle was already eyeing the landscape for possible shade, and finding it here and there, even this high up, where outcroppings of old trees reared up, scattered among the corn lands on either side. Down ahead of them, as the road descended into the vale, the greenery grew thicker, less scattered, combining into a genuine forest. And in the midst of the forest, maybe eight or ten miles distant, she thought she caught the occasional glimpse of one or two tall stone buildings. What they might be, she wasn’t sure, but Xena didn’t look even slightly concerned, which was always a good sign.

			The rolling countryside around them was delightful, and much more so since Gabrielle knew that it was now a lot safer than it had been when she and Xena had first arrived in these parts. No one wants to have to live in the neighborhood of a chimera, but when the things suddenly change their hunting grounds in the spring, anyone might suddenly find a creature with a lion’s front, goat’s middle, and a snake’s tail holed up in one of the local caves, setting things on fire with its inflammable halitosis and eating the livestock. So it had been with Meleia, the little village she and Xena had left yesterday. Xena had predictably enough been begged to help do away with the creature, which had already killed the two village hunters who had tried to take it on. The ensuing hunt had taken the better part of a day and night, but the outcome had never been in doubt: chimerae were not all that intelligent, and when the beaters, Gabrielle leading them, drove the chimera into the narrow gully where Xena was waiting for it, everything was over in a few minutes and the flash of a chakram. Now at least there were no more of the creatures within a fifty-mile radius, and everyone could relax.

			Xena, ahead of Gabrielle, glanced toward a coppice of trees that stood close to the road, about fifty paces ahead of them. “Thinking of stopping?” Gabrielle said.

			She watched Xena glance down toward the forested vale as they walked. It was rare to see her companion this relaxed, but even a woman so driven had to let up on herself sometimes or go mad; and this was apparently one of those times. Argo wandered past Xena, her ears pricked up, her attention apparently on one down-hanging branch. “Maybe,” Xena said, her voice sounding lazy. “It’s not as if we’re expected anywhere.”

			Under the tree, something rustled. Xena stopped still, her hand on her chakram, and Argo kept on heading for the tree, making a soft whickering noise in her throat. Gabrielle gripped her staff, brought it up to the ready.

			Something scrambled up out of the underbrush. Or rather, someone . . . and Gabrielle groaned softly at the sight of him.

			He looked, as usual, like a collision between a delivery cart from Joe’s Discount Armorers of Corinth and an unmade couch. The earnest face, the slightly gawky form, the battered, mismatched gear and weaponry, the general air of being unready for anything: they were all too familiar. “Fear nothing,” he said as he scrambled to his feet, brushing off various leaves, twigs and opportunistic bugs: “Joxer the Mighty is here!”

			Xena relaxed again, and rolled her eyes expressively. “I suppose we all have to be somewhere.”

			Gabrielle raised her eyebrows, but lowered her staff to lean on it, and paused there next to Xena in the road. “Just how did you know we would be coming this way?” she said.

			“Easy. I simply followed the sound of triumph. Shouting crowds, maidens throwing flowers, the usual . . .”

			Xena threw Gabrielle a dry glance. “I’ve got to try to get them to make less noise throwing those flowers.”

			“Then I took a shortcut across the fields last night, and had a nap here.” He scratched himself reflectively. “So where are you two headed now?”

			“Off for a few days’ peace and quiet,” Gabrielle said, “in private.” Though now there seemed precious little chance of that. Did I really think it was going to stay quiet for a little while? Gabrielle thought. So much for that. Joxer’s presence never made for a quiet life, especially for her.

			“Well, never fear. I shall come with you,” Joxer announced in a heroically magnanimous tone of voice, “and protect you.”

			The look Xena threw him was choice. Even Joxer’s ego had to take note of it, and he said, “Well, at night, anyway. I can share the watches with you.”

			Xena chuckled.

			“Oh no,” Gabrielle said.

			“Gabrielle,” Xena said, “if he’s offering, why not? You were the one who was complaining last week about four-hour watches that never let either of us get enough sleep.”

			“But—”

			There was something slightly wicked in Xena’s expression, an almost provocative laziness. “Let him share our road for a couple of days,” she said. “It’s safe enough around here. What’s the harm in that?” And suddenly Gabrielle understood the expression. And if he gets too intolerable, then one night when he’s asleep somewhere safe, we’ll slip away “on business.” We’ve done it before. . . .

			Gabrielle raised her eyebrows. Xena must really be in a good mood, otherwise she wouldn’t be suggesting this. And who am I to ruin her mood when it’s good for a change . . . ?

			She breathed out. “All right,” Gabrielle said. “But one thing, Joxer.”

			“Anything.” 

			“No singing!”

			He pouted.

			Gabrielle scowled at him.

			“All right,” Joxer said at last, disappointed. “But there are nineteen more verses of ‘The Ballad of Joxer the Mighty’ since I saw you last. You’re missing out on some great material.”

			“I’m sure we are, and doubtless posterity will judge us harshly,” Xena said. “Meanwhile, let’s get going.”

			Argo reached up to tear off a mouthful of leaves from the nearest tree, and then stepped out behind Xena. Joxer and Gabrielle followed.

			They walked on down the dusty, white road, looking out across the countryside, an astonishingly fertile and gentle-looking land, set among the little low hills. Joxer looked out over the rolling waves of gold-green and said, “This looks like a pretty well-kept place . . .”

			“It’s one of the little kingdoms between the empire and the city-states,” Xena said. “Eluria, its name is, if I remember correctly.”

			“I didn’t know there were kings around here,” said Joxer. 

			“Well, there’s one here, all right,” Xena said. “King Enomaeus. And he doesn’t have the most wonderful reputation.”

			Gabrielle raised her eyebrows, noting that Xena didn’t look terribly concerned, even as she made this pronouncement. “Really? The name’s slightly familiar, but I don’t remember hearing anything all that bad about him.”

			“Oh, apparently he was all right,” Xena said, “until some years back. He married one of the local princesses, and they were happy together; but then there was a child, and the queen died . . . and after that, there were rumors of trouble. . . .”

			“What kind of trouble?”

			Xena shook her head. “Gods, I don’t know. But you hear all kinds of stories, and how likely they are to be genuine, or just rumors started by annoyed neighbors, is always the question. . . .” She raised her eyebrows. “He had a good name as a warrior, Enomaeus did, when he had cause to go abroad. But apparently at home he started to acquire a reputation for enforcing the country’s laws more rigorously than he needed to. A real stickler for the rules. Not a position calculated to make your subjects particularly enjoy your rule.”

			“Huh,” Gabrielle said.

			“Is he oppressing his people?” Joxer said eagerly. “Should he be deposed?”

			Xena rolled her eyes. “Don’t start,” she said.

			“Certainly not without evidence,” Gabrielle said. Hey, that’s it, she thought, maybe we can get him to go ahead and “gather evidence” . . . and then slip off some other way while he’s doing it. But that was no good. Joxer was certain to get himself in some kind of trouble, and it would be Xena and Gabrielle who were responsible for it. Then they would have to get him out of it again. Simpler to just let matters take their course . . .

			“Well,” Joxer said, “maybe we should look the situation over. As responsible heroes, I mean.”

			“Maybe,” Xena said, “we should mind our own business until we have reason to do otherwise. Hmm?”

			She walked on ahead. Gabrielle threw Joxer a you-stay-here look and hurried a little to catch up with Xena.

			When she did, Xena was smiling. “What are you thinking of?” Gabrielle said under her breath.

			“Nothing in particular,” Xena said, “except what I was thinking about before we were so rudely interrupted . . . stopping for a midmorning snack. For Argo, if not for us.” She gazed ahead of them. “That glade up there—it looks like a good spot. There’s water there, if I’m reading the terrain right. One of the little streams that leads down into the valley.”

			“I meant,” Gabrielle said, “what are you thinking of as regards him.” She gestured with her head at the young man following them.

			That smile got lazier. “Gabrielle, you of all people should know how he is. Run away, he just chases you faster. Slow down, pay no attention to Joxer, and he gets bored and goes elsewhere.”

			“Not after creating a lot of trouble first!”

			“Less than if you run. And I don’t feel like running anywhere today. Nothing urgent is happening. Let’s take it easy for a change. We’ll be rid of him soon enough.”

			“Easy for you to say . . .” Gabrielle muttered. But Xena was already ahead of her again, making for the glade, and Gabrielle followed, while behind her, examining every shadow, came Joxer.

			Gabrielle sighed and tried to start enjoying the morning again. It was futile, for behind her, someone was starting to hum.

			“Joxer!”

			The humming stopped.

			Gabrielle sighed and kept walking.

			
			The glade did indeed have a brooklet running through it, one of several that wound their way down from the hills on this side of the valley. A little mossy pool lay among the roots of the big smooth-trunked beech trees there, where the trunks of older, fallen trees lay as well, and Argo waded down to stand fetlock-deep in the clear rippling water, sucking it up for minute after minute without stopping. After a good while she moved to settle down to some serious grazing by the banks of the stream above the pool, and Xena went to her to undo the cinch and lift her saddle off.

			Joxer was poking around among the huge boles of the trees, looking impatient, and the sight made Gabrielle immediately feel like sitting down and relaxing, if only to irk him. As she did so, and started going through her pouch to see if there was one more piece of nutbread left from the last baking, Joxer came out from around another tree and looked over at Xena. “How long are you planning to stay here?”

			Xena strolled over to where Gabrielle sat and took the piece of nutbread she held up for her. “Argo needs to eat. Even I need to eat. What’s your hurry?”

			“There are deeds to be doing,” he muttered.

			“They’ll get done, believe me,” Xena said. “Half an hour’s rest now won’t make that much of a difference . . . and you may be glad of it later.”

			Joxer made an impatient face and vanished behind one of the largest trees, downslope.

			Gabrielle and Xena watched him go. Gabrielle raised her eyebrows, saying, “How far do you think he really followed us?”

			“There’s no telling with that one,” Xena said, and sighed. “Maybe it was really only since Meleia.” Behind them, Argo whinnied softly; Xena looked around to make sure her reins hadn’t slipped down so that she could step on them, a favorite habit of hers. “Maybe he—”

			She stopped. Gabrielle, chewing on a mouthful of bread, glanced at Xena, saw her shocked look; followed her glance.

			And stopped chewing.

			On a log near the pond, dangling her perfect toes in the water, sat an extremely beautiful woman with long wavy cascades of golden hair. All she wore, besides that splendid mane of hair, was a very scanty band of some glittering material around her chest, and another one around and below her hips. The air around her was sparkling slightly, the sparks falling gently to the surface of the water, where they skated around briefly before vanishing.

			“Aphrodite,” Xena said softly. “Very . . . eye-catching.”

			The Goddess of Love and Beauty smiled charmingly. “Just my divinity showing,” she said.

			Gabrielle privately considered that there was a whole lot more showing than just divinity.

			“Oh?” Xena said. “Funny . . . Ares never seems to feel it necessary to indulge in that kind of display.”

			Aphrodite rolled her eyes, annoyed. “I do not wish to discuss my ex.”

			Gabrielle’s eyebrows went up. “You mean it’s true, that story that—”

			“He never did have any discretion,” Aphrodite said, sounding exasperated. “He would come around the house while he thought Hephaestus was at the shop. Well, somebody tattled. Actually, Apollo. You just cannot keep that one from looking in people’s windows.” She let out an annoyed breath. “And then we got caught together, and there was a big scene . . .”

			“And why shouldn’t there have been? You and Hephaestus were married. There’s a word for that kind of thing,” Gabrielle said severely.

			“Yeah. Youthful indiscretion,” said the Goddess of Love, and gave her a deadly look.

			Gabrielle had been thinking of another word, like adultery, but for the moment she decided to let it pass, especially considering the expression on Aphrodite’s face.

			“Anyway, since then I’ve been trying to get out of the house more,” the goddess said. “Do a little community service work on the side.”

			“Ah,” said Gabrielle, somehow unconvinced that this was necessarily a good thing.

			“But enough about you,” Xena said. “Exactly what have we done to deserve this little visit?”

			The goddess looked at Xena with amusement. “You always think everything that happens is aimed at you, don’t you? Believe it or not, there are more things of interest in this neighborhood at the moment than just your august presence.”

			Gabrielle and Xena glanced at each other. “Such as?” said Xena.

			“Oh . . .” Aphrodite smiled. “A small matter which requires the attention of a hero. Nothing serious.”

			“‘Nothing serious’? We’re supposed to believe that?” Gabrielle said.

			“Since when do gods lower themselves to fib to mortals?” Aphrodite said, and pouted prettily. “I would have thought you’d appreciate it when I came to do you a favor.”

			“Yes, well, I fear the gods even when they bear gifts,” Gabrielle said, a lot more dryly than was probably necessary.

			“Boy, and to think they say that the aphorism is a dead art form,” Aphrodite said. “Thanks for sharing, Miss Buxom Bard of 380 B.C.”

			Gabrielle looked bemused. “What’s a ‘B.C.’?”

			“Don’t go there,” Aphrodite muttered in a warning tone of voice. “I wish I didn’t have to.”

			“Excuse me, but exactly what kind of ‘favor’ do you have in mind, goddess?” Xena said. “As Gabrielle says, the gods’ favors rarely come without strings attached.”

			“Well . . .” Aphrodite glanced around her. “Joxer—” 

			“You’re interested in Joxer?” Gabrielle said. “Things must be pretty slow up on Olympus this week.”

			The goddess’s look was wry. It was not the response that Gabrielle had expected. “He might need some help shortly, that’s all,” she said. “Keep your eyes open.”

			“What kind of help?” said Xena.

			“You’re heroes,” Aphrodite said, fretfully. “That’s your specialty, isn’t it, problem solving? Just deal with it.” She started to go transparent.

			“With what?” Gabrielle said. 

			“The princess.”

			“What princess?”

			But it was too late. In a fizz of hot pink light, the goddess was gone.

			Gabrielle and Xena looked at each other. From off among the trees, they could hear someone humming. 

			“Joxer?” Gabrielle whispered.

			“A princess?” Xena whispered back.

			“Dum, dum, tiddle dum dum, ‘Joxer the Mighty went down to the—’”

			“Joxer!” Xena and Gabrielle said in unison.

			A sudden silence fell, broken by some desultory splashing in the stream that ran downslope from the pool.

			“I remember you mentioning,” Gabrielle said, “that Enomaeus had a child . . .”

			“A daughter.”

			Xena went over to Argo, who had gone back to grazing, and lifted her saddle from the log over which she had draped it. Argo gave her a reproachful look.

			“I’m not sure Aphrodite’s doing us any favors,” Xena said, as she saddled the mare again. “Sounds more like she wants us to do her one. But either way, when she turns up, I start to get cautious.”

			She swung up onto Argo’s back. “Let’s get moving. But let’s stop in the next village before Enomaeus’s main town, and find out what’s going on before we just walk into something we could otherwise avoid.”

			She rode gently out of the glade, and Gabrielle went after her, while behind her Joxer said, “Hey, where’s everybody going? Are we leaving? Hey, wait for me . . .”

			
			It took only an hour and a half or so for them to reach the village at the edge of the forest, beside the road where it dove into the woods, about six miles before Enomaeus’s castle. The village, called Tyche, was a comfortable enough place, made up of fifteen or sixteen wattle-and-daub houses tightly and neatly roofed with wheat-straw thatch. The people there were well dressed, for country folk, and well fed—not one, but two huge communal bake ovens stood outside the village, on the woodland side, with big stores of firewood stored nearby, held neatly stacked in thatched open-sided sheds. The people there had heard of Xena, and made her and Gabrielle very welcome; but Gabrielle saw them spare some odd looks for Joxer—expressions of alarm or concern.

			“Stay for dinner,” said the village headwoman, a handsome, tall brunette named Demis. A fire was kindled in the middle of the village circle, and Gabrielle and Xena and the villagers sat around it until fairly late in the evening, telling and hearing news of the countries round about, while dining on fresh bread and roast venison and drinking the good, rough, country wine. But the only news they seemed reluctant to discuss was that of Enomaeus’s little kingdom, which was odd, since they were a part of it.

			As people began to drift away from the fire and back to their houses, later in the evening, Xena took the opportunity to press the subject a little more with Demis. “We are going to be going to the castle in the morning,” she said, “if only to look around . . .”

			Demis threw an uneasy glance at Joxer, who was busying himself with the remains of a chunk of venison. “The king,” Demis said, “is a good man . . . if a little abrasive . . . but he is, shall we say, a little vigorous about law enforcement.”

			“That hardly seems like a bad thing,” Gabrielle said. “The land is peaceful, you’re a fairly prosperous folk . . .”

			“Yes, that’s true. But there’s no light lacks its shadow.” Her eyes were resting on Joxer, rather sadly now. “The castle is probably safe enough for the two of you. But . . .”

			Gabrielle followed the glance. “He’s not likely to leave us at this point,” she said. “What’s the matter?”

			Demis looked back at her. The expression was nervous. “I’ve said too much already,” she said. “If the king should hear . . .” She sighed. “If you must stay . . . don’t stay too long. It could be unfortunate for your young friend.”

			“Why?”

			Demis shook her head. “It’s forbidden to speak of it,” she said. “But keep him out of there.”

			She got up and made her way to her own house rather hurriedly.

			“We could avoid it,” Gabrielle said.

			Xena thought about that . . . then shook her head. “First of all,” she said, “my curiosity’s been aroused. But secondly . . . I have a feeling that with or without us, Joxer’s likely to wind up there. And if he does, and gets in trouble . . .”

			“As Aphrodite suggested he might . . .”

			Xena nodded. “We’ll go there, briefly, and keep an eye on him,” she said. “It’s all we can do.”

			
			Late that night, Joxer was still unable to get to sleep. He went out to the low-burning fire and sat there for a long time by himself under the stars of the early summer night, singing very softly in what he had been told often enough, and now knew, was no known mortal key. It was one of the many minor pains of his life. Inside his head, he always knew what his voice sounded like: pure, strong, clear, absolutely indicative of his mood—sad or glad, tender or reflective; and effortlessly so, a voice that would win all hearers to its agenda. Unfortunately, this perception was nothing like the reality the Fates were winding off the distaff for him, and day after day the thread of his life unreeled only a singing voice that made human beings run away. Even sheep and goats on lonely hillsides left for other hillsides lonelier still when they heard him sing. Joxer’s heart had perfect pitch, but his throat had only the crow’s voice, as rusty as the morning after the fox made it drop the cheese. People asked him to sing only when it was a slow midweek night at the tavern and they badly needed a laugh.

			He bore this without too much complaint, as he bore most of the other disappointments in his life, which were ongoing and without foreseeable resolution, until Atropos should come along with the big sharp shears and put an end to it all. He glanced over at the little thatched house in which he knew Gabrielle lay asleep, and heaved a big sigh, secure in the knowledge that no one would hear it, and no one would care.

			Not even her . . .

			From the other side of the fire, a voice said softly, “Tell me about it.”

			“She is,” he said, very low, “kind of spectacular.” 

			“‘Kind of’?”

			“Oh, more than that. She’s the top. She’s the Sphinx’s pajamas! She’s the top. She’s—”

			“Cut it out already,” Aphrodite said, but she said it affectionately. “You think I haven’t heard it a hundred times?”

			Joxer stared at her. He could hardly avoid it. The goddess suddenly sitting there across the fire from him was wearing a kind of clothing he had never seen—nothing like a peplum or a chiton, but something that shone almost metallically in the firelight, fitted her all over from neck to ankles, extremely closely, and seemed to hug all her . . . charms . . . in an unusually candid manner. The garment was also excessively pink, not a normal color for clothes in these parts.

			“Where did you come from?” Joxer said.

			“Take a wild guess. Mountain? Starts with the letter omicron?—Oh, do you like the spandex?”

			Joxer blinked and broke the stare by an act of will. “I haven’t seen any of them hereabouts,” he said, “but maybe the chimera scared them away.”

			Aphrodite looked at him kindly. “You really were left holding the empty amphora the morning they gave out the cognitive faculties, weren’t you. Never mind.”

			“Mighty goddess—”

			“Now there’s a boy who knows how to ask politely. Who says flirting is a dead art . . . ?”

			“I was just wondering if—” He looked over at the house in which Gabrielle lay. “If you couldn’t . . . you know . . .”

			“Not today. I’ve got another job on my mind, and if there’s one thing you learn fast in this business, it’s never to multitask,” Aphrodite said. “Big career mistake for a god. You do that, pretty soon mortals start getting the idea that you’re omnipotent, and then where are you? Answering prayers all hours of the day and night, not a moment for yourself to have a bath or read a good scroll on the—” She made a face. “Never mind. There is, however, one thing you can do for me, and I would be really grateful.” Aphrodite wiggled her eyebrows at him several times in a most suggestive manner.

			“What?”

			“How would you like to win a princess’s heart?”

			Joxer burst out laughing. “That’ll never happen.”

			“How do you know?” Aphrodite said. “The world is full of unexpected occurrences.”

			“Me? And a princess?” Joxer laughed harder, and had to undo his blanket so that he could wipe his eyes. “Look at me! I’m a penniless itinerant warrior of no particular lineage. Princesses like stability. Nobility. Cash,” he added with the wistful tone of someone who had not seen a lot of that commodity recently. “There’s absolutely nothing about me to attract a princess.”

			“You might be surprised.”

			“Cruel,” Joxer said, looking up at the stars. “Cruel goddess, to so raise a poor mortal’s hopes. Here I sit, alone, ever rejected and spurned, and you descend from cloudy Olympus to torment me.”

			“You could really get on my nerves,” Aphrodite said, “if I wasn’t so good-natured. Now stop whining and giving me weather reports, and pay attention. When it happens . . . I want you to do one thing.”

			“When what happens?”

			“I knock on the amphora and it is empty, empty,” the goddess said to herself. “I don’t know why I bother. Well, yes I do. But oh, what I go through to get anything done. Listen, you, I did not rise from the foam to play twenty questions with mortals! So just take my advice. When she asks you your name . . . don’t tell her. Stall.”

			“Stall?”

			“Stall. Make her guess. Got that? Do I have to carve you a bas-relief? No? Good. You do that, and after that just follow your hunches, and everything will turn out all right.”

			She disappeared.

			“It doesn’t sound right somehow,” Joxer said, uncertain. “I thought the gods helped those who helped themselves.”

			“Believe me, this is the same thing,” said her voice out of the air, and nothing more.

			
			In the morning, no more than two hours’ leisurely walk brought them from Tyche to the walls of King Enomaeus’s forest castle. It was not a huge edifice, but handsome enough, a four-square walled building with towers at the corner, and a single, central keep. There was a cluster of thatched wooden houses in the shadow of the walls, and a small marketplace in the center of them. Stalls were set up there, and people moved casually among them, doing their shopping.

			Xena tied Argo up at a handy water trough fed by one of the forest streams, and looked the place over. “Defensible,” she said, looking at the “dry” moat, which had been dug around the castle and was filled with sharpened stakes. “A nice location.”

			“A noble edifice,” Joxer said.

			Gabrielle nodded absently, for there was something in the air that bothered her—a scent that had nothing to do with the usual marketplace smells, a faint, old fetor. “I think they need to do something about their drains, though . . .” But then the wind changed and carried the scent away, and she thought nothing more of it.

			The three of them walked into the marketplace under the walls. Gabrielle glanced up, catching sight of some small, round, brown objects nailed up high on the stone of the walls. It was hard to see what they were. The sun was running high, and got in her eyes.

			Xena, meanwhile, was also sniffing the air. “Someone’s roasting venison again . . .”

			“I thought you said you had enough of that last night.” 

			“That was then. Besides, we missed breakfast. Here’s our chance to catch up . . .”

			The cook-butcher’s stall was right under the walls. They paused there, and Gabrielle looked up again, now that they were in shadow.

			“Oh,” she said, and gulped.

			Xena looked up too.

			The brown dried-up looking things were the nailed-up heads of men. Above them, a few ravens sat on the battlements, looking bored, possibly because just about everything that could have been picked out of or off of those heads had been, and the remaining flesh and sinew was now much too dry to be appetizing.

			Xena raised her eyebrows and turned her attention back to the venison roasting on the butcher’s spits. “When Demis said they were keen on law enforcement around here,” Xena muttered, “she wasn’t joking.”

			“Well,” Gabrielle said, “we can at least do some shopping.”

			“Yes,” Xena said. “But I don’t see any reason for us to linger. Once we’ve stocked up on supplies, we can head right out again.”

			Gabrielle nodded and turned her attention to shopping. The eternal nutbread had been getting boring lately, and here the variety of breads was surprisingly good, probably because of the plentiful firewood that the forest afforded. She went over to the bread stall and picked up a number of flat olive-oil loaves and some salted biscuit, and then moved on again to dicker with a neighboring stall holder for some dried meat. Suddenly Xena appeared at her elbow again, finishing a last piece of spitted venison.

			“Gabrielle,” she said under her breath, “have you seen Joxer?”

			At that, Gabrielle’s eyes widened. She had been so enjoying the peace and quiet, which meant he wasn’t bothering her, that she had forgotten what his not bothering her meant. “Oh no,” she said.

			“Oh yes,” said Xena. “I swear, you take your eyes off him for a second . . . Finish up there. Then let’s find him and get out of here.”

			
			Joxer had swiftly become bored with the marketplace. When you got down to it, one village market was a lot like every other—meat, bread, beans, oil, wine, cloth, pots and pans . . . He had enough food for his own purposes at the moment, and besides, the structure and architecture of the castle was much more interesting to him. He walked under the walls for a little while, admiring the stone—it had apparently been brought some distance as there was no stone like this in the neighborhood—and the way it had been mortared together.

			In front of the castle gates he stood for some minutes, admiring the gateway itself, a pair of high granite pillars bound in gilded iron, with a massive capstone around which the upper level of the wall had been built. The heads hanging to either side of it had apparently been there for some time. Well, whatever they did, they probably deserved it. . . .

			A young woman came striding out of the gates with a basket over her arm. She was well dressed, tall and slender, with long chestnut hair hanging down her back over various layers of bright, gauzy muslin tunics, skirts, and vests in varying shades of russet, orange and red. Her face was beautiful, in a severe, classical sort of way—high-cheekboned, with slanting gray eyes—yet also weary, almost sorrowful.

			Joxer stood there transfixed. Will you look at her, he thought. What a beauty. A high-class servant of some kind. But why is she so sad? He broke off the stare as she caught sight of him, looked him over, and then walked over to him.

			“You’re not from around here,” she said. 

			“Uh, no.”

			“Who are you?”

			The tone of voice was not that of a servant, however high-class. “Uh—” Stall! said something in the back of his mind, a voice suddenly very imperative. “I am, uh, the Unknown Hero,” Joxer said. He paused, and then added, “Also called the Magnificent.”

			The princess looked him over skeptically. “And of what precisely does your magnificence consist?”

			“Uh, it’s supposed to be self-evident.” He suppressed a sigh, for it seemed it rarely was.

			He could hear footsteps coming up behind him, and glanced over his shoulder. Yes, as he had thought, it was Gabrielle, and Xena, at exactly the wrong moment. The princess raised her perfect eyebrows. “Many heroes,” she said, “have passed through our golden gates before now, but few have made such a poor show as this.” She looked over his shoulder at Xena and Gabrielle. “These are your attendants?”

			“Not . . . really,” Xena said, very slowly, in a way that made Joxer twitch.

			“This is Xena,” Joxer said hurriedly, “and the valiant Gabrielle.”

			The princess’s eyes widened, though only marginally. “All know of the noble warrior princess,” she said, bowing slightly to Xena, “and you and Gabrielle shall be made very welcome. And you then,” she said to Joxer, “you are come to sue for our hand?”

			“Our?” Joxer looked around him. “Is there more than one of you?”

			The princess gave him a dirty look. “We are the only daughter of King Enomaeus,” she said. “Hippodamia.”

			“Are we,” Joxer said. “Ah.” He was trying to figure out what had gone wrong with the pronouns around here.

			“So are you here to ask my father for my hand, or what?” said the princess.

			“Uh,” Joxer said. “Well, now that you mention it, I wasn’t sure that I—”

			“—was adequate for my radiant glory, yes, that’s what they all say, let’s just get it over with,” the princess said arrogantly enough, but to Joxer’s ears there still seemed to be a touch of weariness underlying the arrogance.

			She led them through the castle gates and into the palace. Xena, having seen palaces enough in her day, was plainly not overly impressed. Gabrielle was glancing around her with a dubious expression. Joxer could understand why, for as he looked at the columns and tapestries they passed, he got the feeling that this place might have seen better days—it had a slightly seedy look about it, and the servitors’ robes had a much-mended look about them that was not well concealed. One of them, passing by, caught Joxer’s attention. This was a young man, fair-haired, well-built, in rather threadbare robes, and he did not so much walk by as skulk by. But as he did, he glanced up at Joxer and favored him with an expression of purest rage. Just a flicker of it, and then the man was moving away, head down, hurrying.

			Joxer blinked as he walked along behind the princess. Why should he hate me? I haven’t done anything to him—

			The central hall of the palace was not very big, but it was a little better kept than the antechamber through which they had passed. At the near end of it was a faint quacking noise, which proved to come from several nervous-looking musicians, playing shawms and other odd-looking wind instruments. Down at the other end stood a small cluster of men surrounding a tall chair and partially hiding it. “Father—” the princess said.

			The five or six men standing there parted left and right, bowing, to reveal the short, broad-shouldered man who sat in the chair. He was not crowned, and he was wearing clothes that were like enough to those of his subjects out in the marketplace: a belted gray tunic, gray cross-gaitered breeches, and sturdy sandals. But the face held royalty enough, of a rather harsh kind, with an edge of cruelty to it—eyes at a slight slant like his daughter’s, but steely, and a mouth that showed no signs of having smiled in a long time.

			Joxer bowed. “Here’s a man who has come to ask for my hand,” Princess Hippodamia said.

			Joxer straightened up. “Uh, it’s a very nice idea, b—”

			“What is his name?” said the king, in a deep, mellow voice.

			This time Joxer was ready. “I am the Unknown Hero,” he said. “And this is the warrior princess Xena . . . and her companion Gabrielle. In the meantime, I just—”

			“You honor us with your presence, noble Xena,” said the king, standing up. “And you, Gabrielle. Meanwhile, young man, I am sure that, having come here and asking what you ask, you know our law. Once you have set foot in my halls, I have the right to ask you to solve a riddle. Once you solve it, my daughter is yours. Should you fail to solve it, however, your head is forfeit, and will be nailed up on the walls as a warning to others.”

			Joxer went hot and cold with panic. “They probably deserved what happened to them,” he’d thought. Oh, wonderful! He swallowed, and started to say, “Excuse me, I don’t want her, and I was just leaving.” But instead, the words came out as, “King, is it not also the law that a man so challenged may in turn ask you or your daughter a riddle, which you must first answer before asking your own? And if you cannot answer, that man may go free, and demand one boon of you?”

			Xena and Gabrielle stared at each other. Joxer would have stared at himself if he could have.

			King Enomaeus blanched. “Someone told you that,” he hissed. “Who told you about that?”

			The musicians playing the wind instruments down at the other end of the hall squeaked and bleated to an abrupt halt, and a terrible silence fell. Joxer swallowed again, unwilling to answer the question directly. Fortunately he didn’t have to, for the king’s attention was immediately distracted by the courtiers and counsellors standing all around him, who were looking in every possible direction except at him. “Which of you traitors told him?” cried the king.

			The most senior of the counselors, a distinguished-looking man with a long gray beard, turned to face the king then. “Sire,” he said, “this man has only just now arrived, as you know. None of us have had a chance to speak so much as a word to him. And your people, knowing the law, would not dare. They know very well the price they would pay, and how it would be enforced.”

			The king subsided somewhat. “Very well,” he muttered, glancing at his daughter. “It is the law. Ask your riddle.”

			“You must guess my name,” Joxer said—or, rather, the voice inside him said, using his throat. “By tomorrow morning.”

			The king glanced at Xena and Gabrielle. Joxer watched the look Xena gave King Enomaeus: level, thoughtful, with just a hint of threat. Joxer was glad to see that, for it was occurring to him that what he had just said would be all too likely to put Xena in danger . . . and Gabrielle.

			He was opening his mouth to tell the two of them to get out of there, that this was his mission and he would see them in the morning . . . but before he could, the king said, “Very well. Chamberlain—” He turned to one of the men standing nearby, who bowed very low. “See these guests to rooms befitting their station. In the morning,” he said to Joxer, “my daughter will give you the answer to your riddle. Then you must answer hers, or die, by the time the sun reaches noon.”

			“Fine,” Joxer somehow managed to say. The voice that had spoken through him had left him on his own as suddenly as it had come. “Oh, and would it be possible to get some lunch?”

			“See to it,” said the king, and waved them away.

			As they went, Joxer shouldered close to Xena and whispered, “You should get out of here.”

			“Just when things are getting interesting?” Xena said, apparently not caring who heard. “Not a chance. We’re with you, Hero.”

			Joxer gulped, and followed their escort.

			
			For Gabrielle, it was a very peculiar afternoon. . . . partly because, when lunchtime came, she had to keep reminding herself not to call Joxer by his name as the three of them feasted at the king’s table. The king was not there, having said that he had business to attend to. “Finding out the hero’s name, probably,” she muttered to Xena, while they watched Joxer put away the better part of a leg of mutton with a cheerful concentration all too reminiscent of that of a condemned man.

			“All they have to do is go to Tyche for that,” Xena said under her breath. “Except—”

			“Except what?”

			“Remember the lady we met earlier?” Xena said, more quietly still. “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy for them.”

			Gabrielle thought about that for a moment. “I hope you’re right,” she said. Trouble was, it was no use depending on the gods for anything. Their caprice could betray your expectations at a moment’s notice.

			They ate their lunch, and took advantage of the castle’s facilities for a bath. Neither of them saw much of Joxer that day; he was walking around the place, looking it over with the air of someone spying out the strengths and weaknesses of a fortress to which he was about to lay siege. His seeming insouciance began to prey on Gabrielle’s mind as afternoon slid into evening, and evening into night. There was another festal table set out for them all at dinner—a cold buffet—and various of King Enomaeus’s courtiers met them there, all courtesy and insinuating questions about their travels, which Gabrielle parried as gracefully as she could. Xena had her reputation and her temper to shield her. No one bothered her more than once after she had turned that flashing, feral smile on them and told them to mind their own business, before she made them hers. Joxer, meanwhile, answered every question anyone asked him, except those pertaining to his own recent whereabouts. For those, somehow, he always had his mouth hilariously full, and the answers came out garbled past recognition. Finally the courtiers, making fastidious faces, gave up on him and left the three of them alone, and servants came in and began quenching all but a few torches.

			Xena herself seemed to have become rather fed up with the proceedings, and she stood up and stretched. “It’s been a rather odd day,” she said. “I think I’ll turn in . . .”

			“Wait for me!” Gabrielle said. “Good night, . . . Hero.”

			“’Night,” Joxer said, not budging, but rather addressing himself straightaway to another piece of cold mutton.

			The two of them headed up the stairs in one corner of the keep’s tower toward the room they had been given. “Befitting their station” in this part of the world apparently meant fairly palatial. The couches were cushioned in silk and the room was scattered with beast-skin rugs—but, again, everything had that slightly tatty look. Xena sat down on one of the couches and started taking her greaves off. Gabrielle put her satchel aside and then glanced around.

			“What?” Xena said.

			“I left my staff downstairs.”

			“Oh, leave it . . . no one’s going to steal it.”

			“No, I guess not.” Gabrielle sat down on her own couch . . . then stood up again.

			“What?”

			“I just like to know where it is . . .” 

			Xena shrugged.

			Gabrielle slipped out, eased the door shut, and stood still long enough to let her eyes get used to the reduced light. There were only one or two torches burning down in the keep’s main hall, now, and none in the corridor. When her eyes adjusted, she made her way cautiously down the steps then, just inside the doorway to the keep, stopped. Voices. . . .

			She peered around the doorjamb. Joxer was still sitting at the table, and standing across it from him, looking down at him, was Princess Hippodamia. “. . . I don’t know what it is about you,” the princess was saying, “but you’re not much like my other suitors, somehow.”

			Gabrielle, overhearing this, had trouble controlling her laughter, but she managed it.

			“No,” Joxer said, with the calm of complete self-assurance, on this count anyway. “I’m unique.”

			The princess shifted, an uneasy movement. “Look,” she said. “I wish you’d give this up and leave. The result is so . . . predictable.”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” Joxer said. “I’m willing to take my chances. Especially since you have a result to produce, too.”

			There was a brief silence. At his boldness, Gabrielle wondered, or because she really isn’t sure she’s going to be able to find out who he is . . . ? “And when I do?” the princess said.

			“Then if I can’t answer your question,” Joxer said, “you get to nail my head up.”

			“It’s not me!” the princess said, sounding upset for the first time. “Everybody thinks that!”

			“You sure haven’t done much to try to change their minds,” Joxer said.

			“You don’t know my father,” the princess muttered. “He says he loves me, he says he only wants the best for me . . .” 

			“This is ‘best for you’?” Joxer said. “Chopping off all the neighboring princes’ heads and nailing them up to the walls? Kind of an unusual concept of good parenting, isn’t it?”

			Gabrielle’s eyebrows went up at the sharpness of his tone. The princess said, “There’s more to it than that. When my mother died . . .” She trailed off, her voice suddenly full of old pain.

			There was a pause. Finally Joxer said, “He really loved her, didn’t he.”

			“He did.”

			“ . . . And I don’t suppose he was entirely happy to be left alone with a baby daughter . . .”

			“Who he felt had killed his wife,” said the princess. “No. You could say he would have been pretty ambivalent about that.”

			There was a much longer silence. “But you were all he had of her,” Joxer said. “And when you grew up, and getting you married started to be an issue . . .”

			“It’s still a tradition here that a father gets to set the conditions under which his daughter marries,” the princess said. “My father simply seems to have set the conditions . . . rather high.” She shook her head. “For all his talk about how much he loves me, though, he never once asked me what I wanted to do . . . but then he never asks me what I want about anything.”

			They both sat in silence for a moment. Finally Joxer said, “What happens when I win?”

			“You won’t,” the princess said.

			Joxer laughed. “Then I’d better pick my best side,” he said, “so your father can nail me up with that one facing out. And what happens afterward? When that blond guy I saw skulking around here finally gets up his courage to—” 

			“No!” the princess cried, and leapt to her feet. She stared at him like someone who had just taken an arrow through the heart. “No, you can’t know, you—”

			She fled.

			Joxer stared after her. From her place of concealment, so did Gabrielle.

			Joxer stood up, then, wearing a most thoughtful expression, and made for the stairway on the other side of the hall, the one leading to his own room. Gabrielle watched him go.

			After a short wait to make sure the coast was clear, she made her way back to the room she and Xena had been given, and found Xena sitting in front of the fire, sharpening her chakram thoughtfully on a whetstone. Xena glanced up. “Gabrielle . . . your staff was right there in the corner, where you left it.”

			“Oh,” Gabrielle said. “Yes.” 

			“Where’ve you been?”

			Gabrielle told her. When she was finished, Xena raised her eyebrows and went back to grooming the chakram’s edge. “You’ll have noticed that this place is beginning to fall on hard times,” Xena said softly.

			“Yes.”

			“Word has certainly gotten out about how the king treats his daughter’s suitors. The royal line will die out, and the kingdom will be annexed by one of the other neighboring kingdoms . . .”

			“Doesn’t he realize what he’s doing?” Gabrielle said. “He’s destroying the place himself, as surely as if he’d set fire to it!”

			“He may realize,” Xena said. “He may not. Sometimes it’s hard, when you’re in the middle of your pain, to understand all the ramifications of what you’re doing . . .” She fell silent.

			“And J—— the hero.”

			“Yes,” Xena said, sounding thoughtful.

			Gabrielle sat down. “What can we do to help him?” 

			“Right now?” The whetstone went tshk, tshk, tshk against the chakram. “Probably . . . nothing but wait.”

			
			In an upper room of the palace, Hippodamia and her father, the king, were waiting for the messenger. Hippodamia was pacing; her father was calm.

			“It’s nothing to worry about,” King Enomaeus said. “Calm yourself, daughter. Everything will be fine.”

			“I had hoped it was all over,” the princess said softly, pausing to look out the window. “It had been so long since anyone came . . . I thought it had finally stopped.”

			“It seems not. Well, never mind, we’ll soon be rid of this one, too . . .”

			She turned so that her father should not see her face. At the same moment someone knocked on her father’s chamber door. “Enter—” said the king.

			The door opened up just enough for the messenger to come in, and then shut behind him with a thump. The little man stood there, in his dark night-traveling clothes, looking distinctly nervous.

			“Well?” the king said.

			“I rode to Tyche village, just as you said, sire, and—” 

			“What’s his name, then?”

			The man fell to his knees. The princess stared. “Please, sire, the villagers, they—”

			“They must have heard his name when the three of them were there: what’s his name?”

			“Sire,” the shaking messenger said, “they’ve forgotten.” 

			The king stood up slowly and began advancing on the man. “What did you say?”

			“Truly, sire! They were so impressed with Xena and Gabrielle, they’re so famous, that they paid hardly any attention to this nobody. None of them had ever heard of this fellow, after all, and he mentioned his name once or twice but none of them can remember it now, he seemed like such an ordinary type—”

			The princess stood there, blinking with surprise, as her father grabbed the messenger and shook him as a dog shakes a rat. “You’re lying! They’re lying! I’ll have all their heads—”

			“No, sire, truly, they wouldn’t lie, they know your law too well for that, and anyway, I know them all, they wouldn’t lie to me, and truly, on my oath, they don’t remember his name—!”

			The king threw the messenger to one side and stalked back to his chair, hurled himself into it, and sat there with his head in his hands. “No time to send any messenger any further, the night is running—there must be something we can do, otherwise this nobody, this ‘unknown hero’ is going to be able to do anything he wants with you—”

			“Father,” Hippodamia said, moving to him. She bent over him, put her hands on his shoulders. “Father. Leave the problem with me. Aren’t you always telling me how wise I am? Let me handle it.”

			He sat there with his head in his hands awhile more, and then turned his face up to her: a hard face, trusting, and afraid. “All right,” he said.

			She went to get the pitcher that held his wine, and lingered a little longer than strictly necessary at the sideboard, over the business of pouring out a cup of it for him. She had half suspected something like this might happen, and once the hero had refused to leave, she had come prepared. “Here, Father,” Hippodamia said, coming back to him with the cup. “Drink this . . . then get some rest. Everything will be all right in the morning.”

			He drank the cup off at one draught, and she would have sighed with relief if she’d dared; she lived in fear that one day he would detect the taste of what she’d slipped into the wine from the hollow inside her pendant. “Go on, now,” she said, and motioned with her head to the messenger to get out of there as she helped her father up out of the chair and pushed him gently in the direction of his couch. “Go on . . . sleep. And leave everything to me.”

			He lay down on the couch. Quite shortly he was snoring. A few moments later, Hippodamia slipped out of his chamber and shut the door behind her.

			
			The first quarter moon was riding high in an utterly clear sky, one bereft of the usual summer haze, and more indigo than black. Stars seemed to swarm in it like bees, more of them visible every time one looked at a specific part of the heavens; and the whole landscape spread out under Joxer’s window, the forest and the hills beyond, was unnaturally luminous with starlight and moonlight.

			Joxer couldn’t sleep. It was too warm, and there were things on his mind. Finally he got up, made his way out of the castle keep, nodding at the door guards, and began to walk around the keep in the warm summer night.

			He started to hum . . . then stopped himself. There are other things to think about. Like what I’m going to ask for . . . what I’m going to ask her . . . tomorrow morning.

			Assuming that things go my way.

			He had no idea whether they would or not. It was useful to know that you had a goddess on your side . . . but goddesses were inscrutable, and sometimes changed their minds for fun. And what would he do then? Suppose they do find out my name . . .

			Joxer gulped, but then he tried to hold himself straight and brave, as if it didn’t matter. This lasted about five seconds. I’m too young to die!

			Then again, since when is there a minimum age for dying? Here, or anywhere else. His mouth set grimly. I may be committing suicide here.

			He paused, looking up at the castle keep. The window opening above him was the one opposite his in the tower: Gabrielle’s bedroom window. There was a light there. She was awake, too.

			Worrying about me, said one part of his mind, hopeful.

			Not a chance, said another. Or more accurately: not in the way you wish she was worrying. You know better than that. Her heart . . . is elsewhere.

			Joxer breathed in, breathed out: hope departing, light as a butterfly, on the breath, and leaving him sad . . . and suddenly resolute. If I’m going to be dead of this adventure in the morning, he thought . . . why not? What have I got to lose? . . .

			And if I don’t tell her now, I’ll never have another chance . . .

			He started to sing.

			
			On her couch, in the near-darkness, Gabrielle heard the voice from outside the tower, and rolled over and buried her face in her arms. “Oh, no,” she muttered. Joxer had plainly forgotten about his promise.

			“No one’s sleeping,” she heard Joxer sing,

			
			
“none are sleeping . . .

			“Not even you, my princess,
up there in your chilly bedroom,
Look out to see how
the blessed stars are trembling
with love and longing!”

			
			Gabrielle had expected to be holding her ears by now. But to her utter surprise, in the middle of practically the first stanza, something unheard-of started to happen to his voice. It acquired a shape, and the notes Joxer hit, true ones for once, acquired depth, and power. The voice grew. Across the room, Xena glanced up from her seat by the slowly dying fire, a brooding look in her eyes. Gabrielle caught the musing glance, flinched from it, looked out the window again, unable to make out the figure that sang.

			
			
“But ah, my mystery’s locked inside,

			My secret no one else will learn but you; 
and to your lips alone
will I reveal it
when dawn’s rose splendor
lights the sky!”

			
			All around them, in the castle, Gabrielle suspected that people were sitting up in their beds, wondering what had awakened them, and wondering who in the world had a voice like that. In the world indeed, Gabrielle thought, feeling, even for a man’s voice like that, a most unaccustomed twinge of envy.

			The voice paused, then went soft again, musing, and it was as if the whole night leaned in close to listen.

			
			
“Yes, it’s my kiss

			will finally break the silence 
and make your heart mine!”

			
			From somewhere nearby Gabrielle thought she heard a somehow-familiar woman’s voice, in sweet and rather stagy desperation, singing in response:

			
			
“The hero’s secret no one knows,

			Yet oh, the hero’s death is surely near. . . .”

			
			But the voice that was suddenly Joxer’s, if it heard this, was not concerned. It pealed out in growing triumph and anticipation:

			
			
“Oh, hasten hence, now,

			holy night,
and set, stars!
Swiftly set,
for my love
will conquer come the dawn, 
come the dawn,
come the dawn!”

			
			Summer thunder flickered along the horizon, like muted drums, and faded.

			
			In another room in the palace, a young woman stood by the window, listening, listening with all of her being.

			I never knew, Hippodamia thought. I never knew this is what they felt like.

			She thought about the walls. She had stopped counting the heads a long time ago: had learned not to pay any attention to the suitors, their longing looks, their rich presents—because she knew what was going to happen to them. There was no moving her father, no hope of changing his mind. She knew what was still foremost in it; even after all these years: the memory of her mother, the queen, dying in the agonies of childbirth. A long time ago now, but that memory was still fresh for him. And every time he looks at me, he sees me married . . . and then, after nine months or so, dying the same way. The screams, echoing down these empty halls . . . sometimes she suspected he still heard them, through all the chatter of his courtiers, the squawk of the musicians he hired and fired and hired and fired again, because none of them could drown that sound out.

			He loves me so much that he would do anything to protect me from that. Even kill them all, one after another . . .

			She had been telling herself for a long time that there was nothing she could do to stop it. Yet now, terribly, she wondered. Hippodamia began to tremble at the thought of Evenus, who had been here for nearly two years now, hiding, pretending to be a servant and doing the most menial tasks to be near her, things that should have been utterly alien to his princely blood. She had not betrayed him: that would have been her death. But neither had she allowed Evenus to do what he so much wanted to do: come forward, take the challenge, meet the dare. For that would have lost him his life as well. Nor had she ever dared to tell him the part of the law that this unknown hero had somehow discovered. The chance of something going wrong, of losing him, was too terrible to contemplate. At least at the moment the two of them could catch the occasional furtive glimpse of each other during the humdrum palace day. But Evenus could never have the freedom to sing to her the way this hero did, though the same thoughts, almost the same words, must surely beat every night in his breast . . .

			Loving me is a death sentence. And we are in prison. In prison together.

			But never until tonight has there been a way out of jail . . .

			Evenus had at last heard the loophole in the law, now: not from her, for her father had made her swear by the Gods never to tell, but from her father’s own lips. Now he could challenge her father, and maybe even win. Then they could be together openly at last, and the killing would finally be over. Finally! Oh, Gods, over at last!

			But there was still this nameless hero. And what if he should win her? She would have to leave her hidden prince and go to some strange country, and would never see him again.

			No, Hippodamia thought, suddenly fiercely resolute. Once and for all, it ends here. And I will not let this hero out of nowhere ruin everything when a way out for Evenus and me has finally become plain.

			She sat very still, clenching her mind around a growing plan as she might clench a fist around a knife.

			Then Hippodamia got up and went to the door, opened it, looked down the hallway, and called the guards.

			
			It was almost dark in the room—only the fire left, burned down to embers, and one little oil lamp on the nearby table. Sleepless on her couch, Gabrielle stared at it.

			That voice . . . and the words it had sung.

			That voice. It had been the kind of voice that sounded like it had been in training for a lifetime, and it wrapped itself around your heart and squeezed until you were breathless with longing . . . She had always known perfectly well what a hopeless case Joxer was, but this voice had nothing to do with that hopelessness.

			And her memory said, I fear the Gods even when they bear gifts . . .

			Orpheus must have sounded like that, Gabrielle thought, down there in the Underworld, singing before the throne of Hades for the return of Eurydice. No one could possibly refuse him anything. It’s not fair! You train for half a life, working hard to have some kind of voice, and then someone comes along with a god as backup and sounds like that after a single night! She had to resist the urge to get up, go hunt down Aphrodite, wherever she was, and administer a good swift kick to her divine butt.

			Yet at the same time, Joxer seemed to be manifesting signs of being seriously interested in someone else. This by itself was a good thing, and to be encouraged. I should be relieved, Gabrielle thought.

			All the same . . . it was weird. Very strange to have that endless, annoying regard suddenly diverted from her. It was enough to make Gabrielle twitch a little bit: enough to make her . . .

			Jealous? Oh gods, no!

			But all the same, as Gabrielle twisted and turned on her couch, she had to wonder what was the matter with her. There was no question that this princess was absolutely no good for him, that Joxer deserved much better. Especially as she’s likely to have his head nailed up on the walls by tomorrow afternoon.

			But was that just a rationalization? Am I thinking that because . . . even though he and I can never be lovers . . . I still want to keep him to myself? Because it would be too much a wound to my pride if all of a sudden he ran off after some princess?

			She made a face. And why shouldn’t he? What do I have to offer him, compared to a princess?

			Not cutting his head off, for one thing, said another part of her mind, unusually sarcastically.

			Across the room, there was a soft sigh as Xena shifted in her sleep. She had dozed off in the chair, and Gabrielle had seen no need to try to move her. Indeed, she had been too distracted, as the moon slid down the sky, and the echoes of that voice rang in her mind and refused to fade.

			And then she heard a sound that was not one of those echoes, nor was it anything to do with Xena. A soft scrape, outside the door. Faintly, through a crack between the boards of the door, she saw a glimmer of light.

			“Xena,” she whispered: and got up, feeling around her.

			A moment later the door swung open. It had been locked from the inside. Gabrielle looked hastily away from the lamp being carried in by one of the palace guards; caught sight of the gleam of eyes behind the door; and stood up straight, holding her staff.

			Behind the guard, followed by another one, Princess Hippodamia came in. The guards were carrying drawn swords. The princess paused, looked around her. “Where is she?”

			“What are you doing here?” Gabrielle said. 

			“I’ve come to ask you a question.”

			“You might have come a little earlier,” Gabrielle said. 

			“Not for this,” said the princess. “Tell me now, and no harm will come to you. What is his name?”

			Gabrielle grinned, shook her head. “You’re asking the wrong person.”

			“I think not. Take her,” the princess said to her guards. They stepped forward.

			The door swung back. Xena was there, wide awake, reaching behind her. “Think again,” Xena said.

			The princess turned, as if not surprised, as if still resolute. The guards looked from Gabrielle to Xena.

			“You think,” said the princess, “and save us all trouble. You two have been traveling with him. You must know his name. We are not a poor land: not just yet. We have gold enough to give you to make the one word worth your while.”

			“And you seriously believe,” Xena said, “that having been approached like this, by you, that we would tell you?” She laughed, and in her hand the chakram flashed in the lamplight. “Or that we would betray our friend? Gold you may have in plenty here, but brains are clearly in short supply.”

			The princess’s face went dark with anger, and she looked at the guards. The guards looked like they would much rather be somewhere else. “Now!” the princess said. 

			The guards turned away from Xena, leaped toward Gabrielle. But Gabrielle’s staff was already in her hands, and the guards’ attack was half-hearted, fragmented: they got in one another’s way. A moment later one of them was on the floor, curled up like a poked bug, retching and holding his crotch. Gabrielle feinted, thrust with the staff at the second guard’s head, then took the staff two-handed and drove it straight down onto the second guard’s instep. He howled, and fell over sideways.

			Gabrielle stood up straight again and watched the two men fight for floor space in which to writhe in agony. She shook her head. “You were right,” she said. “They almost never armor the feet properly, do they . . .”

			“When they do, they have to walk like ducks,” Xena said mildly, putting the chakram away, “and men hate walking like ducks.”

			She looked up at Hippodamia. “Princess,” she said, “go away. Don’t bother us again. We’ll send these poor creatures back downstairs when they’ve recovered. Meanwhile . . . if I were you, I’d start deciding what you’re going to do when you can’t answer the hero’s riddle in the morning.”

			Hippodamia, now pale with rage and possibly with fear, vanished. “Come on, you,” Gabrielle said, bending over the guard whose foot she had crushed, “come on, get up, I’ve got something you can put on that. . . .”

			Xena was meanwhile hoisting the other poor guard up onto her couch, on his back. “You always amaze me,” she said.

			“How?”

			“When you insist on patching these creatures up afterward . . .”

			“It’s not their fault,” Gabrielle said. “They’re only doing their jobs. Get me my satchel?”

			Xena made an exasperated face. She got up, but first she went to the window and listened. But that remarkable voice had long since fallen silent. “Now I wonder,” she said, turning back to get Gabrielle’s satchel, “just where he is . . .”

			Worried, Gabrielle looked up from getting the man’s sandal off to look out the window. Yes, she thought sadly. I wonder too . . .

			
			In the darkness of the main hall, Joxer sat by what was left of the fire in the big hearth. He was a shadow among shadows, but all the same, when one more shadow moved, he noticed it.

			“Hold it right there,” he said. “I have a sword, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

			“I dare say you’re not,” said the darkness, in a voice sharp as bright bronze, but very quiet. A man’s voice.

			Joxer nodded. His hand was on the sword’s hilt, but not in any position that would make for an effective draw. He knew this, and he was sure the one who was watching it would know it, too. “Come closer,” he said.

			The shadow moved, became a shadow in long threadbare robes, with a hood. Joxer had been sitting in this near-darkness long enough to see the glint of blond hair under the hood, and the gleam of eyes. “What do you want?” Joxer asked.

			“I’ll help you escape.”

			“Why?”

			“I heard you sing . . .” The bright voice was slightly dulled.

			“And you think that someone with a voice like that shouldn’t die so young,” Joxer said.

			The other hesitated, hearing the ironic tone in Joxer’s voice, probably unwilling to agree to the lie.

			Joxer smiled a small, grim smile, and shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “There’s something to do here first.”

			“You love her.”

			Joxer swallowed. By rights he should have been afraid, alone with this man who was desperate, who might do anything: but to his surprise, fear was far from his heart. It was too full of other things. “It’s not what you think.”

			“You’re crazy! Do you expect me to believe you? I heard you, I heard how you sang—”

			Joxer shook his head. “You heard what I was singing, all right, but not who I was singing to.”

			“If you hurry,” the man said, “I can still get you out of here.”

			Joxer laughed softly. “I’m not that many oars short of a trireme, buddy. There are no guards on the palace doors, and none on the gates outside. I could leave any time. Come to think of it, so could you.”

			“I can’t,” the man said. His voice was suddenly terrible, desperate.

			“It’s her you can’t leave,” Joxer said. “You think I don’t know the signs? Do you think I don’t know how it is—to want someone, and know you’ll never be able to have them? Unless a miracle happens—” He swallowed. He was finding this hard, but it had to be done.

			“It is about to happen,” the man said, “but not to me. In the morning, they still will not know your name. And she will be yours.”

			“What if she were to be left free to ask someone else her riddle?” Joxer said.

			A pause at that . . . the sound of breath sharply intaken. Then the man said, “It wouldn’t matter. No one has ever answered it correctly.”

			“Oh? What is it?”

			“The riddle is, ‘What is the one thing that all women want?’”

			Joxer frowned. “Yes,” he said after a moment, “I could see where that one would be a real poser.” It was hard enough figuring out what just one woman wanted.

			“So you see, it does not matter . . . and it does not alter what will happen. She will be yours in the morning. Better I should be dead before then. Or better that you should—” There was the soft sound of a sword being drawn.

			Joxer should have at least started to become nervous, but somehow it didn’t happen. “I swear by the gods,” Joxer said, with abrupt clarity, so that the room rang with it, “by mighty Aphrodite herself, that I do not love your princess.”

			Silence.

			“But in the morning,” the man said softly, “she will still be yours.”

			Joxer shook his head, gazing for a moment into the fire. “Don’t bet on it,” he said softly. “Besides . . . Just look at the word. Yours. As if people can own each other, like slaves. It’s not owning that special other that you want, if you’re really in love. You want them to have what they really want . . . and to get to be with them at the same time. But the two don’t always coincide . . .” He sighed. “All you can hope for is that, at the right time, you think of the right thing to say . . .”

			He looked back at the gleam of eyes under the hood. “Wait till morning,” Joxer said. “See what happens.” He paused. “And you might pray. A little prayer never hurts.”

			A pause, and then the sound of a sword going back into its sheath, uncertain, almost reluctant. “The gods,” the man said, bleak-voiced, “are capricious and cruel.”

			“Not all of them,” Joxer said. “Not all the time. And even when they are . . . what use are human beings, if we can’t give them a good example, and try to teach them manners?”

			Silent, the man’s gaze lingered on Joxer a little longer. Then he turned, faded into the shadows, was gone.

			Joxer sat and stared into the fire again, wishing he felt as certain as his words had sounded: for outside, pallid and uncertain, the night was shading into the morning twilight that would lead to dawn.

			
			He did not move. People began gathering in the hall as soon as it started to get really light, about an hour before dawn. Someone from the kitchen stopped by his seat by the fire and pressed a cup of hot wine into Joxer’s hand; he drank it gratefully, for the place had become very chilly overnight. Slowly, more and more people gathered there as the light grew, and finally he saw Xena and Gabrielle move through the crowd, and take a stand near him. Gabrielle seemed to be having trouble looking at him.

			It was reciprocal: Joxer got very interested in the last of his wine. Xena, though, slipped over to stand by his chair, and said quietly, “How’s your throat?”

			“Sore. I think I’m catching cold.”

			She gave him an ironic smile, which suggested immediately to Joxer that if that was all that happened to him this morning, he would be lucky. “We had some visitors last night,” Xena said. “Your princess, and a couple of guards.”

			“My” princess. Joxer smiled, but not with humor. “What happened?”

			“Gabrielle dealt with them.” 

			Joxer’s eyes widened.

			“She wasn’t in the best of moods, last night,” Xena said. 

			“Something she ate?” Joxer said, innocent.

			Xena smiled and stepped back to stand with Gabrielle.

			Away toward the rear of the hall, trumpets bleated a slightly off-key fanfare. Joxer got up from his chair. “Well,” he said, “let’s go . . .”

			He and Xena and Gabrielle and all the various courtiers and counsellors, and a whole crowd of townspeople, who seemed to have appeared from somewhere, made their way down to the king’s throne at the end of the hall. King Enomaeus was sitting there, looking slightly hungover and very depressed, and by his throne stood his daughter, in magnificent robes of silver and white, and the flame-colored veil of a bride-to-be. Her face was as still as a statue’s, and expressionless. Only her eyes dwelt on Joxer—with dull fear.

			Joxer took up what he hoped was a stately pose before the throne. There were some snickers from the crowd behind him: he ignored them. “King,” he said, “yesterday, in accordance with your law, I asked you a riddle. Now you must answer it. What is my name?”

			The king looked at his daughter. Princess Hippodamia looked down at him with a flicker of grief in her eyes, and shook her head. Then she looked up. “We do not know,” she said.

			Joxer stood up tall. “I,” he said, “am Joxer the Magnificent!”

			The king looked at his daughter, and Hippodamia looked at him, and then along with everybody else in the crowd, they shook their heads. “Never heard of him,” said the king.

			Joxer sighed.

			“But that’s of no account,” the king said, his voice heavy with defeat. “By our law, I must now grant you whatever boon you ask. So ask your boon.”

			Joxer saw the princess go even paler than she had been. And as had not happened until now, for just a moment, the possibility hung burning before him, clear and real, within his grasp. Marry the princess, settle down, eventually become a king . . .

			Then Joxer breathed out. This was not a fairy tale: this was real life, and his heart was bestowed elsewhere. Meanwhile, he hated to hurt Hippodamia, even fleetingly, but he saw all too distinctly what had to be done here.

			He took a deep breath. “I want this man to answer the princess’s riddle,” Joxer said. And he pointed at what seemed to be a servant standing off to one side in shabby brown robes, a fair-haired, well-built man, who stood straight and tall, wearing the fiercely hopeless face of a man who is about to die, and knows he can do nothing about it.

			The man came forward.

			“Who are you?” the king said, while Princess Hippodamia stood there trembling and pale.

			“I am Evenus, Prince of Arkheria,” he said, “and I come to sue for the hand of the Princess Hippodamia!”

			“No!” Hippodamia burst out. “I told you not to, we agreed that you would never—”

			“There’s no such thing as never,” Joxer said. “Sooner or later, everything ends.” Were they his words, or Aphrodite’s? He couldn’t tell. His heart was aching, as it had been for most of the day and night: but then it usually ached, one of the conditions he had become used to in life. Possibly this was why he was perfect for this job—he was already inured to the pain.

			“I won’t ask him!” Hippodamia cried.

			“The law is the law, daughter,” said the king, iron in his voice, but also fear. “You must ask him.”

			“Father—”

			“Ask him!” 

			Hippodamia gulped.

			And then she whispered, “What is the one thing that all women want?”

			The courtiers stood, hushed, glancing at one another, shaking their heads.

			Prince Evenus stood straight and proud, but his face was uncertain. He swallowed convulsively . . . and then his eyes went wide. “Their way,” he said.

			Sudden, astonished, a great smile of joy broke over Hippodamia’s face. The king looked completely stunned.

			“Is that the right answer?” Joxer said. 

			“It is,” the king whispered.

			A huge cheer went up from the surrounding courtiers and townspeople. It’s not like that’s not the one thing all men want, too, whispered a voice in Joxer’s mind, the same one that had plainly whispered to Evenus just now. But phrase the question this way, and men always get bogged down in the gender details, and lose sight of the bigger issue . . .

			The prince cast off his worn robes and stood forth in the hitherto-concealed rich garments of a noble man. He and Hippodamia flung themselves into one another’s arms, and the king stood up from his throne, suddenly looking very lost and alone.

			“You have beaten me,” he said to Joxer, as Xena and Gabrielle came up behind him.

			“Not me,” Joxer said. “The gods, maybe . . . with a little help from me. And you know, you might have a word with Aphrodite yourself. You can never tell what might happen.”

			The king looked at him sadly, then stepped away and vanished up the stairs.

			“Now that you mention it,” Xena said, “have you seen Aphrodite recently?”

			Joxer shook his head. “Heard from her,” he said. He turned to look at Hippodamia and Evenus, just now breaking out of their clinch, and said, “I think she’s been busy.”

			The prince and princess, hand in hand, came over to them.

			“How can we ever thank you?” the prince said.

			Joxer immediately became flustered. “Oh, think nothing of it . . . though now that you mention it, travel expenses, some supplies . . .”

			“I will never forget you,” Princess Hippodamia said. “You won my heart . . . and then won it again, for another.” She took Joxer’s hand. “You are truly a hero . . . though how you should be an unknown one, I will never understand.”

			“Oh well, you know how it is,” Joxer said, still more flustered. “News doesn’t always travel everywhere at the same speed. There is, however, a ballad—”

			“So I heard,” Hippodamia said. “It changed my life . . . and I will remember it always.”

			She kissed the open-mouthed Joxer on the cheek, very softly, and then, hand in hand with Evenus, she went away. 

			
			The wedding happened the same day.

			The next morning, having caught up on their sleep, Xena and Gabrielle and Joxer left King Enomaeus’s castle, loaded down by Hippodamia and Evenus with as much as they could carry in the way of supplies and gifts, and a small but solid sum in gold. For the rest of the day they journeyed up out of the forest vale, and that night sheltered on a south-facing hillside, under the trees, looking out over the sunset grain fields and toward the southern plains.

			Gabrielle sat up by the fire for a while with Joxer after Xena had rolled herself up in her bedroll and turned in, “How was it,” she said, “having a voice like that?”

			“I don’t know that I had it,” Joxer said, rather somberly, “as much as it had me. But it sounded the way I always sound, in here . . .” He tapped his head.

			Gabrielle sighed. But when she looked up at him again, her expression was thoughtful. “Maybe,” she said, “when we run into each other, occasionally, that’s something we could work on. Getting the outside voice to sound more like the inside.”

			He looked at her, and realized that this was the best offer that she could make him: not at all the one he desperately wanted . . . but the best. “That would be nice,” he said. “Thanks.”

			Gabrielle sat silent for a while more. Then, she said, “You know . . . I can’t.”

			He sat silent too. “Yes,” he said. “I know.”

			“For your sake,” Gabrielle said, “I could wish that things could be different. But . . .”

			He nodded, finding it difficult to speak. “That still means a lot,” he said. “Just that.”

			Gabrielle nodded, then got up and went to her own bed-roll, not so far from Xena’s.

			Joxer sat there by the fire for a long time, watching it burn. When he suddenly heard a soft pop like an ember popping, followed by a brief sizzle of pink sparkles in the air, he did not look up immediately.

			“You used me,” he said softly, so as not to wake the others up. “I was a tool!”

			“Most mortals are,” Aphrodite said softly. “And you know what? So are the gods, sometimes. There is a power even above Zeus, a power that sits above Olympus in the clouds and darkness, moving even gods to and fro. Destiny. . . .” She shook her head. “It’s annoying, having to put up with that kind of thing, but you know what? You’ll get over it. We all do. Meanwhile, what was I supposed to do? I’m the goddess of Love, for cripessake. Things were not going well here, and my rep was at stake. If the right tool comes along for the right job . . . should I just sit around and refuse to use it?”

			She paused, looking at him. “Besides, you didn’t really want to stay there. You want . . .”

			“You know what I want.” Joxer said, more softly still. “But it won’t happen, not without divine intervention. I mean, Gabrielle . . . and Xena, they—” He fell silent. “They’re so . . . close. There’s no room for three. But all I want in the world is—”

			Aphrodite sighed. “You’re going to have to work that out for yourself,” she said. “If I just gave you what you want without you working for it, what would it be worth, anymore? And anyway, do you think that force up there in the darkness isn’t moving her around, too? In ways even I can’t tamper with? I wish you luck.” Her voice was compassionate. “Meanwhile . . . maybe tool is the wrong word to use. Maybe you were more like a gift. If not to the one you wanted to be made a gift of . . . well. But think how much good you did.”

			Joxer thought about it. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess.” And he started to acquire a small smile. “And after all,” Joxer said, “it’s part of a hero’s role, to make heroic sacrifices . . . isn’t it?”

			“There you are,” Aphrodite said. “What a clever mortal. Hold that thought. And meanwhile . . .”

			She bent toward him. “Nice work,” said the Goddess of Love. “Just remember . . . never give up hope.” She kissed Joxer lightly on the lips, and vanished. With little sparkling lights, and in fragrance: and where she had been sitting, small white flowers lay on the ground.

			Joxer touched his mouth, wondering . . . then sat up and looked into the fire, and threw another branch on it.

			“No one’s sleeping,” he sang softly. “No one’s sleeping . . .”

			“Not with a voice like that singing, they won’t,” someone muttered on the other side of the fire. “Joxer, shut up!”

			Joxer shut up . . . and smiled.

			
		

	
		
			

			Came the Dawn

			By Esther Friesner

			The temple stood at the bottom of a small green dell, far removed from the major trade roads and a goodly distance off the rough goat track Xena and Gabrielle had chosen in an evil hour. They almost passed it by, for it was nestled away snugly in the heart of a grove of aged willows. In winter it might have been more conspicuous, when the whip-slim branches were bare, but this was spring, and the little building’s smooth walls and slender columns were painted the same tender green as the newly uncurled willow leaves.

			It was only pure accident that they caught sight of it. Xena was in a hurry and the goat track was thwarting her at every turn. Although the local terrain only consisted of moderate-sized hills and valleys, the path behaved as though it were leading them through the harsh heart of the Spartan mountains. Sometimes it curved back on itself like a fishhook, sometimes it took a sharp turn and headed straight up the side of a hill only to change its mind, make an about-face, and take them right back down again. Sometimes it seemed to vomit chunks of stone directly under their feet, then reverted to sand so soft that they sank in it up to their ankles. Xena took it all in stride, literally, but for Gabrielle, this supposed shortcut to Thebes of the Seven Gates was turning into the road to Marathon. When she twisted her foot on a particularly rocky stretch and snapped the strap of her left sandal, it was the last straw.

			It was while she knelt to fix the broken leather that she spied the temple.

			“So what?” said Xena when Gabrielle pointed it out. 

			“But Xena, isn’t it beautiful?” Gabrielle exclaimed. “It’s exquisite, a—a perfect gem of a building! And look at how well it harmonizes with its setting.”

			“Harmonizes or hides?” Xena snorted. “When a place or a person tries so hard to fade into the background, there’s usually a good reason. I can name you at least fifteen venomous desert reptiles that do nothing all day but blend into the sand and bite the fools who just have to get a closer look at them. What they get is a closer look at the inside of Charon’s boat when he ferries them to Hades.”

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Xena, poisonous snakes aren’t the only creatures that keep themselves hidden.”

			“True. So do mice, but only so the snakes can’t catch them. Let it go, Gabrielle; we’ve got places to be. Nosing around a strange temple will only take up valuable time.”

			“You’re not the least bit curious?” Gabrielle asked.

			“I’m not.” Xena’s teeth flashed momentarily in a provoking grin. “But I can tell that you are.”

			“So we’ll explore it?” Gabrielle hastily finished repairing her sandal strap and bounced eagerly to her feet. “Just long enough to find out whose temple it is. It won’t take long.”

			“Not a chance. We’re due in Thebes in three days.”

			“Thebes is only a two-day march from here!” Gabrielle protested.

			“Two days to get there, one day to find out which of those damned Seven Gates they’ve got open. That paranoid idiot King Creon keeps changing it. He’s almost as obsessed with security as he is with punctuality. Now come on.” Xena turned her back on Gabrielle and started up the goat track again.

			Seeing that the direct approach wasn’t going to work, Gabrielle switched tactics. “If we’re so pressed for time, we could use directions to a better road.”

			“I don’t ask for directions,” Xena growled. 

			“No, you just take shortcuts like this one.”

			“There is no better road to Thebes short of the main highway, and that would take four days’ travel.”

			“How much do you want to bet that the locals know a route to Thebes from here that’s better and shorter?”

			“What locals?”

			“Where there’s a temple, there are priests.” Gabrielle folded her arms. “Q.E.D.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I don’t know.” Gabrielle shrugged. “Something Julius Caesar once said. He never asked directions either. You’re a lot like him.”

			“Don’t . . . ever . . . say that about me.” Xena gritted. 

			“Well, what else can I say? He won’t ask directions, you won’t ask directions—”

			“I’ll asked your damned directions! Watch me!” Without another word Xena marched down the hillside double-time, bound for the willow-veiled temple, while Gabrielle trotted after, struggling to keep up and to cover her grin of triumph.

			The temple grove was a sweet refuge of shade and fresh water after the heat and dust of the goat track. A modest stream laced its way around the roots of the willows and a gentle wind played through their branches. Gabrielle didn’t know whether she was more enchanted with the temple itself or the grounds surrounding it. She looked everywhere, exclaiming over fresh attractions, while Xena headed straight into the temple in search of help.

			“Always in a hurry,” Gabrielle muttered, watching Xena vault up the well-swept marble steps and vanish into the temple. “She never takes time to stop and smell the roses.”

			“What roses?” said a high, whiny voice behind her.

			Gabrielle whirled around, her staff ready for battle, and found herself looking right over the head of a curly-haired little boy who was diligently searching one nostril with a busy finger. The child didn’t seem to be more than five or six, yet he had a truculent look that was somehow too old for him.

			“I asked ‘What roses?’” he repeated. “There aren’t any roses here. All she lets them grow anywhere near her temple are morning glories. It’s worse than tedious; it’s egotistical. But what can you expect of a minor goddess like Eos? All that light and none of it ever reaches her brain.” He removed his finger from one nostril and switched it to the other.

			“Eos?” Gabrielle asked. “So this is the temple of the dawn goddess?”

			“Bra-vo.” The boy stopped picking his nose long enough to give her some very measured, very sarcastic applause. “And for your second question, can you tell me where they fought the Battle of Salamis? I’ll give you a hint: It wasn’t in a butcher shop.”

			Gabrielle frowned. “You’re a very rude child.”

			“Rude? Me?” The boy opened his eyes as wide as he could and struck an offended pose worthy of an Athenian actor. “I am shocked—shocked, do you hear?—to learn that a woman of your obvious mental gifts finds me less than a perfect gentleman.” He concluded this speech by making a vulgar sound with his tongue and skipping away.

			“Wait a minute! Come back here!” Gabrielle called after the odd little boy in vain. He had vanished into a thick stand of bushes. She followed, breaking through the scratchy shoots and branches into a sundrenched clearing. In the middle of the grassy expanse a shallow fountain leaped and bubbled, watched over by the statue of a nymph. Her arms were full of small, chubby-limbed children and a host of others clung to her skirts, their plump little hands reaching up to her in supplication.

			Gabrielle was captivated and came closer to get a better look. It was only when she leaned right against the lip of the fountain that she saw the expression on the nymph’s carved face. The artist who’d created this work had known how to make solid stone show desperation, anxiety, and panic. On further inspection, the little ones ringing the nymph didn’t appear to be holding up their hands in some childish appeal for attention. Rather, they looked like a pack of miniature wolves bent on tearing her to pieces. Gabrielle shuddered so hard she almost lost her balance on the fountain’s rim.

			“Careful you don’t fall in, darling.” Another juvenile voice, different from the first, sounded at her elbow. She glanced down at a second boy, a blond cherub with a winning smile. He couldn’t have been older than four. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to such a beautiful lady.”

			Gabrielle was instantly charmed. She squatted beside the fountain and stroked his cheek. “Thank you, dear,” she said. “Aren’t you thoughtful. Do you live here?”

			“Now I do.” He put one arm around her neck and began to play with her hair. “Oooh, you’re pretty. Can I sit in your lap?”

			Gabrielle saw no harm in it. She sat on the grass and the little boy cuddled up, hugging her tightly around the waist. “My, you’re an affectionate one,” she said, a doubtful note creeping into her voice. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about the child’s behavior was starting to make her feel uneasy. “What’s your name?”

			“Orlo.” He gave her a surprisingly powerful squeeze. “Will you be my friend?”

			“Why, of course I will. Tell me, Orlo, do your parents serve in the temple? Could you help me find them? You see, I’m traveling with a friend of mine and we need to reach Thebes as soon as possible and—”

			Orlo looked up at her, his soft little face the mask of Tragedy. “You can’t go away!” he whimpered. “Everyone goes away! Everyone leaves me behind. Alone. In the dark. And I’m so small and helpless. Honestly, I am. You said you were my friend!”

			“Yes, dear, but I really have to—”

			“I don’t have anybody but you!” he sobbed, covering his face. He made enough noise to be weeping his heart out, but Gabrielle had the sneaking suspicion that his eyes were dust-dry. “I’m just a little boy and I’m scared of all the monsters under my bed and they give me terrible bad dreams and I need someone just like you to keep me company and you can’t leave me now! Can’t you stay here just one night? With me? I’ll let you have the best pillow.”

			“What you’ll let her have is the truth, Orlo!” The air above the fountain shimmered and a female voice flooded the clearing. Clad in filmy robes of purple, pink, and saffron, crowned with radiant golden hair, glorious with youth and beauty, the dawn goddess Eos appeared before them.

			Orlo let out a little yelp and scampered off. The goddess laughed and extended one rosy-fingered hand. “You’ll have to forgive my sweet little Orlo,” she said as she helped Gabrielle to her feet. “He’s terribly naughty, but he can’t do you any harm.”

			“I didn’t think he could,” Gabrielle replied. “I hope you won’t find me presumptuous, O Eos, but I believe you’re going to have a problem with that boy. He strikes me as just a little too . . . mature for his age.”

			Eos laughed until the dew ran down her cheeks. “Orlo? Mature?” she finally managed. “There are times when he acts like a sixteen-year-old, and him a man of twenty-five!”

			“Sixteen?” Gabrielle repeated, nonplussed. “Twenty-five? A . . . man? But he doesn’t look—”

			“And he’s not my son. He’s my seventh husband.”

			
			Inside the temple of Eos, Xena was fast coming to the end of her patience. First she explored the outer chamber, where the worshippers would congregate, then the smaller, inner chamber that housed the image and altar of the goddess. Both were deserted.

			“Where there’s a temple, there are priests,” she muttered. “Q.E.D. my—”

			She was about to leave in frustration when she noticed three doors in the rearmost wall. She was ready to swear on her chakram that they hadn’t been there before. The first opened to reveal a storeroom full of charcoal, incense, and other supplies for the tending of the goddess’ altar. Behind the second was a room crowded with half a dozen small cots and one full-sized bed. Children’s clothes lay everywhere. She picked up one badly soiled chiton before dropping it in disgust and stalking out.

			Then she opened the third door.

			The room beyond seemed to stretch away into infinity, and infinity was plated with solid gold. Blinding light reflected from the glittering walls. Xena threw one arm across her eyes until she got used to the dazzle. Even then, blink as she might, she could see no end to the room and nothing inside but a wide-mouthed golden brazier, raging with flames. The fiery tongues leaped far too high for them to spring from any earthly fuel. Here was a mystery.

			Xena didn’t have time for mysteries. Unlike Gabrielle, unless the mystery in question was coming straight at her with intent to kill, she was perfectly content to leave it lying undisturbed where she found it. She was backing out of the golden chamber and had the door half shut when she heard a voice within whispering.

			Xena’s hand dropped to her sword. “Who’s there?” she called. “Show yourself!”

			ohIwouldifIcould, thatIwouldlovelylady

			It was a rustly, crinkly, dead-leaves-in-a-pile whisper. Xena stepped back into the golden chamber, squinting against the glare, and let her ears guide her to its source. 

			overherewhereIhang, overhere

			A tiny chrysalis dangled by a silken thread from the ceiling just above the raging brazier, sparkling with the same precious coating as the walls. The flames might be supernatural, but their heat was real enough. Xena flung her chakram, severing the thread and bringing the chrysalis to her hand on the return arc. She carried it back into a less garish part of the temple, all the while the chrysalis buzzed and trembled.

			thankyou, Othankyou, lovelylady

			“What are you?” she asked, setting it down on the pedestal holding the goddess’ image. 

			Afriendafriendafriendafr—

			Xena gave the chrysalis a brisk shake. “Slow down. I can barely understand you.”

			Ow, said the chrysalis. It no longer buzzed like a hornets’ nest; in fact, it sounded cranky. You’ve got your nerve, girlie, shaking me like that. I’m an old man, not a baby’s rattle. You ought to treat me with a little more respect.

			Xena shook the chrysalis again, harder. “Don’t call me ‘girlie’ and we’ve got a bargain. My name is Xena. An old man, huh? A very small old man, from the look of things.”

			A torrent of unbelievably complex and old-fashioned profanity gushed from the chrysalis, curses so venomous and ferocious that the warrior princess was shocked to realize that she was blushing like a milkmaid. “Stop! Enough! Rein it in!” she shouted. “That’ll be enough of that out of you, unless you want to find out whether I can hurl you clear to Corinth.”

			The chrysalis subsided. Well, you didn’t need to go casting aspersions on my manhood, it grumbled.

			“That’s not what I meant when I called you small and you know it,” Xena replied. “Now stop fooling around and tell me: What happened to you? Why are you trapped in this thing, kept in this temple? What’s your name?”

			The golden husk in her hand trembled with a sigh. My name is Tithonus. Once I was a mortal man, strong and handsome and young, the son of King Laomedon of Troy. One day when I was out tending my father’s flocks—we all tended our father’s flocks in those days, even princes like me. None of this slacking off you get from young people nowadays, nothing but whining and excuses and sassing their elders and—

			“Get back to the sheep,” Xena cut in.

			Ahem. Yes. Well, there I was, tending my father’s sheep just as the day was breaking when all of a sudden I beheld the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. It was love at first sight, and not just what you whippersnappers call love. Ha! Like a tangle of ferrets in heat, you are. Not like love was in my day, when it was pure and noble and clean and—

			“I’ll bet if I throw you into the air and hit you just right with the flat of my sword, I can send you sailing all the way to Thrace,” Xena remarked, tossing the chrysalis up and down casually.

			Er, as I was saying, I saw this charming girl and fell in love with her on the spot. That was no wonder; what was incredible was that the first words out of her sweet, sweet mouth were a declaration of love for me! And who do you think she was, eh? A goddess, no less. Eos herself, the rosy-fingered lady of the dawn. She whisked me away to be her love and begged the gift of immortality for me from Zeus himself. We lived happily, had three fine sons, and I even helped her raise four of her own lads from a, er, previous alliance: Boreas, Zephyrus, Eurus, and Notus, gods of the four great winds. I taught them everything they know. The chrysalis stood up on end as if strutting with pride.

			“It shows,” Xena said, deadpan. “Especially when they blow hard.”

			Yes, especially when they—What did you say?

			“I said you did pretty well for a shepherd prince. So when did happily ever after change into stuck inside a cocoon?”

			The chrysalis didn’t respond at once. Xena got the distinct impression that it was embarrassed. Finally it said, Remember the part where I told you about how Eos got Zeus to grant me immortality? Eos is a lovely girl, a very lovely girl indeed. A man couldn’t ask for a sweeter mate, or a more passionate lover, but the dear lass has one teensy, weensy flaw: She’s a tad . . . impetuous. Doesn’t think things through. Leaps before she looks. Forgets to tend to the details, and sometimes it’s all in the details, such as—

			“—such as remembering to ask Zeus to grant you eternal life and eternal youth,” Xena concluded. She stared at the chrysalis. “You poor chump.”

			Again the chrysalis sighed. It didn’t take long for Eos to notice that I was no longer the man she’d married. First there were the wrinkles, then the aches and pains, the gray hairs, followed by certain other, um, changes that are none of your business. I have to say she was very supportive, in spite of the—in spite of my—even when I couldn’t—Well, that’s none of your business, either. As soon as she realized her mistake, she went back to ask Zeus to restore my youth, but he said she should’ve thought of that in the first place. Wouldn’t give her the time of day.

			“That’s awful.”

			You don’t know the half of it. At first Eos said that it wouldn’t make any difference to her, that she’d always stand by me, that love would find a way. But as the years rolled on and I continued to age, she was forced to face the hopelessness of our situation. I didn’t die—I couldn’t die—but I did begin to wither away. I shrivelled up a little more each day, my body growing more feeble, my bones more brittle, my skin as crinkly as a shed snakeskin, my voice the weak, piping thing you now hear—or barely do. And Eos was still as young and attractive as the day we first met. Very, very attractive.

			Xena didn’t need the Delphic Oracle to interpret what Tithonus was getting at: “She left you for another man.”

			Left me? If only she had! It would’ve been kinder, in the long run. Instead, she placed me in this gilded husk you hold and hung me where you found me, for safekeeping.

			Xena’s heart was moved to pity. “I wish there were something I could do to help you, Tithonus,” she said.

			Nice of you to offer. Matter of fact, there is: Kill me, there’s a good girl.

			“But you’re immortal.”

			I knew you were going to say that. But you could try. It would only be polite to make the effort.

			“I don’t think so,” Xena said. “But I will take you with me.” She tried to fit the chrysalis into her belt pouch, but it was full, so she tucked it into the front of her armor instead. “It’s no good your just hanging around here. The known world’s a big place: For all we know, the answer to your problem’s somewhere out there. I’ll help you find it.”

			Take your time, Tithonus murmured happily from his new resting place. I think this may be the beginning of a beautiful—

			“Xena! Help!” Gabrielle’s voice rang out through the temple.

			Just when I was getting comfortable . . .

			
			“Who are you calling a nymph?” Xena spat, facing down the goddess.

			“It’s only a temporary title,” Eos said patiently. “Nymphs always take care of children. Zeus himself was raised by Cretan nymphs.”

			“Speaking of Cretans—”

			“I don’t think childcare’s going to be an issue here,” Gabrielle said. The three of them stood ringing the fountain while six pairs of eyes watched closely from the surrounding shrubbery.

			“I’ll say it’s not,” Xena affirmed, giving the dawn goddess a look fit to put her lights out for good. “I don’t know who these children are that you’ve been jabbering about, but Gabrielle and I are not nymphs and we are not babysitters. What we are is leaving. Come on, Gabrielle; we’ve got to get the Thebes.”

			Xena started off, but she hadn’t gone more than thirty paces when something struck her a mighty blow squarely in the breastplate, sending her toppling head over heels, all the way back to the base of the fountain. She was on her feet in an instant, teeth clenched, sword drawn, searching for the assailant that wasn’t there. Eos giggled.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“That was one of my children,” Eos replied. “Boreas, god of the north wind. As you can see, he doesn’t need anyone to babysit him. He’s all grown up, the same as his three brothers, and every one of them is more than willing to help me . . . reason with hotheads like you. You assume you know what’s going on, but you haven’t any accurate idea of the situation at all.” Her beautiful face was insufferably smug.

			“You’re the dawn: Enlighten me,” Xena said drily.

			“She doesn’t need babysitters because her ‘children’ aren’t children,” Gabrielle broke in. “They’re men.”

			“Little men?” Xena was taken aback. “Now there’s a novel idea, even for a goddess.”

			“Don’t be silly.” Eos tossed her golden curls. “Boys! Boys, come here! There’s someone I want you to meet.”

			The foliage rustled. Twigs snapped underfoot. One by one, six small boys ranging in age from two to seven emerged from the bushes. There was something distinctly unchildlike about them. It wasn’t just their eyes, which held neither shyness nor fear when meeting strangers; it went further than that. Xena watched, amazed, as the two-year-old came boldly up to face her. She’d never before seen someone manage to toddle and swagger at the same time. When he took his thumb out of his mouth, laid hold of her hand, and kissed it with a gallant flourish, it was as if someone had opened an amphora full of understanding and upended it over her head.

			“You’re the ones!” she cried. “You’re Eos’s new lovers!”

			“Not exactly,” said Gabrielle’s old acquaintance, Orlo.

			“Not at the moment, anyhow,” said the oldest looking of the bunch, a gangly towhead.

			“She calls us her husbands,” another added. “Which is neither here nor there, seeing as how in our present condition the role or husband or lover is unthinkable.”

			“I should hope so!” Gabrielle was appalled.

			“You can do more than hope so.” Eos gave her a cutting look. “You can rely on it. How dare you think such dreadful things of me? I’m a respectable goddess!”

			“Who just happens to need a husbandsitter,” Xena concluded. “Very respectable.”

			She was joking, but Eos reacted as though she’d spoken pure logic. “Then you do understand! Oh, I’m so glad. But of course you would: I saw you come dashing out of my temple. You must’ve spoken with Tithonus. Well, I can tell you right now, I’m not about to make that mistake again.” 

			“No, you’re going to make a whole bunch of new mistakes,” Gabrielle muttered.

			There was nothing at all wrong with Eos’s ears. “What did you say?”

			“Let her alone; she’s right and you know it,” one of the boys spoke up. He was a red-haired tyke, all blue eyes and baby fat. Solemnly he approached Xena and Gabrielle, bowing low. “Myron of Thebes, at your service. I used to be King Creon’s favorite harper until I had the misfortune to take a holiday from my work and travel down to this scrofulous neck of the woods. There I was, minding my own business, drinking from that little stream over there, when suddenly this brazen creature appears before me and declares, ‘Oooooh, you’re cute. Want to be my husband?’”

			Xena raised one eyebrow at the goddess. “Not too subtle, are you?”

			“I believe in the direct approach,” Eos responded haughtily. “And why shouldn’t I? I am one of the Olympians. All wise mortals know what a great honor it is to be chosen to consort with us.”

			“And what a lethal mistake it is to decline that ‘honor,’” Myron said. “As a harper, I’ve heard all the songs about the fates of mortals who try giving gods the brush-off. So of course I consented. At the time, I didn’t see the harm in it. I assumed that she was after a quick liaison, no more than a night’s entertainment. I knew I wouldn’t find her beside me at dawn. Ah, but little did I know, for no sooner had she given me a most rigorous audition, so to speak, but she announced, ‘That was great. You’ll do.’ And with that, she turned me into this.” He touched his chest.

			“She did?” Xena was puzzled. “How?”

			Before the former harper could answer, Eos stepped in. “That will be enough out of you, Myron. Goodness, you’d think you weren’t happy with the prospect of eternal life.”

			“In this shape?” The harper opened his arms wide, appealing for judgement to Xena and Gabrielle. “It interferes with my work in ways you can’t imagine. I am a harper—a poet and a musician combined. My profession makes certain creative demands, especially when I need to compose a new song. Inspiration doesn’t come easy.”

			“We’re colleagues!” Gabrielle cried eagerly. “Where do you get your ideas?”

			“I used to get them every week in a six-pack of amphorae from Arcadia, but now—? Do you realize just how little wine this body can hold?”

			“Stop bellyaching;” Eos said. “It’s just temporary. The next time I ask Zeus to grant eternal life and youth to a mortal, I must be sure I’ve picked the right man. Eternity’s a long time to spend with a loser. As soon as I make up my mind, I’ll have Zeus return the rest of you to your proper ages.”

			“And when will that be?” Myron wanted to know.

			“I’m not making any more snap decisions,” Eos maintained. “What do you have to complain about? Don’t I see to your every need?”

			“You don’t,” Myron replied. “Gelassia does. Or did.”

			“I take it that Gelassia was your previous husbandsitter?” Xena asked the goddess.

			The dawn goddess sighed and a refreshing breeze stirred the clearing. “Poor dear, she was such a good influence on the boys, so kind, so patient, practically perfect in every way.”

			“Until she cracked,” said Myron.

			Eos spread her hands. “I blame myself. Nymphs are such fragile creatures. I should have given her a vacation, only—”

			“—only you were afraid she wouldn’t come back,” Xena concluded, and received a divine scowl for her observation. “What happened to her? Did Boreas and his brothers let her escape?”

			“No, she’s still here. Or maybe I should say still there.” Eos pointed at the fountain.

			“She was turned to stone?” Gabrielle stared at the statue, horrified. “And all of those poor children with her?”

			“Nonsense,” Eos said. “Do you think I collect husband candidates by the boatload? And she wasn’t turned to stone. We haven’t had a gorgon wander through these parts for ages.”

			“I made the statue,” one of the little boys piped up. His wavy brown hair failed to cover the distinctive, star-shaped birthmark on his right temple. “Not some dumb gorgon. And if you think that’s easy to do when you’re this size, think again.”

			Xena looked at him narrowly. “That birthmark . . . I know you,” she said at last. “The only person I ever saw with such a mark was Endemon of Naxos, the famous sculptor.”

			“The famous sculptor?” the boy echoed. “Since when am I famous?”

			“Since you vanished mysteriously, fifteen years ago,” Xena said. “Everyone thought you drowned. The whole island went into mourning.”

			“Really?” Endemon’s eyes lit up. “Did my death help sales?”

			“They can’t find enough of your works to satisfy the demand,” Xena told him. “An original Endemon is worth a fortune. This piece here would fetch a cartload of drachmas.” She nodded at Gelassia’s statue.

			“Ooh.” Endemon beamed.

			Eos did not like being ignored and cleared her throat loudly to recapture their attention. “As I was saying, Gelassia was the daughter of a local river god. One day the boys were acting up more than usual. She couldn’t take it—child care’s not for the fainthearted—so in her distress she called upon her father and he rescued her the only way he knew how, by turning her into a spring. She’s got a slightly metallic aftertaste, but she goes well with olives and goat cheese.”

			“Then that fountain’s not—?”

			“—the Fountain of Youth?” Eos laughed. “That’s only a myth.”

			“So how did you make these men young?” Gabrielle asked.

			“And if you have that power, why didn’t you use it on your first husband?” Xena added.

			Yeah! Tithonus buzzed from inside her breastplate.

			Eos cocked her head, puzzled. “That sounds like Tithonus. But how could he get out of my temple?”

			Before the chrysalis could utter another sound and give itself away, Xena clapped one hand to her bosom as if shocked by what she’d heard and insisted, “Well, why didn’t you?”

			The goddess gave a small I-must-be-hearing-things frown, then replied: “It wouldn’t work on him.”

			The lying little snip! the chrysalis hummed angrily. Xena’s hand, still in place, muffled Tithonus’ paltry voice so that even she could barely hear it. She never even tried it on me!

			“What do you have to do when it does work?” Xena asked the goddess.

			“It’s really very simple, sort of a one-shot deal,” Eos said. “I just need to tell a nice young man ‘You’ll do,’ give him a little kiss, and bang!—he’s a child again, never any older than two when the smoke clears. And he ages much more slowly than normal children, so even though I can’t use the power twice on the same person, I’ve still got oodles of time to make my choice. The power’s a gift from Zeus, something he gave me to make me stop nagging him about poor old Tithonus.”

			“I’m surprised he was so generous,” Xena commented. “When Zeus wants someone to shut up, he usually sends them a thunderbolt, not a gift of power.”

			“Let’s just say that there are some days that the Father of Gods and Men doesn’t want morning to come any faster than it needs to.” Eos smirked.

			“Cute,” Xena said, flatly. “All right, Eos, can we try being reasonable about this? I don’t have a whole lot of mornings to spare between now and when we’re due in Thebes. I’m not going to be your new husbandsitter, but I’m still willing to help. Since you can’t make a decision about which one of these men’s the right choice, let me do it for you.”

			“Pardon me, but I don’t believe your title is Xena: Warrior Marriage Expert,” Eos said coldly.

			“Fine.” Xena shrugged off the insult. “Then let Gabrielle do it. Let anyone do it, only let it be done. You’re a goddess, but you’re acting like a headless chicken. Stop dithering, choose, and let all of us get on with our lives!”

			The light surrounding Eos darkened and crackled until she looked like the dawn of doomsday. “I don’t take orders from mortals,” she snarled. “I give them. I order you to stay here and take care of my potential future husbands or else I’ll—!”

			“—kill me?” Xena finished for her. “Others have tried. Even gods.”

			“Kill you?” The goddess was startled at the thought. “You can’t take care of my darlings if you’re dead. But you will do it, because—”

			She vanished.

			“—you’ll have someone of your own to take care of, too!” The goddess’s words filled the sky. Eos dawned suddenly, right behind Gabrielle. Seizing Xena’s companion firmly by the shoulders she lowered her head until her lips were inches from Gabrielle’s cheek and purred, “You’ll do, too.”

			As the goddess’ lips puckered to deliver the kiss that would seal Gabrielle’s fate, the tranquil dell shattered with the wild, ululating sound of Xena’s war cry. Thrusting one hand down the front of her breastplate, she scooped out Tithonus’s chrysalis, tossed it into the air, and with the flat of her sword sent it zooming across the clearing in a blazing line drive that smacked Eos right in the mouth. The goddess hurtled backward, landing sandals-up in the fountain just as the air shuddered with the report of a tiny, golden husk bursting asunder. Streaks of fire and vast clouds of smoke erupted from the shell, engulfing the temple grounds.

			When the smoke cleared, a tall, handsome man of about thirty-five stood beside the fountain, offering Eos a hand out of her soggy predicament. The goddess staggered to her feet, wiping water out of her eyes. “Ti-ti?” she quavered, blinking. “Sweetie, is it really you?”

			Gabrielle sidled up to Xena and murmured, “‘Ti-ti’?” Xena just shrugged.

			“I’ll say it’s me, little missy,” the transformed Tithonus declared sternly. “A fine howdy-do it is when a man can’t get his own wife to make him feel young again. Huh! But, since I got another woman to do it for me, I suppose next you’ll be mad about it.”

			“Oh, darling, how could I ever be mad at you?” Eos threw her arms around Tithonus’s neck, half laughing, half weeping for joy. “I’m so happy! I never would’ve had the nerve to try the power on you. I was afraid of what might happen if I tried, you being so old and all. I thought that if I did attempt it, the shock of snapping all the way back to being a baby would’ve killed you!”

			“Killed me?” Tithonus repeated. “But you had Zeus make me immortal, remember?”

			Eos clapped a hand to her brow. “Duh!”

			That was not enough to soothe Tithonus. “Maybe it wouldn’t’ve slipped your mind if you hadn’t been so busy running after every beefy young piece of baklava between here and Sparta!” he shouted. “Maybe if you really wanted me back, you could’ve figured out how Zeus’s gift actually worked! Maybe you’d’ve noticed how whenever you snapped a man back to boyhood he only lost a certain portion of his years, a fixed percentage of his real age, which is why when the power worked on me, I didn’t come back as a baby! Drat it, woman, why didn’t you just do the math?”

			Eos stuck out her lower lip. “But Ti-ti, sweetie, math makes my head hurt.” Snuggling up so that her wet clothing plastered her body to his, she added, “Izzums Ti-ti mad at his little Eeezie-weezie?”

			Tithonus tried to stay angry, but Eos kissed him—on purpose, this time—and he came up smiling. Sweeping her up in his arms, he said, “Sweetheart, we’ve lost too many years already. Let’s not waste any more.” He started for the temple, holding her close.

			“Uh, yoo-hoo?” Gabrielle called after them. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

			Tithonus turned. The six little boys stood drawn up in a row between Xena and Gabrielle. Eos giggled. “Goodness, what did I ever see in any of them?” she said. Lifting her eyes to the heavens, she called out, “O Zeus, Father of Gods and Men, harken unto me! Everything’s settled, I made up my mind, thanks for all your help, put them back the way they were when I found them and . . . um . . . see you tomorrow!”

			Xena quickly covered her nose and mouth, anticipating six puffs of smoke, but this time it pleased Zeus to restore Eos’s rejected matrimonial candidates without benefit of flashy effects. One moment they were boys, the next, men.

			Orlo looked down. “I’m not naked,” he observed.

			“You were expecting to be?” Xena asked.

			“I didn’t think this chiton would stretch that much. I just assumed that when I grew up, my kiddie clothes would rip apart, revealing me in all my astonishing beauty.” He turned to Gabrielle. “I can imagine how disappointed you must be.”

			“Orlo,” Gabrielle said, patting him on the shoulder. “Zeus may have made you grow taller, but I don’t think you’re ever going to grow up.”

			“Now where do we go?” one of the men asked.

			“Anyone know the way to Thebes?” Xena suggested.

			“I should hope to tell you I do,” Myron of Thebes spoke up. Surveying the others he announced, “You’re all welcome to come along, unless you’ve got other places to be.”

			Endemon the sculptor nodded his head in Xena’s direction. “According to her, I’ve got a great career waiting for me. I guess Thebes is as good a place for a dead artist to live as any.”

			“Then it’s settled,” Gabrielle said cheerfully. “To Thebes!”

			“To Thebes!” they all echoed, and fell into line behind Myron and Xena.

			As they marched up the hillside, Xena turned to King Creon’s harper and asked, “Are you sure you know the shortest way to get there?”

			“Of course I do,” Myron replied positively. “Although it has been years since I left . . . roads change . . . paths get washed out . . .” Bit by bit, his confidence dribbled away. “I think we’re supposed to go north . . . or was it west? My memory’s not so great when it comes to this sort of thing. . . . Oh well, never mind.” All at once his optimism was back. “Even if we do get lost, you can always ask for directions.”

			Xena’s scream stripped every leaf from every willow in the grove of Eos, goddess of the dawn.

			
		

	
		
			

			Argonaut

			By Josepha Sherman

			Argo shifted her weight uncertainly from foot to foot, cocking first one hind leg and then the other. She straightened, ears up, snorting nervously.

			Nothing. Still nothing. All around her, the forest glade looked and sounded like a normal forest glade in a normal night. The moon was rising, sending glints of light flicking through the leaves. Argo, like every horse, didn’t need the moon to know there was a fox hiding behind that bush, and a squirrel in that tree: Nothing alarming.

			But the sense of wrongness was still there, subtle as a fly tickling her neck. Argo snorted again, then took in a deep, questing breath. The forest smelled of normal night, too, and under it, Argo caught the comforting, familiar scents of her human and her human’s yellow-maned human friend.

			She had tried to warn them earlier, sidling and whickering. But the humans hadn’t understood, and she hadn’t known what more to do. Her human had scouted the area, sword in hand, but had soon returned, shaking her head.

			“Nothing out there, Gabrielle. No humans. No monsters. Not even signs of any animal predators.”

			“What’s making her so nervous, then?”

			“I don’t know. The full moon, maybe. It gets to animals the way it gets to people sometimes.” Her human had scratched Argo under the jaw, and the mare had sighed and relaxed. “Nothing bothering her now. Everything’s all right, eh, Argo?”

			And just then, everything had been all right.

			Now . . .

			Something . . .

			Something wrong . . .

			Where? What?

			Argo brought her head up suddenly, ears shooting up in new alarm, then moved silently away from the humans, to the other edge of the glade—

			The Other stood there, blazing white and beautiful in the darkness, neck arched and wings folding softly.

			“Pegasus,” Argo acknowledged in the Silent Speech of Horses.

			“Argo.”

			They touched noses in greeting, breathing in horse fashion into each other’s nostrils. Pegasus smelled strange and familiar in one: bird and horse. But the scent also bore a hint of worry, and Argo drew back, snorting.

			“What?” she asked. “What is happening?”

			The great white wings opened in a soft rush of feathers, then folded. Pegasus shivered, settling the feathers back into place. “There is great need. Come.”

			But Argo balked, glancing uneasily back at her human. “She sleeps . . .”

			Pegasus’ ears flattened in impatience. “There is no danger to her! No danger to either human!” The white tail snapped with an audible crack. “Come! I call you in the Names of the Stallion and the Mare.”

			Argo sighed. “In the Names of the Stallion and the Mare, I must obey.”

			She followed Pegasus down through the forest, together silent as two deer, to where it thinned away to the ocean’s shore. Standing on the verge of the sand, watching the silver of the moonlight rippling on the waves, Argo flared her nostrils, taking in testing breaths of salty air, salty water, decaying and living green things . . . normal air, normal sea . . . No. There was also . . . strangeness. 

			“What now?” she asked Pegasus warily.

			“Now we hide,” Pegasus said with an uneasy snort. “And wait.”

			They stood together behind a great, jagged rock, and Argo froze, tail clamped down with nerves, trying not to even stamp a foot or shiver her golden hide. Something was in the water . . .

			Something was coming to shore . . .

			Something that smelled of Horse and Death at the same terrible time. Every nerve screamed to Argo, Run! But at the same time, she knew with a sureness deeper than any instinct that to run was to attract that Death’s attention and bring it down on her.

			The being rose from the water, a great black shape in the night, dripping silver in the moonlight. It stepped out onto the shore, shaking the water from it in quick, bright drops. But no moonlight could lighten its utter blackness . . .

			“The Black Horse,” Argo breathed. 

			“The Black Horse,” Pegasus agreed.

			The monster was twice the size of a mortal horse, with not even a glint of light from its eyes. Something huddled at the feet of the Black Horse, a small, terrified creature, bleating like a frightened foal . . .

			No. Argo tensed. “That is nothing born from a mare.”

			“Not horse,” Pegasus told her, “but horse-kin. That is a Ki-rin foal.”

			Ki-rin! Yes . . . Argo realized, the furry coat was multi-colored, and that was the first tender nub of a horn on the small forehead. “This is wrong! That does not belong here!”

			Pegasus twitched an ear. “No, it does not. It is the wrongness. And it must be allowed to go back to its rightful place in Cathay.”

			They fell silent as the Black Horse prowled around and around its small, terrified captive. Why had the Black Horse taken it? Argo could not puzzle that out. Perhaps a human might understand such things as . . . as . . . the need to take something free and keep it as a prisoner.

			“What has this to do with me?” she asked Pegasus. 

			“You must free it.”

			“Me!” Fortunately, the roar from the sea hid that astonished sound. “Why? I am no one!”

			“You are a hero.”

			“My human is a hero!” 

			“True.”

			Pegasus was too calm. Argo insisted, “My human is a great fighter, a true warrior. A true hero! I—I am a mortal horse, born of mare and stallion. Why me?”

			“No human can harm the Black Horse.” 

			“Then what of you—you have wings!”

			“I am of Air, the Black Horse is of Water. We cannot fight.”

			Argo shook her mane. “Not me. I cannot do this.” 

			“You are mortal.”

			“Yes! I wish to stay alive.”

			“By the Rules, you are the one.”

			Argo pinned her ears back, flat to her head, baring her teeth at Pegasus. “Why should I do this? Why should I not just gallop back to my human?”

			Pegasus never moved. “Because you, of all horses in the realm, you of all your mortal kind, felt the wrongness. Because you know also that there is always a balance: Day, night, predator, prey—always. There must be this, or there is only Chaos. If the Ki-rin is not freed, there will be no balance.”

			Argo kept her ears pinned flat back, but she let her lips relax to cover her teeth. She knew what Pegasus was saying was truth, since no horse, not even one of Air, lied. She knew what must be done, and by whom—and she did not wish to do it.

			But . . . this hesitation was how a human might think. A horse was too wise to quarrel with what must be done.

			“Yes,” Argo said simply.

			And with no more than that, she gathered her feet under her and charged the Black Horse at a full gallop.

			The Black Horse was so astonished by this sudden attack that it went back on its powerful haunches. Argo raced past, and dared a sideways bite. Pfah! Only a snatch of hide and hair, tasting foul as spoiled meat. The Black Horse roared, whirling and snatching at her mane. Argo squealed as she lost strands of hair, and twisted free, her hooves scrabbling in the sand.

			The Black Horse snaked its head forward, jaws gaping, teeth glinting, and Argo shied sideways. She lost her footing, rolled, terrified that she wouldn’t find it again, and scrambled up, hearing the Black Horse’s jaws snap shut behind her. Its breath smelled of blood.

			Pushing off with her hind legs, Argo lunged forward, right under the Black Horse’s neck. She tried another bite, aiming at the jugular, missed completely, and kept going. The Black Horse was fast, but it surely was too big to be as nimble as she—

			Yes! Argo pivoted on her haunches and lunged forward again, this time at the Black Horse’s unguarded flank. She whirled, and whipped out both hind legs in a savage kick. The Black Horse grunted from the impact. Staggering, it roared in rage, then snaked its head out again, teeth raking Argo’s side. She leaped sideways, sides heaving. This could not continue! She was swifter, but the Black Horse had more strength!

			Yes, but . . . she had seen her human fight against bigger foes, stronger foes, and win. Swift . . . and clever.

			Argo stopped short, spinning around to face the Black Horse. Ears flat back, she neighed challenge to it, and rushed straight at it. The Black Horse reared, looming over her. All her instincts cried to her to shy aside—but Argo raced blindly forward. Before the Black Horse could crush her beneath its hooves, she was at its hind legs. Before it could shift its weight to kick, Argo bit down with all her might on a fetlock, just above a hoof, bit down through the hair and hide to the flesh.

			The Black Horse screamed. It kicked, and Argo was tossed off her feet, still clinging to the Black Horse’s fetlock. It kicked again, and Argo went flying, the night whirling about her, and landed with a great splash in the waves. She surfaced, snorting out water from her nostrils. This was the Black Horse’s realm!

			Breathless, the mare began swimming back. The Black Horse—

			But the Black Horse was hobbling, three-legged. Argo wriggled back her upper lip in triumph. Her fierce bite had crippled a tendon! And now there was a chance.

			Fighting against the water’s pull, Argo swam on the crest of the last wave, letting it carry her in to shore, then leaped out of the water onto the sand, barely bothering to shake the drops from herself. The Black Horse hobbled about to face her, teeth bared. And the tiny Ki-rin was right in its path!

			Argo leaped sideways left, right, like a playing foal, left, right, forcing the Black Horse to shift balance again and again. Panting, sides heaving, Argo darted forward, leaped back, taunting the Black Horse, drawing it away from the Ki-rin. But she was beginning to slow. Argo felt teeth like fire rake her side, and shrilled her pain—

			But as it lunged at her, the Black Horse overbalanced. It came down hard on its injured foot. Its leg gave way, and the Black Horse fell with a thunderous crash.

			“I cannot,” Argo said. “I cannot.”

			But she forced her exhausted body into one last run, straight at the fallen Black Horse. This time her teeth closed on its throat. And Argo hung on. No matter how the Black Horse pitched and struggled, she hung grimly to its throat. There was nothing else, nothing but cling, and cling, and cling . . .

			Suddenly, there was no Black Horse. With a thud, Argo landed on her side on the sand, then struggled up. She sniffed at a stream of blackish water pouring back into the sea, then wrinkled up her nose in disgust.

			A thunderous clapping made her look up. Pegasus hovered for a moment on wide white wings, then came lightly down to a landing beside her.

			“What happened?” Argo asked wearily. “I did not kill it.”

			“It does not die. But it cannot reform to solid shape for many an age.”

			“And the Ki-rin?” the mare panted.

			But a small, multi-colored form was at her side. Eyes wide and wise beyond mortality looked up at her. The budding horn touched her injuries, the scrapes and bruises, and they were gone. The small nose touched hers, and breath sweet as new hay took the weariness from her.

			Then the Ki-rin was gone. 

			“What . . . ?” Argo asked.

			“The Ki-rin has returned to its home,” Pegasus explained. “The balance is safe.” The winged horse glanced sideways at Argo. “And you, as I said, are a hero. What now?”

			“Now,” Argo said with a great gusty sigh of relief, “I go back to my human. Hero or not a hero, I am still a horse!”

			
			Gabrielle yawned, stretched, and sat up, brushing leaves out of her hair. Rubbing a hand over her eyes, she asked, “Xena?”

			“Over here. With Argo.”

			Getting to her feet, Gabrielle stretched again, arms over her head. Scratching an arm, she went to join Xena. “Anything wrong?”

			“Not a thing. But, well, look at her. Argo looks downright . . . smug, doesn’t she?”

			Gabrielle frowned, then shrugged. “I guess.”

			“Yes. Almost as though she knows something we don’t.”

			“What secrets could a horse possibly have?”

			“Ah well.” Xena ran an affectionate hand along the line of Argo’s jaw, scratching her under the chin. “Too bad that horses can’t talk. Guess we’ll never know what you’ve been up to, eh, girl?”

			Argo, relaxed and almost asleep under the caressing hand, only snorted.

			
		

	
		
			

			Bard and Breakfast

			By Greg Cox

			Apollo’s blazing chariot—known to less poetic souls as the sun—had barely risen in the east when a familiar foot nudged Gabrielle awake. “It’s your turn to start the fire,” the warrior princess reminded her.

			Never a morning person, the young bard groaned plaintively before crawling out from beneath her sleeping fur. Goose bumps sprang up over her exposed arms and legs; the forest clearing where she and Xena had camped for the night seemed much chillier than she remembered. Shivering, Gabrielle hastily donned a leather bodice and skirt, pulled on her boots, and looked around the empty glade. All seemed quiet enough, with Argo remaining safely tethered to a nearby laurel tree, and Xena having gone back to snooze upon her own sleeping mat, lying next to Gabrielle’s. All that could be glimpsed of the legendary warrior princess was a crown of raven-black hair poking out from beneath her heavy fur blanket. Last night’s campfire, alas, was now nothing more than a heap of cold ashes, and the prospect of lighting a new blaze struck Gabby as altogether too daunting this early in the morning.

			“Tell you what,” she called to her dozing companion, “I remember spotting a well about a quarter of a league back, by that abandoned temple. I’ll go refill the water skins if you’ll make the fire.”

			A grunt emerged from beneath Xena’s furs. Gabrielle took that as a yes, and gathered up a pair of empty water skins, tucking them under her arm as she set off down the lonely country trail they had traveled the night before. Wild gooseberries grew alongside the path and she picked a handful of the freshest berries, tucking them into the cleft of her bodice.

			The task turned her sleepy thoughts toward breakfast, and Gabrielle began to think about what she wanted to make once Xena got the fire going. That it would be she who prepared their morning repast was not a question; despite her grogginess, Gabby wasn’t addled enough to let Xena cook. Just some simple gruel, she speculated, or maybe a few of those fruit-filled dumplings Xena likes so much?

			Rounding a corner, she spied the location she’d recalled. The ruins of a fallen temple presided over an overgrown, weed-clotted field that also contained a solitary brick well, several paces in front of the temple. Gabrielle paid little attention to the crumbling marble edifice in the background; her short hike had left her thirsty, and she prayed to Hermes, god of travelers, that the ancient-looking cistern had not run dry years before. From the looks of the sky, they could not expect rain anytime soon. Just as well, she thought. Who, except maybe a hippopotamus, wants to hike through mud?

			Before she could draw nearer to the well, however, a lone figure detached itself from the shadows beneath the cracked and splintered pediment of the ruined temple and hurried toward Gabrielle, arms outstretched. Instinctively, the bard reached for her weapons, then realized that she had left both of her sai back at the camp.

			Thankfully, the approaching figure didn’t appear too threatening, for the bright light of dawn revealed an elderly woman clad in a shapeless black robe that fell past her feet and trailed through the low scrub carpeting the open field. “Help!” the old woman cried out in obvious distress. “For I the love of the gods, help me!”

			All apprehension fell away, replaced by an urgent desire to come to the stranger’s aid. “What is it?” Gabrielle called. Dropping the empty skins onto the ground, she ran across the field until she came close enough to touch the old woman, who grabbed onto the bard’s shoulders with surprising strength. The woman’s hands were cold and dry, but Gabrielle was more concerned by the fear and desperation in the crone’s voice. “What’s the matter?” she asked intently. “How can I help?”

			“My granddaughter!” the agitated woman said. The hood of her cloak obscured her features, but Gabrielle got a vague impression of an angular face with thin, anguished lips. “I just turned my back for an instant—only a heartbeat, I swear!—and she fell into the well!” The panicked grandmother tugged on Gabrielle’s arm, pulling her toward the waiting well. “You have to help her . . . she’s only three!”

			“By the gods!” Gabby exclaimed. Her heart went out to the unfortunate woman. She had heard of similar tragedies occurring before. Hadn’t Hercules saved a child from a well only a year ago? Gabrielle briefly considered running to fetch Xena, but decided to check the situation out herself first. There might not be any time to spare, she realized, letting the old woman lead her to where the little girl had disappeared. I can always get Xena later if necessary.

			Built of chipped, weathered bricks, the circular housing of the isolated well rose as high as the youthful bard’s waist. A battered tin bucket lay neglected in the dirt at the base of the well. “That’s where she fell, poor little Semele!” The stricken grandmother pointed frantically at the open shaft within the brick housing. Anxious words tumbled from her aged lips, mixed with soul-rending sobs. “I thought I could hear her crying before, but now I’m not so sure. My ears, they’re not what they used to be. . . .”

			Hoping with all her heart that they were not already too late to rescue the lost child, Gabrielle leaned over the edge of the timeworn brick barrel. “Semele?” she shouted down the yawning abyss, trying to keep her voice as gentle and reassuring as possible, despite its volume. Peering into the tenebrous shadows, she glimpsed a faint glint of sunlight reflected on the surface of the murky waters far below. A long fall, she swiftly judged, but not necessarily a killing one; it was possible the child could have survived. “Semele? Can you hear me?”

			Her cries echoed within the empty depths of the well, and Gabrielle strained to hear the reply she prayed would come, but instead two strong hands suddenly shoved Gabrielle from behind and she found herself tumbling over the edge of the well into the beckoning pit. A cold wind whipped past her startled face and golden tresses as she plunged head-first toward the subterranean pool below. Oh no! she thought, a second before hit the water. Not again!

			
			“Gabrielle?”

			Xena stirred beneath her furs, then sat up suddenly and looked around. Her beloved bard was nowhere to be seen. “Gabby?” Tossing the warm and cozy furs aside, Xena stood quickly, stretching her muscular limbs and taking stock of the campsite. Battle-scarred bones cracked loudly into place as the warrior princess readied herself, mentally and physically, for whatever the day had in store for her.

			She said something about going for water, Xena recalled, but what’s keeping her so long? Gabrielle should have been back by now, she realized, unless something had happened to her. Xena scowled and reached for her armor, lying on the ground not far from her and Gabrielle’s sleeping mats. Over the years, she had learned to trust her warrior’s intuition, and right now those instincts were telling her that Gabrielle was in trouble. The Fates know it be wouldn’t be the first time, Xena mused wryly, even though she’s definitely gotten better at taking care of herself.

			Despite Gabrielle’s improved survival skills, Xena’s worries only worsened when she spotted her comrade’s lethal sai lying forgotten by the bard’s discarded bedroll. The matching blades silently testified that, whatever had befallen Gabrielle, she had clearly been unarmed. Remind me to scold her for leaving them behind, Xena told herself crankily, once I get her back safe and sound.

			Moving with a speed and efficiency born of long experience, Xena donned her armor, the hand-crafted leather and brasswork fitting snugly over her tall, athletic frame. The morning sun was taking its own sweet time warming the clearing, and Xena would have killed for a convenient hot spring, but there was no time to light a comforting fire. Securing her sword and scabbard upon her back, and clipping her chakram to the catch at her hip, she strode over to where Argo was tethered.

			“You stay here, girl,” she whispered to her golden mare, untying Argo’s reins so the horse would be free to run if danger visited, “unless you hear me whistle for you. Hopefully, I won’t be gone long.”

			Although I wouldn’t count on that, she reflected grimly. As an afterthought, she tucked Gabrielle’s pair of sai into her own boots before setting out in search of her missing sidekick. Xena hastened down the trail, marching briskly at first, then breaking into a run as she caught sight of Gabrielle’s bootprints in the dust and dirt ahead. Although tempted to call out to her friend, she kept her tongue silent lest she alert any potential foes to her rapid approach. The advantage of surprise was not one she intended to sacrifice needlessly, especially if Gabby really had run afoul of some nasty customers.

			As she dashed toward the well Gabrielle had mentioned, concern for her companion’s safety adding speed to her already powerful legs, Xena could not help wondering who might have ambushed the bard. Ares? Discord? Alti? Frowning, the warrior princess conceded that there were too many possibilities to count; between the two of them, she and Gabrielle had accumulated a veritable horde of vengeful enemies, anyone of whom might have chosen today to settle some old scores. Then again, she thought, maybe we’re only talking a couple dozen armed mercenaries or slavers. That wouldn’t be too tough. Practically a day off, really. . . .

			The broken-down temple, and nearby well, were just where she remembered, but any hopes Xena had entertained of finding Gabrielle peacefully drawing up some fresh drinking water were immediately extinguished by the fact that not a trace of the absent bard could be seen anywhere in the vicinity of the well. All right, Xena concluded, her dire suspicions confirmed. This is no false alarm. Fortunately Gabrielle’s abductors couldn’t have gone far; Xena guessed that the bad guys had, at most, an hour’s lead on her. Unless there’s some sort of god involved, she admitted. In that case, Gabrielle could be halfway to Chin by now.

			Hoping fervently that today’s adversaries were merely mortal, Xena took a moment to inspect the decrepit remains of the old temple. Perhaps the ruins held some clue to the bard’s whereabouts . . . ?

			The collapsed shrine had clearly seen better days. Toppled Ionic columns lay atop one another like fallen tree trunks, while cobwebs stretched across the looming stone portico. Judging from the peacock motif on some of the surviving portions of the frieze, Xena deduced that the temple had once been dedicated to the worship of Hera, before falling into its present state of disrepair and neglect. Couldn’t happen to a nicer goddess, the warrior princess thought with chilly satisfaction; she still hadn’t forgiven Hercules’s nasty stepmom for that business with Prometheus a few years back. Xena wondered momentarily if Herc himself had wrecked this particular temple. It looks like his work, she thought approvingly.

			Still, she couldn’t imagine why the Queen of the Gods would have any sort of grudge against Gabrielle, who had played a very small role in Prometheus’s liberation, and done nothing to cross Hera since. Besides, Xena wasn’t feeling that peculiar tingling sensation she usually felt when there were gods or goddesses about, so maybe those pesky Olympians had nothing to do with Gabrielle’s disappearance. We can only hope, Xena thought emphatically. As far as she was concerned, most gods were nothing but trouble.

			Forgetting the temple for the moment, she turned her attention to the actual well and the area around it. Piercing blue eyes scanned the ground at the base of the well, searching for the telltale signs of a struggle. To her vast relief, not a drop of blood was in evidence, only two sets of tracks that led from a point near the trail up to the very edge of the brick well. The first batch of tracks clearly belonged to Gabrielle; Xena would recognize those petite bootprints anywhere.

			The other tracks were a good deal more peculiar. There were no actual footprints as such, just a wide trail of flattened earth and underbrush, about half an arm’s-length across and tapered at one end. An expert tracker, whose skills rivaled Artemis herself, Xena required only a few moments to identify the source of that serpentine track. Her fears for Gabrielle’s safety heightened to an almost unbearable level as she realized what exactly the unarmed bard had come across, and she spit out the word with a mixture of dread and disgust: “Lamia!”

			
			Stunned by her impact with the underground pool, Gabrielle barely heard something else land with a splash a few heartbeats later, then slither through the brackish water toward her. She was still sputtering and coughing up water when that same something grabbed her by the back of her bodice and began tugging her through the darkness at the bottom of the well. Within moments, Gabrielle felt herself dragged onto the mossy shore of some subterranean lake. The damp, slippery stone beneath her felt strangely smooth, as though polished by the frequent passage of unknown parties. Where am I? Gabrielle wondered as she lay sprawled upon the burnished rock. Water streamed from her blond tresses into her eyes. What is this place?

			Cruel fingers seized a handful of Gabrielle’s soaking hair and yanked her upright. “On your feet!” someone barked impatiently; Gabrielle scarcely recognized the voice of the old woman who had beseeched her aid only minutes before. No trace of grief or frailty remained in the crone’s harsh tones. “This way,” the woman said, poking Gabrielle in the back with the point of a knife.

			The drenched bard spit out one last mouthful of foul-tasting water. “Let me guess,” she said bitterly. “There was no missing granddaughter.”

			“Bright girl,” the deceitful hag cackled, “but not bright enough, it seems.” She gave Gabrielle a rough shove between the shoulder blades, causing the bard to stumble forward. “Get going,” the old woman said. “I haven’t got all day.”

			Prodded by another painful jab from her captor’s knife, Gabrielle hesitantly made her way into what felt like some sort of cavern or corridor. Behind her a small shaft of sunlight filtered down from the well overhead, but the farther she walked from the underground reservoir, the blacker the darkness became, so that Gabrielle had to wonder how the crone could see at all, when the squinting bard could barely discern her own hands before her.

			The old woman clearly knew where she was going, though, as she steered Gabrielle through a maze of cool, clammy tunnels that led to only the gods knew where. Feeling her way with her hands, Gabby’s palms brushed across what felt like tuff, a soft volcanic rock that hardened when exposed to air. Empty horizontal niches, large enough to hold an ordinary-sized body, lined both sides of the tunnels. Catacombs, Gabby guessed, probably carved out by whomever built the temple above. Certain cults, she knew, preferred to bury their dead underground rather than simply cremate them. But why did all the burial niches appear to be empty? No matter how long the catacombs may have been abandoned, shouldn’t there still be some rotting skeletons tucked away in the stone shelves?

			Despite the disadvantage posed by the Stygian blackness surrounding her, Gabrielle considered trying to disarm the knife-wielding woman behind her; there were a few Amazon fighting tricks she knew that might catch the crone by surprise. But even if she successfully turned the tables on her captor, the bard reasoned, where would she be then? Trapped in the pitch-black catacombs with no idea how to get out. Better to wait, perhaps, until a more promising moment arose.

			Beyond her doubts about the cramped confines of the catacombs, however, Gabrielle also had reservations about the true nature of her foe. She had not forgotten the unexpected strength of the seemingly infirm old woman’s hands, which led the alert bard to suspect that the creature behind her might be far more than she appeared. All the more reason, she decided, not to start a fight before I have a better notion of what I’m up against. That’s what Xena would do . . . I think.

			And why was it, Gabrielle wondered, that she could hear no footsteps behind her, only the unnerving rustle of something heavy sliding across the stone floor? Gabby shivered, and not just from the chilly temperature of the tunnels. Her trembling fingers silently slipped between her breasts as she did what she could to help Xena find her. . . .

			Finally, after many twists and turns, Gabrielle spotted a flicker of light ahead, coming from just around the next corner. The lambent glow of a torch or lamp painted dancing shadows on the roughhewn catacomb walls. “Ah,” the gleeful crone cackled. “Home at last.” She poked Gabrielle impatiently. “Hurry, girl!”

			Grateful to see any light at all, the bard needed little urging to hurry around the curve before her. Relief quickly turned to horror, though, once she caught sight of what lay beyond. “By the gods!” she whispered, aghast.

			The narrow tunnel opened up onto an enormous cavern decorated in a singularly ghoulish fashion. Human bones, most of them brown with age, covered the walls and ceiling of the vast underground chamber, arranged in intricate patterns and designs. Slender humeri and fibulae, laid knob to knob, framed macabre rosettes composed of artfully arranged ribs and vertebrae. Broad scapulae flared like calcified wings alongside mounted human skulls, while yet more skulls, too numerous to count, were piled neatly to form sturdy altars and pedestals. Even the elaborate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling were constructed of narrow collarbones radiating outward from the inverted pates of desecrated skulls. Burning candles blazed atop the dry bones, illuminating the charnel contents of the spacious cavern. Hades himself, Gabrielle marveled, could not have conceived such a morbid celebration of death and decay.

			Nor could the appalled bard help noticing yet another unnerving detail: here and there, among the hundreds upon hundreds of moldering bones festooning this awe-inspiring ossuary, a few fresh white bones gleamed like polished ivory. Gabrielle didn’t want to think about how those newer relics had come to join their ancient cousins.

			“Well?” the old woman demanded, her cold breath upon the back of Gabrielle’s neck. “What do you think of my masterpiece?”

			“That you have way too much time on your hands?” The bard couldn’t turn her gaze away from the ghastly spectacle. Countless pairs of empty sockets stared back at the bard from beyond the grave. If nothing else, the mystery of the empty biers had now been solved; the supposed grandmother of little Semele had surely looted the catacombs to create her grotesque art.

			“Fool!” the irate crone barked. “Unappreciative mortal!” She sank her sharp nails into Gabrielle’s shoulder and spun the startled bard around, so that Gabby faced her mysterious captor at last. A gasp escaped the young woman’s lips.

			The supposed crone had discarded her concealing cloak, revealing her true, inhuman nature. The bizarre creature before Gabrielle resembled an old woman only from the waist up. Below her sagging, withered dugs, only partially hidden by her long grey hair, the monster’s body transformed into that of an enormous snake. Adorned with silvery, iridescent scales, her serpentine tale stretched out behind her nearly as long as Gabby was tall.

			A lamia! the bard recognized at once. She had heard of such fearsome creatures, although she had never laid eyes on one before. According to the ancient tales, the lamiae were the unholy spawn of one of Zeus’s human mistresses, transformed by Hera’s jealous wrath. A chill passed through Gabrielle as she recalled that the lamiae were said to feast upon the blood of mortal men and women. I might as well be back among the Bacchae, she realized with a sinking heart. The danger was just as great.

			“What, no scream?” the lamia mocked her. Her yellow eyes were more like a snake’s than a woman. A forked tongue flicked past her lips as she leered at Gabrielle. “You’re braver than most, little girl.”

			“Well, I’ve had a lot of practice at this sort of thing,” Gabrielle said glibly, while her eyes searched the cavern for a possible escape route. A gigantic open arch, outlined by a trellis of piled skulls, attracted her attention to the far end of the chamber, and she thought she could even smell a hint of salt water, leading her to suppose that another, larger tunnel led to an open cave somewhere along the nearby coast. How fast can the lamia move? Gabrielle wondered, thinking about making a run for it. Unfortunately, serpents weren’t exactly known for their slowness. Curse the Fates, the frustrated bard thought. Why couldn’t she be half-tortoise instead?

			She was still weighing the possibilities of a dash for safety when the sound of heavy footsteps rocked the cavern, coming from the very tunnel through which she had hoped to flee. The massive tread of whatever was coming rattled the bones upon the walls and ceiling and shook the floor beneath Gabby’s boots. Now what? she pondered in alarm, feeling as though she were suddenly caught between Scylla and Charybdis. A bloodthirsty lamia wasn’t bad enough?

			Apparently not, as, a moment later, a gargantuan (and horribly familiar) figure stomped into the cavern. The cyclops was so tall that he had to duck his head slightly to pass through the enormous archway, and the club in his hand was as thick as an oak. An old and ugly scar stretched across the ample brow where his single eye should have been, and he sniffed the dank air of the gloomy, unhallowed crypt with a pair of grotesquely big nostrils. “What’s that?” he rumbled, licking his lips with a tongue the size of a ten-pound slab of steak. “Do I smell mortal meat?”

			“Um, hello again,” Gabrielle said, waving her hand weakly.

			“YOU!” the blind cyclops roared. “I know that voice. You’re the chatty little morsel that tricked me years ago.” Anger contorted his already homely features. “You said you were going to kill Xena for me!”

			“Er, would you believe I just haven’t gotten around to it yet?” Gabrielle stepped backward involuntarily, almost treading on the lamia’s tail. In fact, she had talked her way out of this very same cyclops’s clutches a few years back, right after she met Xena for the first time. “Long time, no see.”

			The cyclops growled irritably, clearly not one to let bygones be bygones.

			“Well, isn’t this a pleasant reunion,” the lamia remarked with fiendish amusement. She took Gabrielle by the arm and none too gently led her over to a pedestal made of piled skulls, where she forced the outnumbered bard to sit down upon the stack of grinning death’s-heads. The lamia tied Gabrielle’s wrists together with a strip of coarse leather whose origins did not bear thinking about. “My colossal friend and I have worked out a neat little arrangement over the last few years,” the creature explained. “He gets the meat”—the lamia patted Gabby’s well-muscled abs—“and I get the blood and the bones.”

			
			With her armored back pressed hard against the inner wall of the well, and the soles of her boots pushing against the bricks on the opposite side, Xena carefully inched down the vertiginous shaft. She had no doubt that she was heading in the right direction to find Gabrielle; since neither Gabby’s nor the lamia’s tracks had led away from the well, it was obvious which way they had gone. Xena only hoped that her purloined friend could hang on to all of her blood until the warrior princess could catch up with her.

			Xena’s back was already aching from her awkward descent, but she wasn’t about to dive headfirst into an underground pool without checking it out first. Especially with lamiae about. Gabrielle’s going to owe me a good massage when this is all over, she thought. What is it with her and bottomless pits anyway? Gabrielle seemed to have a remarkable propensity for falling down gaping holes, chasms, volcanic craters, whirlpools, and such. I swear, she could find a way to fall from Tartarus itself.

			Such irritated musings merely masked a deeper anxiety. Please let her be alright, she hoped passionately. Gabrielle was her closest and dearest friend, and the most precious thing in her life. The pain of losing her again would be more than I could bear.

			Despite the painful protests of her abused spine and leg muscles, Xena hurried faster down the well.

			
			The lamia was feeling Gabrielle’s bones through her clothes and skin, figuring out how best to fit them into her grand design. “What a lovely clavicle,” she cooed, pinching the bard’s collarbone with her cold, dry fingers. “Such a graceful, elegant curve.”

			“Thank you, I think,” Gabby muttered, permitting the indelicate inspection for as long as it kept the two monsters from having her for breakfast. I have to keep them occupied until Xena gets here, she resolved, confident that her remarkable partner would stop at nothing to rescue her. “You know,” she began, trying to start a conversation with the preoccupied lamia, “I’m an artist, too. A bard.”

			The serpent woman looked up from Gabrielle’s collar, a flicker of interest in her reptilian eyes. “A bard, you say?” She stroked her pointy chin with bony fingers. “I have to admit that I haven’t heard a good bard in years.” She drew back from her defenseless captive, the lamia’s human half resting atop a stack of scaly coils. “Very well then, girl. Tell us a tale.”

			“Hey!” the cyclops objected. He rose to his feet from an oversized throne of skulls, looming over them like a living mountain, albeit one clad in crude woolen garments. “What about breakfast?” An immense hand rubbed his mammoth belly. “Please, Ophidia. I’m famished.”

			“Patience!” the lamia hissed at him. “I caught this dainty delicacy, Conjunctivus. We’ll feast on her when I choose.” The cyclops opened his mouth to argue further, but Ophidia silenced him with a withering glance. “This won’t take long,” she promised.

			That’s what you think, Gabrielle thought. Taking a deep breath, she gathered her wits and went into full bard mode, projecting her voice so that it seemed to fill the vastness of cavern:

			“In a time of ancient gods, warlords, and kings, a land in turmoil cried out for a hero . . .”

			
			Her chakram clutched between her strong white teeth, Xena swam across the murky, stagnant reservoir at the bottom of the well. So far the subterranean pool did not appear to hold any lurking lamiae, nor any other nasty surprise, but the warrior princess wasn’t taking any chances. As soon as her keen eyes adjusted to the gloom, she struck out for what appeared to be a shallow beach leading to an unlit opening in an otherwise unbroken wall of stone. That looks like the only way out, she concluded.

			Powerful strokes swiftly brought her to the shore, where she returned her chakram to its place at her side, then retrieved a small pouch from a separate hook on her armor. The bag of greased, watertight leather held flints and a candle, which Xena promptly used to create a flame to see by. Damp bootprints—obviously Gabrielle’s—pointed her straight toward the cave entrance she had noted earlier. Xena nodded silently, her deductions vindicated once more. Candle in hand, she stepped warily into the apparently empty tunnel.

			All her senses were at a heightened state of awareness, primed to detect the slightest hint of any waiting deathtrap or ambush. The desolate catacombs reminded her of many others she had explored in her travels, although she noted the curious absence of any human remains in the burial niches. Her habitual scowl deepened when the tunnel she was following first offered her a choice of branching corridors, leading no doubt to yet more detours and decisions. Xena paused to consider the problem: if these catacombs were at all like their counterparts in Rome and elsewhere, the network of tunnels could well extend for leagues. A careless person could easily get lost forever down here, but Xena had never been described as careless. Crouching down between two clammy tuff walls, she meticulously searched the floor for clues.

			Gabrielle’s wet bootprints had long since dried out, and the smooth stone floor did not readily retain ordinary tracks. Xena’s eyes widened, however, when she spotted an odd yellowish stain smeared into the ground in front of the left-hand corridor. The stain was still wet and sticky to the touch, and she tasted it experimentally.

			Gooseberry. Xena’s razor-sharp memory instantly summoned up an image of the fruit-bearing bushes growing alongside the trail to the well. Good girl, Gabrielle! she thought, pride and renewed hope surging within her heart. I should have known she’d find a way to guide me to her.

			The warrior princess sprang from the floor and hurried down the tunnel marked by the squashed gooseberry. She found still more berries along the way, invariably left behind wherever the trail veered off in a new direction. Xena could practically feel Gabrielle’s presence in the lonely, sepulchral corridors.

			Hang on, she pleaded with her stolen friend. I’m coming!

			
			“Callisto again? I thought she was dead.”

			The bewildered cyclops scratched his coarse black hair in confusion. Dandruff the size of snowflakes littered the cavern floor.

			“Pay attention, dolt!” Ophidia snapped at her elephantine accomplice. “Hera brought her out of Tartarus.”

			Conjunctivus just looked more adrift. “Hera? What about Ares?”

			“Ares brought her back to life the first time. Hera brought her back the second time.” The lamia snorted in disgust. “Can’t that humongous brain of yours follow a simple story?”

			Exhausted from declaiming nonstop, Gabrielle welcomed the momentary interruption in her narrative. Her mouth was as dry as the legendary deserts of Arabia, her throat equally parched, yet she feared to risk asking her monstrous captors for a drink of water. Frankly, she didn’t want to do anything that might bring up the subject of refreshments. I have to keep them thinking about the story and not about their stomachs. . . .

			Ophidia quickly noted that her captive bard had fallen silent. “What’s the matter with you?” she demanded, giving Gabrielle a sharp poke with her finger. Piled coils rustled impatiently. “Keep going, girl. I want to know what happens next.”

			Feeling distinctly like a human pincushion, Gabrielle swallowed hard and launched once again into her tale. I’ve faced tough audiences before, she thought wryly, but this is the first time I’ve ever had to orate for my life!

			
			Xena’s candle sputtered, inciting the umbrageous shadows to close in on her. The warrior princess tipped the lighted taper, pouring off the pool of molten wax that had threatened to drown the lighted wick. Droplets of liquefied tallow splattered the floor of the catacombs, as well as the toes of Xena’s leather boots. She blew gently on the tiny flame, restoring it, and the encroaching darkness receded once more.

			But a problem far more serious than a faltering candle now faced her: an intersection with no helpful gooseberry to point her in the right direction. Gabrielle must have run out of berries, Xena guessed, or else the lamia got wise and confiscated the rest of her supply. In either event, the warrior princess was on her own now.

			No point searching for footprints. The cavern floors were far too hard, and lamiae didn’t even have feet. Instead Xena closed her eyes and sniffed the air. At first, all she smelled was dust and mildew, the odor of antiquity, but, wait, was that the faint aroma of salt water tingeing the musty atmosphere of the tunnels? Wetting a finger, she held it up experimentally before each of the branching corridors. Yes, there was definitely a slight, but detectable, breeze coming from the passageway on the left.

			Possibly there was another way out of the maze? Despite the many twists and turns she had already taken, Xena felt certain that the feeble breeze was not emanating from the pool beneath the well; she had an almost uncanny sense of direction and would have known if she had circled back toward where she’d begun. The draft, with its hint of the open sea, had to lead to somewhere else, maybe to Gabrielle and the lamia.

			Leaving a trail of cooling wax behind her, Xena rushed down the left-hand path. She prayed, to whom she wasn’t sure, that she was heading the right way, and that the loathsome lamia had not already used Gabrielle to quench her vile thirst for human blood. If that creature has so much as scratched Gabby, the warrior princess thought ferociously, I’ll separate her snake half from her human parts! 

			
			How long can I keep this story going? Gabrielle worried desperately. She had already exhausted all the adventures she and Xena had experienced during their first three years together, and there was still no sign of any imminent rescue. What if I run out of stories before Xena gets here? The weary bard realized she had to keep her narrative going for as long as possible. I can’t leave anything out, no matter how painful.

			“And lo’, after many arduous journeys and adventures, the warrior princess and the bard were reunited in the leafy forests of Poteideia. Tears as salty as the briny deep stained their cheeks, and their wounded hearts pounded loudly in their chests, like the beating of mighty drums, and then—”

			“Wait a sec,” Conjunctivus interrupted. A titanic scowl twisted his ugly face. “You fell into a pit of fire, you and your demonspawn offspring. You should have been burned to ashes.” A giant foot tapped impatiently against the bone-littered floor of the crypt. “How in Zeus’s name did you end up in the woods?”

			That’s a very good question, Gabrielle conceded, wishing she had a more convincing answer. “Er, I got better?”

			“Bah!” Ophidia spat, her forked tongue flicking angrily. “That’s no good. You cheated!” She looked away disdainfully and nodded at the seated cyclops. “Go ahead. Eat her.”

			“Yes!” the one-eyed giant said, far too enthusiastically for Gabrielle’s peace of mind. He lurched to his feet and groped for the bound bard. A trickle of drool the size of a small waterfall spilled from the corner of his blubbery mouth. “Breakfast time!”

			“Wait!” Gabrielle called out. Instinctively, she raised her hands in front of her, even though they were still tied together at her wrists. “I haven’t got to the best part yet!”

			“I don’t care,” Conjunctivus snarled, baring yellow teeth that looked as big as tombstones. “I’m hungry enough to eat four of you.”

			“Just don’t shatter the bones this time,” Ophidia chided him, Shaking a warning finger at her colossal accomplice. “They’re no good to me broken, let alone all gnawed upon.”

			Desperately, Gabrielle tried to recapture the attention of her monstrous audience. “Wait! You haven’t heard about the time we were trapped on Shark Island . . . or when Xena defeated Pompey’s army!”

			Alas, the salivating cyclops didn’t appear interested in either women’s prisons or Roman politics. He loomed over Gabrielle like a carnivorous mountain. Huge, hairy, brutish palms reached out for her.

			“Keep your hands to yourself, Eyeless!” a defiant voice shouted fearlessly. All heads turned toward the back of the crypt, where Xena stood framed, chakram in hand, beneath an arch of skulls. She smirked at the cyclops she had blinded years before. “Seen any good sunrises lately?”

			“XENA!” the giant roared, his nagging appetite displaced by a homicidal rage. He charged at the sound of the warrior princess’s voice. “I’ll tear you apart with my bare hands.”

			“You and what guide dog?” Xena mocked him. Blowing out her candle, she leaped into the air, effortlessly clearing the head of the cyclops lumbering toward her. Executing a perfect midair flip, she landed feet first behind the vengeful cyclops, less than a hundred paces away from Gabrielle and the lamia. “Gabrielle!” she yelled. “Get ready!”

			Alerted to Xena’s new location by her urgent cry to her friend, Conjunctivus spun around awkwardly and started stamping wildly at the floor before him. Brittle bones rattled alarmingly upon the walls and ceiling, but Xena deftly evaded the giant’s murderous feet. Her blue eyes shone with feral glee and a wolfish grin stretched across her face; the warrior princess never looked half so happy as when she was fighting a battle to the death.

			“Here goes!” she warned, flinging her chakram at the cyclops’s enormous head. The gleaming steel ring flew from her hand, spinning through the air like a discus hurled by an Olympic champion.

			“Conjunctivus, watch out!” Ophidia warned her sightless partner, and the cyclops ducked instantly, so that the chakram appeared to miss him, whizzing past his scalp to strike the ceiling instead, where it shattered a skeletal rosette, then came ricocheting back at Gabrielle. “Hah!” the lamia cackled triumphantly. “So much for the warrior princess’s legendary aim!”

			Most people would be afraid to have a disk of razor-sharp metal zooming at them, but not Gabrielle. She knew Xena never missed.

			As the chakram came whistling through the air, the bard raised her bound hands above her head, pulling her wrists apart as much as the leather strap would allow. Sure enough, just as she had expected, Xena’s most versatile weapon sliced cleanly through Gabrielle’s bonds before striking the wall behind her and bouncing back to its armor-clad mistress’s grip.

			“Thanks!” Gabrielle shouted, yanking her wrists apart and springing to her feet. She scrambled away from the bony pedestal, trying to put some distance between herself and Ophidia, who was now hissing in rage. Thankfully, the bloodthirsty snake woman was more intent on her partner’s battle with Xena than with her escaping prisoner.

			“No problem,” Xena said casually. The cyclops tried to smash the warrior princess with an enormous fist, but she somersaulted between the giant’s legs, then turned toward her newly liberated sidekick. Their gazes met across the roomy crypt and Xena reached into her boots with both hands. “Catch!” she yelled to Gabrielle.

			The bard spied two shiny, metallic objects hurling toward her and reacted with reflexes honed by hours of diligent practice, grabbing both sai by their handles and snatching them out of the air. Gabrielle’s chosen weapons felt strong and snug within her grip, the deadly blades flashing beneath the flickering light of the bone chandeliers. Alright now! she enthused, no longer merely a helpless hostage. Time to kick some lamia butt!

			The depraved serpent woman was still trying to help her cyclopean cohort get his hands on Gabrielle’s elusive rescuer. “Where is she?” the frustrated giant roared. His groping paws had found his stupendous club, which resembled a battering ram more than a simple cudgel, but the warrior princess remained one step ahead of him. “Tell me where she is!”

			“To your left! No, higher!” Ophidia hollered, tracking Xena’s every move with her cold reptilian eyes. The massive club obeyed the lamia’s instructions without hesitation, lashing out again and again at the agile warrior princess, who leaped and rolled and cartwheeled away from every blow. “Now a bit more to your right—yes, that’s it! You almost got her that time. Try again, a little lower!”

			Just one blow from that ridiculously large club, Gabrielle realized, would be enough to flatten even Xena. I need to cut off Conjunctivus’s “eyes” at their source.

			Jumping atop a typically hideous altar, she kicked a dusty, brown skull at Ophidia’s head. The dislodged death’s-head hit the distracted serpent woman squarely on the chin, its yellowed teeth chattering as it bounced off the lamia’s jaw and onto the stone floor of the crypt. “Hey, Grandma Scaly,” Gabrielle taunted, slashing the empty space between them with her twin sai, “don’t forget about me!”

			
			Xena wished the lamia would just shut up. Keeping out of the way of Conjunctivus and his big, big stick was challenging enough without that withered old snake coaching him from the sidelines. C’mon, Gabrielle, Xena thought. You know what to do.

			For a few more moments, the lamia kept on shouting instructions, like an Athenian guardsman directing traffic past the Parthenon. Xena listened as intently as Conjunctivus, making sure she never stayed put long enough to let the revenge-crazed cyclops zero in on her. Adrenaline poured through her veins, along with the intoxicating joy of combat, but Xena knew she couldn’t keep this up forever. Her eyes scanned the spacious crypt, taking in every detail of the cavern-turned-battleground. Already a strategy was forming in her mind. Yes, she thought coolly, eyeing the grisly chandeliers overhead. That could work. Her mind quickly calculated the angles and directions involved. Now if Gabby will just take care of that lamia. . . .

			Right on schedule, the interfering snake woman fell silent. Xena didn’t need to look back over her shoulder to confirm that the lamia now had a fighting-mad bard on her hands; she had faith in Gabrielle’s ability to cover her back. After all, Gabby was a former Amazon queen.

			Conjunctivus was acutely aware of his partner’s sudden hush as well. “Ophidia!” he demanded. The cyclops held his club high above his head, so that its squat tip scraped the ceiling. “What’s the matter with you? You have to tell me where Xena is!”

			“Sorry, big boy,” the warrior princess informed him, poised to spring away from the upraised club the instant it began its descent. The giant’s enormous shadow seemed to cover the entire floor, but Xena only grinned all the harder. “You’re on your own now.”

			One blind cyclops against the Destroyer of Nations? She almost felt sorry for the poor brute. Almost. A wicked kick caught Conjunctivus right below the kneecap, causing the giant to howl in pain and fury. He stumbled forward, nearly dropping his club on his own mammoth skull. “Kill you! Crush you! Grind you up!” the cyclops bellowed, lumbering after Xena like a minotaur in a china shop. Bones rained from the roof of the cavern as the heedless giant rampaged through the lamia’s ornate ossuary. Conjunctivus shrugged off the falling debris, unable to think of anything except obliterating his relentless nemesis. “Smash you like a bug!”

			“Come and get me!” Xena dared him, delivering another vicious kick before darting out of reach again. Facing the cyclops from only fifty paces away, she flung her chakram at a pillar of skulls that rose behind Conjunctivus’s right shoulder. The god-forged ring shattered the towering column, the cacophonous clatter causing the giant to spin around and turn his back on Xena, who, getting a good running start, raced straight up the cyclops’s broad back.

			Caught off guard, Conjunctivus frantically fumbled behind himself with his free hand, but Xena was too fast for him. “Don’t you hate it when you can’t scratch those hard-to-reach places?” she taunted the cyclops as she used his yard-sized shoulder as a springboard to flip onto the giant’s head. Xena’s boots touched down on Conjunctivus’s balding pate just in time to catch her chakram on the rebound and return the weapon to its rightful place on her hip.

			“Yi-yi-yi-yi-yi-yi!” The warrior princess’s ululating war cry echoed through the crypt as, after giving Conjunctivus a headache-inducing stomp for his troubles, Xena launched herself off the cyclops’s head and into the air. Her outstretched hands caught on to the bony arms of one of Ophidia’s ghastly chandeliers. Xena turned the hanging lamp into a trapeze, swinging away from Conjunctivus until the soles of her boots brushed the ceiling, then came arcing back toward the unsuspecting cyclops.

			She waited until the last minute before letting go of the chandelier and tossing her chakram at the same time. The whirring missile sliced through the chain that bound the swinging lamp to the roof. Xena’s boots slammed into Conjunctivus’s chest only seconds before the untethered chandelier collided with the giant’s head, its overturned lantern setting the cyclops’s receding hairline ablaze.

			Conjunctivus landed flat on his back, crushing a stack of neatly organized ribs and mandibles to powder. Bright orange flames devoured his short black hair, before spreading rapidly to his filthy, grease-stained garments. Xena leaped off the fallen giant’s midsection, fire literally licking at her heels.

			“RRARGH!” Maddened by the searing flames, Conjunctivus scrambled to his feet and fled the crypt in a panic, desperate to quench the blaze in the sea beyond the cavern. He smashed through the decorative trellis around the exit, scattering skulls everywhere, before disappearing from sight. Xena was tempted to take off in hot pursuit, perhaps dispose of the man-eating monster once and for all, but what about Gabrielle? Slaying the cyclops came in a distant second compared to making sure Gabby was okay.

			Letting the barbecued giant go, the warrior princess turned her eyes toward her bard.

			Gabrielle had succeed in getting the lamia’s attention. “Impudent brat!” Ophidia gnashed her fangs and uncoiled her long, serpentine tail. Her bony fingers were crooked in front of her, as though eager to gouge out the bard’s sea-green eyes. “I should have drained your blood when I had the chance!”

			“Better luck next time,” Gabrielle replied, assuming a defensive stance. Despite her bravado, the eerie appearance of the lamia still sent chills down the sidekick’s limber spine; she knew, though, that she had to keep the snake woman too busy to assist the cyclops. “No offense, but I have better things to do with my blood than feed an over-the-hill, old snake.”

			Ophidia hissed angrily, rising up on her tail until she towered over the diminutive bard, who gulped and tried to maintain a warlike expression. Could be worse, Gabby thought. I could be fighting a younger and spryer lamia.

			But the elderly serpent woman was faster than her human half might lead one to believe; her powerful tail whipped out unexpectedly, knocking Gabrielle’s legs out from under her. Xena’s sidekick fell backward, landing supine upon the rocky floor. The impact of the fall knocked the wind out of Gabby, and her precious sai slipped from her fingers. 

			“Yessss!” the lamia said sibilantly. Like a striking cobra, the she-creature lunged for Gabrielle’s exposed throat, only to be abruptly distracted by the clatter of falling bones. A look of utter horror transfigured Ophidia’s gaunt features as she watched the crypt’s morbid ornamentation be reduced to charnel chaos by a sightless cyclops gone berserk. “No!” she shrieked in despair. “My masterpiece!”

			Gabrielle could sympathize with a fellow artist’s anguish, but not too much. A skull thudded to earth not far from the bard’s head, and she hooked her fingers into its empty sockets, then swung the skull at Ophidia with all her strength. The grinning memento mori slammed into the lamia’s own noxious noggin so hard that the desiccated skull broke apart into dozens of tiny fragments of bone. Ophidia’s eyes rolled backward, exposing blood-streaked whites, and the stunned lamia collapsed onto the bone-strewn floor.

			An instant later, a silver chakram separated the monster’s head from her body.

			“Hope you don’t mind me finishing her off,” Xena said, catching her weapon as it ricocheted back to her. “You looked like you were holding your own just fine, but I figured I’d spare you the messy part.”

			“Sure,” Gabrielle said. “Anytime.” she clambered nimbly to her feet, then searched the crypt with inquisitive eyes. “What happened to the big guy?”

			“He’s not going to be bothering anybody real soon,” the warrior princess assured her, crossing the crypt to join the bard. “Especially now that he’s lost his ‘eye’ a second time.” A growl, almost as fierce as any mythological monster’s, escaped Xena’s stomach. “Nothing like a little morning mayhem to work up an appetite,” she commented, dropping a strong but gentle hand onto Gabby’s shoulder. “So, what’s for breakfast?”

			“Hah!” Gabrielle laughed. “Let me tell you a story about that. . . .”

			
		

	
		
			

			Recurring Character

			By Keith R. A. DeCandido

			It had been a normal day at Miltiades’ tavern, which was just the way he liked it.

			Within an hour of his opening, most of the regulars had come in. The ale flowed freely from the smooth wooden goblets into the patrons’ gullets. The sturdy bar continued to withstand the onslaught of spilled drinks and clumsy drinkers. The two barmaids served the tables quickly and efficiently. The regulars knew not to mess with the pretty young women, and if anyone did, they were shown the door. A giant stag’s head hung from the far wall, a gift from a local nobleman who appreciated the service Miltiades provided to the community.

			Taborn, one of the regulars, spilled his ale laughing at one of his own jokes. As Miltiades wiped down that part of the bar, he smiled, extremely happy with life.

			Yes, it was a perfectly normal day, the latest in a series of them.

			Until the stranger walked in.

			“Drinks for everyone, on me!” said the stranger, a young man in leather armor, carrying a broadsword on a hip scabbard.

			A ragged cheer came up from the assembled customers.

			Miltiades did not share in that cheer. An ex-soldier himself, Miltiades knew that it was never a positive sign for a tavern owner to have a soldier in an expansive mood around. Such people tended to break furniture and annoy barmaids. Miltiades hadn’t had a brawl since the winter solstice, and he hoped to keep that streak going.

			Miltiades refilled everyone’s drink before pouring an ale for the soldier. “What’s the occasion, kid?”

			“Quite simple,” the kid said with a grin. “My name is Roxus, but everyone calls me Rocky. Remember that name, barkeep, because soon it will be known throughout Greece as the name of the man who killed Xena!”

			Taborn, who was seated next to the soldier, turned, his eyes wide. “The Warrior Princess?”

			Rocky snorted. “No, Xena the Goat-Herder. Of course the Warrior Princess!”

			Miltiades sighed. Generally, the customer was always right, but he couldn’t let this young idiot go off and make an ass of himself.

			“Take my advice, kid—go home and forget about Xena.” 

			“Are you kidding? I spent years honing my skills! This is my chance to prove myself against the greatest warrior of our age!”

			“All you’ll prove is that she is the greatest warrior of our age, and you’re just some dumb kid who ain’t got the brains to realize she earned that reputation for a reason.”

			Rocky barked a derisive laugh. “What do you know? You’re just a barkeep.”

			“You know how many times I’ve heard that Xena was dead? Killed by Callisto in battle, killed by barbarians who hit her with a log, killed by Ares, crucified by the Romans. And you know what? It’s bunk—all of it. Because Xena’s unstoppable. I oughtta know.”

			“And how’s that?” Rocky asked with a sneer.

			Miltiades sighed. “’Cause I tried. I used to live in a nice, quiet little village on the Parthian peninsula. Then one day this Darphus fella shows up and starts attacking folks in their homes. His boss was Xena. A bunch of us survived, barely, and decided to fight back. We didn’t do too badly against Darphus, but then Xena stepped in. Mowed us down before we could blink. She gave me this.” Miltiades lifted his shirt to expose the scar on the right side of his belly.

			“When it was all over, the village was a pile’a charred wood, and only six of us were still alive. I didn’t have any family, thank the gods, but I had nowhere to live. I’d done fairly well as a soldier against Xena—leastaways I survived, which put me one up on most of the others.

			“So I looked for work. Finally hooked up with an arms dealer, name of Mezentius. That was a pretty good gig—mostly protecting shipments and the like. Went fine until Xena showed up. I’d heard rumors that she’d become some kind of hero, and they turned out to be true. She busted up a scam Mezentius had going. I tried fighting her at one point, and got knocked silly for my trouble. By the time I woke up, Mezentius was dead, Xena was long gone—and I was stuck.

			“Working for Mezentius gave me some good contacts, though. Managed to score some work for King Xerxes fighting some filthy rebels. It went pretty decently till Xena showed up. She helped the rebels out and deposed Xerxes. She gave me this when I tried to stop her.” Miltiades pointed to the scar on his cheek.

			“With Xerxes gone, I was out of work again. And working for a king who was overthrown by a bunch’a rebels didn’t exactly beef up my resume. I finally got work with a warlord named Nestor. That was real sweet, until the big moron went after the Golden Hind.”

			“I thought they were extinct.” Rocky sounded like he didn’t believe Miltiades.

			“There was one left. Unfortunately, she was being protected by—”

			“Xena, right?” Rocky said snidely.

			“No, Hercules, actually, and that friend of his, Iolaus. But after Nestor went and got himself killed, who should show up to help Hercules out but Xena? I was starting to think she had it in for me personally. Fine, I figured, I’d return the favor. I ran up to her, determined to take her out.

			“It took her all of five seconds to take me out. She didn’t even recognize me.

			“That did it. I was fed up. It was time to get serious.”

			By now, the entire tavern had gone quiet. Miltiades’s customers were used to the barkeep listening to their stories. A long-winded tale like this was cause for notice.

			Besides, people always liked to hear stories about Xena.

			Pouring fresh drinks for everyone sitting at the bar, Miltiades went on: “I spent the next month or so in intensive training. I went over Xena’s fighting style in my head. I was pretty sure I knew her weak spot, and that the next time I saw her would be the last.

			“A fella named Draco was building up an army. He and Xena used to run together, and they’d clashed up in Amphipolis after she went good. I figured, sooner or later, Xena would come after him, so I joined his troupe.

			“And it paid off. Xena tried to stop a slave-trading scheme of his. I was thrilled. Finally, I thought, I get some of my own back. A bunch of us confronted her and that Amazon sidekick of hers outside a temple.

			“This was it. My big moment. After she’d hounded me for years, I was going to kill her.”

			Everyone in the tavern held their breath—even Rocky.

			“She took me out without breaking a sweat. And you know what the worst thing was? She still didn’t recognize me. We’d clashed four times, and she had no idea who I was. She just kicked at my leg and sprained it, and I went down in a heap. By the time my leg healed, Xena was long gone. At that point, I made a solemn vow.”

			Rocky leaned forward. “That you wouldn’t rest until you hunted Xena down and destroyed her once and for all?”

			Miltiades rolled his eyes. “Do I look stupid? No, I swore I’d put as much distance ’tween me and Xena as humanly possible.”

			Blinking in shock, Rocky said, “But—but didn’t you want revenge for all the indignities she’d lain at your feet?”

			“No, I mostly wanted to keep my feet from gettin’ any more indignities laid at ’em. So I went to Rome. The Roman army’s always lookin’ for folks. An’ I was right. Got a job as a mercenary, put down some Germans and Gauls. Good, honest, steady work, and nobody’d even heard of Xena. It was great till I got promoted.”

			“What’s wrong with being promoted?” Rocky asked. 

			“Nothing, I thought. But they put me on prison guard detail—in Rome itself.”

			“Prison guard?” Rocky said with a curl of his lip. “How’s that a promotion?”

			“It was in Rome. Any job in Rome is a big step up from anything outside it. One day, I come on duty, and they’ve got some Gaul fella in the prison—and Xena! I couldn’t believe it. Not only had Xena come to Rome, but Caesar himself captured her. They were planning to put her in the arena against the gladiators. I figured, great, all my problems solved.

			“Then the Gaul tells me there’s something I should know about this woman, meaning Xena, of course. I had no idea what he could tell me that I didn’t already know—’cept it turned out she had a key.

			“Next thing I knew, I woke up in one of the cells with a broken nose, and Xena was long gone. That was the straw that broke my back. I couldn’t get away from her. No matter what I did, no matter where I went, I got beat up by Xena. It had to stop.

			“I quit the guard and came back home to Greece. I’d saved enough to buy this place. And you know what? I’m better off. If I’d done this three years ago, I wouldn’t have all these scars and my nose wouldn’t look like this.

			“So trust me, kid—no matter what you do, Xena will stop you. Caesar, Callisto, Draco—none of them could. And neither could I. Worst of all, she didn’t even remember who I was each time she took me down. She won’t remember you, either.”

			There was silence in Miltiades’ tavern. Everyone looked at Rocky.

			Before anyone could say anything, a woman ran into the tavern.

			“Run for your lives! Bandits!”

			Then she ran out again.

			Miltiades heard horses at full gallop and voices crying out—probably the bandits in question.

			Then he heard something else, something he’d hoped never to hear again:

			“Ai-yi-yi-yi-yi-yi-yi-yi-yi!”

			Four-and-a-half seconds later, a man in once-brightly colored clothes went flying through the front wall of the tavern.

			He was quickly followed by another through the side wall.

			The patrons and the barmaids started making for the exit. Miltiades, though, couldn’t move. He was in shock.

			“C’mon,” one of the bandits said, “let’s get her.”

			Within a few seconds, both bandits, plus three of their buddies, came crashing through the walls.

			Then she came in. 

			Xena.

			She had that same smile on her face as when she beat him up in the past.

			The smile stayed on her face as she walloped the bandits into insensibility.

			And right into one of the supports for the tavern structure. 

			As his tavern collapsed on his head, Miltiades cried out, “By the gods, not again!”

			
			When he came to, Miltiades saw Taborn standing over him, along with another regular, Grecox. “Are you all right?” Grecox asked.

			“What happened?”

			“Xena drove off the bandits,” Taborn said.

			“You should’ve seen it!” Grecox cried. “Her moves were incredible!”

			Miltiades looked around. He lay on the ground about twenty paces from his tavern.

			Or what was left of his tavern. What was once a fine structure was now a pile of kindling. Shattered goblets, broken bits of bar, and the caved-in head of the stag lay strewn about the ground.

			Grecox carried on: “She actually let the bandits get away because she saw you were trapped. She pulled you out of there, made sure you were all right, and only then did she go back after them! It was amazing!”

			“She saved me?” Miltiades asked, stunned. He felt something on his forehead—reaching up, he felt a bandage.

			“Well, of course,” Taborn said. “I mean, she’s a hero, right?”

			With that, the pair went off, probably to find another tavern to get drunk in. No doubt the other regulars were doing likewise.

			As Miltiades struggled to his feet, he was surprised to see Rocky approaching him. Miltiades assumed the kid would be off chasing Xena by now.

			“Barkeep,” he said, “I just wanted to thank you. I have to admit, I didn’t really believe most of what you said—I mean, c’mon, there’s no way Xena could’ve gotten out of being captured by the Romans, that’s just crazy—but when I saw her tear up your place, I realized that you were right. There’s no way I’d even hurt her, much less kill her.”

			Despite everything, Miltiades was glad. He didn’t want this dumb kid to turn out like himself. “Glad to hear it.”

			“Of course,” Rocky continued, “I’m not sure what to do with my life now. I’ve spent the last three years training myself to stop Xena. Now that I’m not doing it . . .” His voice trailed off.

			Miltiades looked at the remains of his tavern. “You any good at construction, kid?”

			
			
Miltiades’ tavern was harmed during the production of this motion picture.

			
		

	
		
			

			Horsing Around

			By Lyn McConchie

			Xena woke. It was mid-morning by the angle of the sun. Her mouth felt like the inside of a hen roost and her skin itched with drying salt. She scratched absently, her eyes going to the slender figure that sprawled beside her. They’d made it to shore. But where that shore was Xena was uncertain. The storm had blown too many days. At her side Gabrielle rolled over and groaned.

			“My mouth feels like a sandpit.” 

			“Best we find some water.”

			Thankfully they’d left Argo with a friend before they took ship. The poor beast would never have survived. Xena flared her nostrils, searching into the light breeze for water scent. Behind them tall dark trees grew thick, spreading down almost to the sand’s edge. They wouldn’t grow so well without water. The breeze changed direction slightly. Xena nodded.

			“I think there’s water within those trees. To the south-east.” She staggered to her feet, the carry sack fastened to her waist swinging with her movements. “Up!”

			She gripped Gabrielle’s shoulder. The younger girl dragged herself to her feet and, leaning on Xena, made her way to where the scent of water became stronger. Behind them Gabrielle’s sack was left almost buried and unnoticed in the sand. Several hundred yards farther on and past the headland, within the edge of the trees, a tiny spring glimmered. The water ran only a few yards before it sank into the sand’s edge and vanished again. Gabrielle flung herself full-length and drank. Xena knelt, drinking from one cupped hand. The other lay curved over her sword hilt.

			“We’ll need something to carry water.” Gabrielle looked back toward the beach. “I had a water skin in my bag. I’ll get it.” The water had given her renewed energy. She dashed off.

			Xena sighed and followed. There was a water skin in her own bag, but she let Gabrielle retrieve hers. It would make the girl feel better to do something useful. A gentle smile curved Xena’s mouth. The sort of smile few but animals, babies, and Gabrielle ever saw. It vanished as a sudden cut-off shriek floated back to her. She should have known better. Any time her friend went out of sight there was trouble.

			The sound of wood meeting metal smote her ears as Xena raced forward. On the beach Gabrielle was fighting, her staff in constant motion. Xena slowed a second to evaluate. Two enemies. One a smaller, lighter man who pranced, dagger in hand, around the edge of the fight. He limped. Gabby must have got in one blow and the small man had no intention of receiving another. Probably he felt there was no need to anyway.

			The other man was huge. He wielded an axe with some skill, but Gabrielle, lighter and faster, was having no trouble staying out of reach. Her staff deflected the blows despite their power. But if just one of those massive blows landed squarely, she’d die. Xena moved in. The big man turned his attention to her, she opened her mouth to speak soothingly. Suggest that there was no need to fight. Her eyes met his and she shut her mouth. Berserker. No chance of his listening to reason. They couldn’t outrun him. And he’d fight so long as she or Gabrielle lived.

			She hadn’t sought this fight. She knew Gabrielle wouldn’t have started anything either. That meant the attack had been unprovoked. If two people had to die Xena had no intention of allowing it to be themselves. She closed in warily. A few minutes later the opening she awaited came and her sword blade licked out. The big man went down swinging his axe savagely in a backward blow at her as he twisted. Xena struck again. He snarled at her as he died.

			Behind her there came a high shriek again as the small man attacked Gabrielle. The girl’s staff spun first one way then into reverse. It cracked him hard across his knee then came up to strike one side of his head as he half-fell. He groaned and slipped to the ground. A fading glare transfixed them.

			“I curse you. May—” his voice slurred before clearing again. “I hope she tears your hearts out, you . . .” His voice trailed off as he shuddered and went still. Gabrielle would have knelt to check the body but Xena snatched her back.

			“Wait. He could be faking. Let me.” She checked the man swiftly. “No, he’s dead.” She glanced up. “I suggest we collect your bag and get out of here. If this pair had friends they may not be pleased at what’s happened.” She knelt, however, and checked belt pouches quickly. Her eyebrows raised at some of the items.

			Gabrielle turned to gather up the water-sodden leather bag. She swung it onto her shoulder and followed her friend back to the spring. There, they filled their water skins and evaluated the contents of the travel bags. They both had water skins, eating knives, and flint; Gabrielle’s stock of herbs was ruined but her salves were intact, and Xena had her whetstone, spare dagger, and items to repair her armor.

			“I’ve got food, too.” Gabrielle held up half a smoked sausage and a chunk of hard cheese triumphantly. She looked down the seemingly endless line of trees and sand. Her smile faded. “Where do we go, Xena? I couldn’t understand what that man said to us. Where are we?”

			“I’m not sure.” She’d understood the dying words but didn’t want to say so just now. “Somewhere in the northern lands.”

			Gabrielle blinked. “That far. The storm took us that far!”

			“I think so. Settlements here are often on the coast. If we keep walking along the shore we should find one sooner or later. Or a path that will lead us to one.” She began to walk along the edge of the shore where the sand firmed into earth under the tree fringe.

			“It’s going to be cold tonight without blankets.”

			“I know. We’ll light a fire.”

			They walked steadily. There was no reason to hurry and exhaust themselves, Xena thought. If more trouble appeared it was better they still had enough energy to fight. Toward late afternoon her eyes noticed a thread of a path striking off into the trees.

			“Gabrielle,” she pointed.

			“Do we follow it?”

			“We do. Stay behind me.” She could smell smoke. It would have seemed a homely scent. Suggesting a fire, hot food, and perhaps a bed, but for the undertone Xena was getting whenever the wind blew harder. Burned wood, yes. But there was more to it. She slipped through the trees, Gabrielle a blond shadow at her heels. Another gust brought the smell more strongly and both women halted, then ghosted on. They’d smelled that scent before. Somewhere ahead there was death. A wave of Xena’s hand and Gabrielle drifted away to the left of the path. Xena went right. They closed in on a scene of devastation.

			There’d been a sturdy log cabin here once. Perhaps as recently as two or three days ago. Now it was partly burned. The body of the builder lay in front of the entrance. He’d died from one massive blow, which had crushed in his head and one shoulder. Xena moved to where the well-tanned hide curtain, which would have cloaked the doorway, had been flung aside.

			“We have a blanket.”

			“We have to bury him. If we do that I think it would be fair to take anything we can use.”

			Xena nodded and for the next half hour they sifted through the cabin’s contents. They found a robe of rabbit furs only slightly singed. Smoked fish and meat hung on one half-burned rafter, candles, a coil of braided rawhide rope, another of string, a good axe and an ancient, rust-eaten sword. Once they were done, it was becoming dark.

			“We’ll spend the night down the path aways,” Xena said quietly. She’d seen the look on her friend’s face. Gabrielle hadn’t wanted to say anything, but the idea of sleeping by the body was bothering her. “Gather firewood, I’ll start a fire. Tomorrow we’ll lay the man inside and burn his cabin. The ground’s too rocky to dig a grave the wolves won’t find.”

			“Is that the way the people here do it?”

			“Some do. It’s the best we can manage anyhow. His gods will understand.” Her tone closed the conversation and Gabrielle went to find dry wood. Xena took up a handful of the dry pine needles from beneath a tree. She heaped them into a tiny cone, added a sheath of dry twigs and struck a spark onto the tinder. Gabrielle returned with firewood just as the spark flared. Something caught her eye and she gave a small crooning sound as she dumped the firewood.

			“Oh, you poor little thing.” She approached the tiny animal making soft sounds of reassurance. It trotted to meet her. “Oh, poor baby. Did you belong to that man?”

			Xena had looked up quickly at the first words. Seeing what their visitor was, she had returned to the fire. With it burning well, she was free to look at the creature. Gabrielle was cradling a kitten. It couldn’t have been more than six or seven weeks old. It was a ball of black fluff with huge, innocent, blue eyes. It cuddled into Gabrielle’s arms as she brought it to the fire, purring at the warmth and looking up hopefully.

			“It’s hungry.”

			“Try it with some of that smoked fish you found.”

			The kitten didn’t have to be invited twice. It fell on the fish, ate hugely, then fell asleep in Gabrielle’s lap while the two women made their own meal.

			“We can’t leave it here to die.”

			“How did I know you were going to say that.” 

			“Well, we can’t.”

			“Just so long as it doesn’t cause us any trouble. Speaking of which. What happened down on the beach with those men?”

			Gabrielle looked disgusted. “I have no idea. I went to pick up my bag. They came out of the trees and attacked. The little one was in front, so I tripped him. I hit him on one knee and he screamed. The big one went crazy and started swinging that axe.” In her lap, the kitten had opened blue eyes and seemed to be listening as intently as Xena. “I’d have tried to run but I thought if I turned my back I’d get a knife in it.”

			“Almost certainly. No, you did the right thing. I didn’t want to kill them but the big one was a berserker. Once they start fighting they don’t stop until they’re killed. The other man was probably his shield brother. With his friend down he had to avenge him or die trying.”

			Gabrielle looked to where the ruined cabin was hidden by the dark. “Do you think they killed that man?”

			“He was killed by an axe blow. It’s likely.” Remembering the man-sized cheap copper ring she’d found in the berserker’s belt pouch and the white mark on the dead man’s finger, Xena thought it very likely. The pair had probably made a career of robbing lone dwellers and chance-met travelers. It explained their instant attack on Gabrielle.

			“And they left the kitten to die. That’s awful.”

			Xena smiled. “I daresay they never saw it. Kittens aren’t always stupid. This one probably ran away and hid. It came out when it saw you.” It would, she reflected. Animals knew a sucker when they saw one. “I’ll take first watch.”

			
			She sat, back to the low fire, sword across her lap and ears alert for unusual sounds. Warm under the fur robe Gabrielle slept, the kitten curled up under the robe with her. It looked as if they had a traveling companion. Well, so long as it wasn’t a nuisance. They were on foot. Carrying a kitten wouldn’t slow them. It wasn’t as if they had to be anywhere. She woke her friend at midnight and found the kitten joining her when she lay down.

			In the morning they ate, then went to do what had to be done at the cabin. Xena carried the body inside and laid it onto the bed. In the limp hands she placed the old sword they had found. The injury that had slain the man had been struck from the front. Let his god know he’d died fighting. Unobtrusively she slipped the ring back onto the bruised finger. It fitted as if made for it—which, she reflected, it possibly had been.

			They heaped the bed and filled the cabin with pine branches. The resin would burn like a torch. It was as well the cabin was in a clearing. Xena had no desire to set half the forest afire behind them. She took one of the candles, setting it in a mat of tinder. Then she lit it.

			“Let’s go. By the time that burns down far enough to start the fire we’ll be long gone. If anyone comes to the smoke I don’t want them finding us still around.”

			Gabrielle stood looking at the body. Her voice came softly as she stared up at the sky, the kitten sitting solemnly at her feet.

			“We don’t know your name, but we did the best we could. I hope your god understands it isn’t your fault if we were wrong. We’ll take care of your kitten. Don’t worry about her.” She stood in silence a moment, then turned away. They shouldered their bags, Gabrielle scooped up the kitten, and they were off. Trekking along the edge of the shore toward the east. They walked steadily all that day. Toward sunset they halted, moved into the trees, and made camp.

			“No settlement.”

			Xena shrugged. “There’ll be one sooner or later. We just have to keep walking.”

			The kitten had scampered off into the trees. From the depths there came sudden kitten cries for help. Gabrielle was on her feet and running before the first one had died.

			“Gabrielle, no. You don’t . . .” Shutting her mouth on the rest of the warning, Xena followed. She arrived in time to find her friend waist-deep in a water-filled dip retrieving a frantic and soaked kitten.

			Gabrielle looked up. “I think the bank gave way.”

			“On you or the kitten?” Xena’s tone was dry as she hauled on an outstretched hand. “Go back to camp and get yourself and that creature dried off before you both get pneumonia.” She glanced around at the banks before she left after them. No sign of any slip. And the banks sloped into the water. Why hadn’t the animal climbed out again if it had fallen in. The night passed peacefully after that.

			The next day was more walking. Supplies would be gone very soon at this rate. They needed to stop and find food. Xena slept after her watch and woke to find Gabrielle looking guilty as she cradled a very round-stomached kitten.

			“What happened?”

			“She didn’t know. It was my fault. I should have watched her. She was just hungry.”

			Xena tipped out the bag. The last of the smoked fish and meat had vanished. Remaining still were the brine-soaked sausage and cheese. Clearly the kitten hadn’t fancied the taste although small tooth-marks decorated the edges of both items, suggesting she’d sampled them in case.

			“I’ll go without. I made you bring her.”

			“I found rope and string at that cabin. I can set snares tonight.” She eyed the defiant kitten. “If we get too hungry we can always eat that.”

			Gabrielle opened her mouth to protest, realized her friend was joking, and subsided.

			The sausage and cheese were edible, but only just. They finished the last crumb around the fire that evening, after Xena had set her snares. Morning found empty snares and emptier stomachs. They walked most of the day, Gabrielle carrying the kitten, which made their day miserable with repeated wails for food they didn’t have.

			“We’ll camp here.” 

			“It’s only afternoon.”

			“I need time to hunt. There may be something I can find, and I’ll set snares again.”

			They both searched once they had settled on a campsite. There seemed to be nothing. No berries or nuts, no sign of anything edible. Here and there were traces of animals. But none looked recent. Once something moved. Xena pounced and stared down at her quarry. Fat lot of use that’d be to the three of them. At last, grimly, she set the snares and returned to the fire Gabrielle was tending. The kitten howled at her hopefully.

			“Did you find anything?”

			“Not really. But one of us can eat.” She tossed the knife-impaled mouse corpse to the kitten and watched the baby fall on the meal with growling enthusiasm. “There’s good water. Drink as much of that as you can. It’ll help.” Replete on mouse, the kitten came to curl into her lap. “I may as well take first watch. Nuisance here won’t like being disturbed.”

			She settled herself, back against a tree, and watched as Gabrielle slept. At some stage the kitten rose and wandered off into the trees. Xena looked after it. “I’d suggest you stay there,” she said very quietly. “Except Gabrielle would keep us here for days searching.” Besides, they’d have been out of food by now even if the kitten hadn’t stolen what they had. They needed to find food. Too many days walking without food on this deserted coast and they’d weaken. Gabrielle woke when her watch turn came.

			“Where’s the kitten?”

			“Gone for a walk. She’ll be back. Don’t worry. If she gets into trouble, I’m sure she’ll yell.”

			She rolled herself within the door curtain and slept. Gabrielle sat alertly, her ears listening for sounds of a kitten returning. When that happened there was no need to listen. It sounded like a cross between a cattle stampede and the infernal sound Picts made with something they called a musical instrument. Everyone else had other names for it. The women had heard one once and agreed with everyone else. Xena came out of her curtain in one leap. Gabrielle was on her feet already trying to decide where the sound was coming from.

			That it was approaching was not in doubt. But the trees tended to deflect sounds, so direction was hard to determine. The women moved back to back just as a shrieking kitten shot into the clearing and up a tree. Hard on its furry heels came a large, irritable-looking boar. It paused beneath the tree to utter a few heartfelt threats. Then it observed it had company. It had no time for them either. It accelerated straight for Gabrielle, who dodged hastily behind the kitten’s tree.

			The boar ploughed through the fire, spun, and returned around it to where Xena waited. She leaped to one side and drove her sword into the joint between neck and shoulder. The beast faltered. The kitten chose that moment to fall out of the tree. It landed under the boar’s nose. The boar slashed, the kitten skittered sideways. Gabrielle popped out from behind her tree, brought her staff down hard on the boar’s skull, and vanished again. The animal’s eyes rolled.

			Xena stepped up from behind and to one side of the beast, raising her sword again. The kitten shot forward under her feet and Xena barely escaped tripping over it. The boar emitted a grunting roar, Gabrielle emerged again, seized the kitten, and Xena’s sword came down. The boar fell over. Everyone sat down to recover, apart from the kitten, who was playing king of the castle on the enemy’s body.

			“Well, we have food.” Gabrielle’s tone was tentative. 

			“By a miracle.” Her friend agreed. “It is also a miracle neither of us is dead along with that pig. If I didn’t think it unlikely I’d say your kitten led him right to us.” Xena eyed the bouncing kitten dubiously.

			“Maybe she did. To say sorry that she ate our food. At least we eat now.”

			“It’ll be tough, but beggars can’t be choosers. I do have some salt left. Help me drag the carcass away a bit. I don’t want blood all over the camp.”

			They skinned, gutted, and carved. Strips of roast boar proved surprisingly tasty. The kitten got her share raw, chopped for her into tiny scraps by Gabrielle. When they moved on a day later they carried enough meat to last several days. Xena planned to try fishing once the meat began to run out.

			Once it did, they found the fishing wasn’t bad. So long as they kept a very close eye on the kitten, who liked fish even more than they did. Gabrielle hooked the first one using a scrap of the boar, the string they’d found in the cabin, and a fishhook bent from a brooch pin. She placed it behind her, returning to fish again. She hooked a second, went to put it with the first. Only to find the first fish was gone. Not that she had to look far.

			She left the kitten with its prey and tucked the second, larger fish in her carry sack. It was quickly joined by a third and fourth. Xena emerged from the forest holding leaves pinned into a basket.

			“Berries. How’s the fishing?”

			“Wonderful. I’ve got a couple of good-sized ones.” She pointed at the carry sack. Xena looked inside.

			“There’s nothing here.”

			Gabrielle stood up. “That . . .” she followed the marks in the sand. Both fish had been too big for the kitten to carry, fortunately. At the end of the marks she found the kitten energetically hauling a fish along the beach. “Give me that. What did you do with the other one, you couldn’t have eaten it.”

			From behind her Xena had begun to chuckle. “She didn’t. Look here. She buried it. I think she planned to come back and collect it later.” The kitten flung itself at the uncovered fish. Gabrielle stooped to pick it up and Xena seized the kitten by the scruff of its neck. “Listen. Friends share. You won’t starve.” Gabrielle giggled as the kitten was lectured. The baby appeared unrepentant. It still liked fish.

			Days slid past as they traveled along the deserted coastline. Both women were beginning to wonder if the whole land was empty of people. There were plenty of fish, but the salt had run out and saltless fish is tasteless, even if filling. At the high-tide mark on the third day they found a hollow in some rocks. It had once been filled with sea water that had since evaporated. The hollow now held rather sandy salt. They scooped up every grain with care. But signs of life or not they kept up the night watch. Which was just as well. On the eleventh night after their arrival in this land, Gabrielle heard a sound. Her hand slipped out to touch Xena’s shoulder. It was pressed in return.

			From the dark three men came running. The fight was brief but ferocious. With two men down the third gave back. Xena pursued. She didn’t want him following them for however long it took to find a settlement. He wove between the trees, running like a deer until she lost sight of him. Xena halted. It occurred to her it was strange Gabrielle hadn’t followed. In sudden fear she turned and raced back along the trail. Gabrielle was sitting white-faced by the fire, staff in hand.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I think I sprained my ankle. I fell over a tree root.” She exhibited an already swollen ankle. Xena bit back a groan. Gabrielle was still talking. “I’m sure if I bind it tightly I’ll be able to walk.” Xena wasn’t so sure but she kept silent. The kitten crept out of the dark and cuddled up. Gabrielle hugged it gently. “You can’t say she brought that lot into camp this time.”

			“No, this time it was all their own idea.”

			They’d stay in camp a couple of days. After that she’d see if Gabby was all right.

			Gabrielle wasn’t. When it came time to walk the pain was so great she fainted. She recovered to find Xena cradling her, thinking.

			“We’ll have to stay here awhile longer. But we need food. Will you be all right here alone while I go down to the beach and catch fish?”

			“Of course. We’ll be fine.” The kitten looked up and mewed as if in agreement. Xena found an unwilling grin stretching her mouth.

			“You look after her, small one. I’ll bring you a fish.”

			She trotted down the path, worrying as she went. They needed a horse, a pony, even a donkey would do. Something to carry Gabrielle until her ankle healed. She scanned the beach, then chose a rock jutting into deeper water. If she did well, there would be no need to leave her friend tomorrow.

			
			At the camp, Gabrielle was drowsing when twigs snapped. She jerked upright—too late. A nicely judged blow smacked against the side of her head and everything blurred. Her hand dropped away from the staff. She saw a figure approaching, already unlacing hide breeches. She struggled to rise, to fight. The kitten jumped from her lap, dimly Gabrielle was aware of a yell of rage, footsteps crashing away into the trees. They did not return.

			She came fully conscious again sometime later. Her head hurt but that was all the injury she had. The kitten was sitting beside her purring. How much of those events had she dreamed? She heard footsteps returning and reached for her staff before Xena came into view.

			“I got five, all good fish. I won’t have to . . .” her voice broke off as soon as she got a look at the camp. “What happened, are you hurt? Your head is bleeding.” Even as she questioned she was kneeling to examine the cut. “Not serious. I’ll clean that and salve it. It’ll be fine. You didn’t try walking and fall, did you?”

			Gabrielle shook her head, gasping as the headache stabbed. “No, that man came back. The third one who got away last time. He hit me. I can’t remember properly after that. He yelled as if he was angry, then he ran off, it sounded as if he was chasing something. He didn’t come back.”

			“He didn’t . . . ?”

			“No, he was going to but whatever happened happened before he did.”

			Xena shut her eyes briefly. Thanks be to whatever had saved her friend. She busied herself in silence cutting up fish to bake in embers. Gabrielle leaned back, concentrating on persuading the headache to go away. The kitten concentrated on the fish, purring when she was given a whole small one to herself. With that eaten she scurried into the trees. She had something urgent to do.

			She was gone almost the entire night but wandered back at dawn. With her came a horse. A short-backed, stocky animal without saddle or bridle. It was unshod, a sort of medium bay in color.

			“Who do you think it belongs to?” asked Gabrielle.

			“No idea,” Xena said cheerfully. “But it’ll carry you to a settlement. Once we get there we can let it go. The owner may find it.”

			She broke camp, boosted Gabrielle and the kitten onto the broad back, and with a length of rope about the horse’s neck led it off down the shore. A godsend finding a horse out here, just when they needed one. She didn’t like the way Gabrielle breathed. That blow on the head and lying on the cold ground until she came to had given the girl a fever. Xena pushed the horse, finally getting up behind her friend and riding as well so they could make better time. The animal was becoming lame when, two days later, they walked into signs that a farmstead was near.

			A long time ago one of Xena’s men had been a man of the north. She could speak enough of the language to have the horse shod. Clearly the beast had never worn shoes before, but the smith was used to that and the horse was given no option despite vigorous resistance. There was no other mount to be had but they could buy supplies now and a small amount of fever drink. Xena paid with a silver penny from the belt pouch she had looted. Then they rode on. Three days more and they reached the outskirts of a large settlement.

			At the edge of a rise Xena slowed the horse. She slid from its back, tethered it, and made camp back inside a screen of brush. Then she spoke.

			“Stay here with your friend. I’ll get more medicine for that fever. Once you’re well again we can ride in and take passage out of here.”

			The fever drink was easily obtained, enough of it for several doses. Xena rode back on the weary horse, left him enough rope to graze, and turned to Gabrielle with the herbs. They worked quickly enough. By the end of the next day the fever was gone and the girl’s strength was returning. Xena left her long enough to ride back into the settlement. The ship she’d heard talk of was in. Readying for the passage back across the seas to Albion. She made arrangements.

			At the camp Gabrielle was up packing and chatting to the kitten. “You’ll like it where we’re going.” She scooped up the small furry body and mounted the horse. Slowly, with Xena walking beside, they made their way down to the beach. “When will the ship be here?”

			“In the morning.” The kitten dropped over the horse’s shoulder. It appeared to vanish as small paws touched the sand. Under Gabrielle the horse twisted. The shape shortened in body and legs and a startled Gabrielle abruptly found herself sitting astride the back of a naked man. She vaulted hastily away. He attempted to rise and howled. From where the women stood they could see the horseshoes securely nailed to his palms and feet. Both women recognized the missing attacker. Xena’s sword lifted.

			From one side someone cleared their throat. “I thought it only fitting. He wished to ride you. Instead it was he who was ridden.” She chuckled softly. “Go well, I will find a smith for this one. I think he would be rid of his shoes.” Both women spun to stare.

			Nearby stood a tall powerful woman. Blond hair flowed past her shoulders in thick, glistening plaits that reached to the ground. She wore silvered armor and at her side was sheathed a gem-hilted sword.

			Xena nodded politely. “You were the kitten. Why?” 

			“One cursed you in my name. I came to see if the curse should bind. I saw. You are of my kind, battle daughters. Ferocious in war, large in heart toward the weak. Your ship will come with the dawn.” She extended her hand toward Gabrielle, who took it. The long fingers traced a rune on the back of the small calloused hand. “Let the captain see that.” She whistled softly. From the sky, a chariot came slanting down, drawn by large cats. One winked at them. A wave of her hand and the man was flung aboard. “Go with my favor, battle daughters. A following sea and a fair wind.” The chariot faded upward.

			Gabrielle stared after her. “Who was that?”

			“Freya, I think. At least we’re rid of that kitten. In the morning we can get out of here, our own gods are bad enough.” She grinned. “Although I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything sillier than you sitting on that man—unless it was the look on your face when he changed.” They were still giggling weakly when the ship arrived.

			
		

	
		
			

			The Hungry Land

			By Mary Morgan

			Gabrielle tried to wake up. She knew that she slept, but this dream had gone far enough. In it, she dreamt that the earth had softened beneath her and she was starting to sink. The soil covered her face grain by grain. In panic, she opened her mouth to call for her friend, and drew in a breath. Earth flooded in. She gagged on the dirt, and the noise that she made must have awakened her partner. Still trapped in the dream, she saw Xena rouse and walk over to watch while the earth covered her eyes, while it drowned her. But this was only a dream: she knew that. Very few of her dreams were prophetic. So why was she frightened?

			
			Gabrielle woke. Something hissed in her ears, and her neck ached. Carmine blotches floated in front of her eyes. She rubbed at their lids with her fingers. These felt cold; their skin was like ice and was rough with fine grit from the ground they had rested against. Wary, she opened her eyes. The sun shone full in her face, though it had failed to warm the rock she was leaning against. Hours must have passed. “Trust me. I’ve dozed off again,” she thought with embarrassment. “Just sit down to rest while I wait for Xena, close my eyes for a minute and I’m away,” she taunted herself.

			Though it was hardly surprising. She had been sleeping badly, here on the plateau, waking exhausted and plagued by a nagging anxiety. Three nights in all, each troubled by dreams. And she’d been dreaming just now. As she realized this, Gabrielle felt her heart falter, then quicken. “I’m terrified,” she thought with amazement. “But of what?”

			She reached for a water skin, to sluice the foul taste of her doze from her mouth, and looked around her. So there was nothing to see but rocks scoured by the wind, hollows scabbed by gray patches of snow. She’d seen worse. So most of the provisions had gone. They’d survive, even Argo. So Xena had been strangely determined to take this route, although it was plainly out of their way. And so now she had gone on ahead, scouting, she said, though she’d sounded impatient when she’d told her to wait and to rest. So her partner was late. She’d be back, perhaps with a rabbit or two. So there’d been dreams. Gabrielle stopped: she couldn’t remember the dreams. Just the fear. It struck her again, so hard that she sucked in her breath. Cold air scorched her lungs and made her eyes water.

			Then she heard hoofbeats. Argo returning: she knew the mare’s gait, and there was no one else foolish enough to be up here. She stood up and saw Xena, riding with negligent ease, her face dour. But her partner was pleased. Even this far away, Gabrielle knew what that scowl covered. Relief. Even elation. “Now what?” she asked herself, and then waved. Deep inside, her fear snickered knowingly. She ignored it, focused on Xena, who now towered above her. When the warrior, wordless, reached down a hand, Gabrielle took it, let herself be hauled into the saddle. “Let’s see what she’s found,” Gabrielle thought. A new feeling flowered inside her, and she knew it by name. A sense of foreboding.

			Xena rode for two hours, angling north, away from their trail. Noon came and went. The sun, chill and white in the sky, slipped over her shoulder, threw their shadows under their feet. Xena pushed Argo hard, Gabrielle saw with surprise. The mare’s coat had darkened with sweat, her sides worked like bellows. “Hey,” she said softly, then tried again, pressing harder round the warrior’s waist to get her attention.

			“Patience, you’ll see soon enough,” Xena said.

			“No hurry. There’s plenty of time. Give Argo a break.” She felt Xena take a quick breath and then shift. Her friend’s knuckles briefly showed white as she pulled on the reins. Argo slowed and then stopped. Xena waited while Gabrielle slid to the ground, then swung down herself with consummate grace.

			“Sorry, Argo.” Xena reached down a skin, poured water into her hand, then rubbed it over the mare’s muzzle. “What was I thinking?” she said to herself. She filled a cupped palm with more water and let Argo drink.

			Gabrielle, watching, felt the fear flare once again, and silently echoed the question.

			They reached it soon after. Gabrielle gasped when she saw. “It’s so lovely,” she said, when she’d recovered her breath. Words rose in a swarm in her brain. Numbly, she sorted them out. The land fell away into a crater that stretched past the horizon. The air rising from it was hazy, as though it were heated. It swelled into a dome that quivered and shook. Where it moved, rainbows crawled over its skin. When she looked down, she saw green. Cushioned and vibrant, a pelt of lush green.

			“Come on.” Xena’s face shocked her, it was so flushed. “Race you there.” The warrior turned, ready to plunge down the slope into the forest below through a gap in the rocks rimming the crater.

			“Wait.” Gabrielle swallowed, tasting fear once again. What was going on here? A forest? Here on this plateau with its fuzz of thin moss and its pools capped with crazed layers of ice? “Something’s wrong.”

			“What’s wrong?” Xena turned. “Just once in a while, can’t you leave out the pros and the cons? This is a gift, and you know what they say about gifts.”

			Gabrielle did, though the horse she thought of was Trojan. “It’s well off our route,” was the best she could do by way of objection. Everything else just sounded plain daft.

			“It’s north of our route, but we can still bear due west. And take a break. Hunt, make good our supplies. There’ll be plenty of prey down there.” Xena flung out her hand, palm slightly cupped, forefinger pointing. “A conqueror’s gesture,” Gabrielle thought. The sort they gave statues. She tried to muster her doubts, but her partner abruptly got tired of talking, pivoted round on her heel, and bounded away down the path.

			“Yes, there’ll be plenty of prey down there. Now.” Gabrielle flinched at the thought, wondering where it had come from. Her head was starting to swim. The rocks looked like teeth, which meant that the path was a throat, waiting to swallow. She shuddered. This place repelled her, but Xena was down there, in the trees’ shadow. Gabrielle straightened her shoulders and wrapped Argo’s reins round one of her hands. Defeated but dogged, she followed her partner, leading the mare, sinking into the crater.

			
			The sun shone strongly in her dream. If she looked directly over her head she could see a blue sky. All around, though, the forest grew. She turned slowly, taking it in. Bark glowed like copper, leaves hung like slices of emerald. Huge flowers seemed to float without weight, carved from ruby and amethyst, from topaz and pearl. Lovely but armored, Gabrielle thought; each surface here would gash or bruise or pierce. A feeling blossomed inside her and rose in her throat. As it did so, the world started to spin. At first she thought she must have grown dizzy, but she soon saw the truth. The forest was moving around her. The shapes of the trees had all changed. Limbs crooked at their joints, straightened again, twitched and scuttled. Leaves became wings that unfurled, jewelled on the surface, dusty beneath. Compound eyes flickered shut and then opened, focused on her, judging the distance. As the forest swept down, she choked on the fear in her throat.

			
			Why was she so tired? Gabrielle hoisted herself to her feet and reached for her share of the gear, meaning to pack it.

			When she swayed, Xena looked over her shoulder from where she stood saddling Argo. “Sit down, Gabrielle.”

			Gabrielle looked at her closely, then sat down. Cold coiled inside her: Xena’s face had been blank. Perhaps there was nothing behind it, but Gabrielle trusted her instincts with Xena. She knuckled her eyes. What would be worse? To make a mess of her chores, or to uselessly keep out of the way? Whichever she did, Xena would secretly fume. She stayed put and considered the previous day.

			It had been hot. Perhaps that was why she had felt so wretched. And the air here was so thick. It clogged her lungs, shimmered with insects, was heavy with pollen. Trying to see through it strained her eyes. Anything farther than a few paces away seemed to lie behind water, or glass. Then, this path was so tricky to follow. It wound through the forest and was easy to miss. Roots writhed across it, making for treacherous footing. Branches and briars snaked into her path, snagging her hair and her skin.

			Xena strode through all this. Where Gabrielle stumbled and doubted the path, Xena trod it down as if on a conqueror’s road strewn with petals. She’d left the mare with the bard and pushed on ahead. From the bounce in the warrior’s stride, Gabrielle knew that Xena would have chosen to walk whatever the state of the trail. She plainly loved it; the motion, the pace, the play of her muscles as they took on and vanquished the trail. She even defeated its shadows. Up ahead, where these lay thickest, they seemed to surrender to Xena’s black hair and dark armor so that she grew ever taller and stronger.

			Gabrielle had tired long before dusk. She had stopped for a moment, meaning to call out to Xena, but her partner had gone round a bend in the track. Sighing, thrusting a hand through her hair which was matted with sweat, the bard had moved on, trying to blank out the ache that burned in her muscles, her sides. She thought back with regret to the plateau, its clear, icy air, and lifted an arm to sweep sweat from her brow. Trickles dripped into her eyes, making them sting. Vision blurred, she had rounded the corner and seen with relief that Xena was squatting a handful of strides up ahead. Green light shone in a circle around her, water lapped at her feet. A glade with a stream, somewhere to camp for the night, Xena said.

			There were fish in the stream, but though she’d felt hungry before, Gabrielle ate little. The fish had tasted like mush on her tongue, and she was exhausted. She’d kept dozing off, only to have Xena nudge her awake. The third time, Xena gave up. “You can eat what’s left in the morning, when you feel better,” she had said, taking the platter out of her hands. “Now let’s see to these.”

			Gabrielle had looked down when she said that, at her arms, at her legs folded beneath her. They were covered with scratches, most shallow and beaded with droplets of blood, but some deep. She’d been vaguely surprised because she’d not felt them. Now she watched Xena moisten a rag and dab at the wounds. She was taking her time, but Gabrielle sensed that she felt ill at ease. The bard flinched when she realized this, and Xena winced in response. All the same, she did not move any closer, but still kneeled only just within reach.

			And this morning? Things had been worse. Food choked her, while Xena kept even more distance between them. Gabrielle read rage in her partner, and impatience, both barely tamped down. “She will leave me,” she thought in despair, but good sense denied it. “She loves me. She’ll find a way.” Thinking this, although she’d been up for scarcely an hour, she felt sleep steal upon her, and the first, smothering touch of a dream.

			
			The ground that she lay on was hot, getting hotter. A desert? She opened her eyes, saw sand stretch in every direction. But there were rocks here and there, and in their shade, drifts of snow. She stood, and an icy wind slashed at her skin. She wrapped her arms round her waist, pulled them tight. Only the soles of her feet still felt warm. She looked down. The ground was dimpling, was sifting, seemed pimpled and cracked. Out of the cracks and the pits, tiny black shapes heaved themselves up, many legged, scrabbling for purchase. They tottered and staggered, spread limp, dragging rags, which soon dried. Stretching these, the ants swarmed and swirled, filled the sky. It turned the color of milk, shot through with rainbows. Though Gabrielle covered her face, she felt the insects invade her, clogging nostril and mouth. When she screamed, they filled her chest and consumed her.

			
			Xena kicked out the fire and smoothed soil over its remains. Through the mist, she could make out the sun’s disk as it rose over the trees. “It will be a hot day,” she thought. Another hot day. She shivered, feeling hairs rise all over her skin, and a jolt of excitement ran down her spine from her neck to her tailbone. But these conditions were taking it out of her partner, slowing Gabrielle’s steps, draining her strength and her normal high spirits. Xena looked over to where Gabrielle was still sitting. The bard had fallen asleep again, her head lolling forward, her hands lying limp, palm up in her lap.

			Xena walked over to squat down beside her, and gave her shoulder a vigorous shake. “Wake up now,” she was saying as Gabrielle’s eyes flickered and finally opened. “It’s time to start out.”

			“Oh.” Gabrielle blinked. Embarrassment colored her skin, masked her unusual pallor. “Sorry. Must have dozed off.” She got to her feet, reaching out to steady herself. Then she snatched her hands back. “Xena?”

			The warrior fought to relax. What was this? Had she stiffened when Gabrielle touched her? “What is it with me?” she enquired of herself. “Just now, had she wanted to kick Gabrielle awake? And last night?” She closed her eyes briefly, remembering how moisture had flooded her mouth, how her skin had grown hot as she swabbed away blood, how she had wanted to lick it. She shuddered, disgusted. Aloud she said, “I wish I could give you a rest day, but we have to keep going.” She reached out herself, was relieved when her fingers made contact with Gabrielle’s skin easily, willingly, with no pricklings of distaste. “That’s more like it,” she told herself. “Must be this place. It’s getting to me.”

			“The sooner we’re out of here the better,” she said aloud to Gabrielle, as the bard stretched, then joined her in walking toward the mare.

			“Yeah. What is it with this place? Why haven’t we seen a single living thing except insects and trees?” Gabrielle scuffed her toe in the dirt and looked around her, scowling. 

			Xena looked, too. The land opened up for a while and the path smoothed. She could ride Argo. She swung herself up, surveying what lay around her. She still couldn’t see far. Trees all around, and where there were none, brush and grasses sprang up, some as high as her head. And all this was up here, on this high, freezing plateau. Yes, something was wrong, but she couldn’t say what. So she shrugged, and offered no other answer.

			The bard went on talking anyway, softly, as though she was thinking things out for herself. “It’s so overwhelming. Like it’s in a fever. And it seems to be, well, so defensive.” She kept pace with the warrior, planting her staff firmly into the ground, swinging her feet in a steady rhythm.

			“Almost the old Gabrielle.” Xena let herself smile, just a quirk of her lips, and just for an instant.

			“No,” the bard said, even more softly, “not defensive. It’s aggressive. Ferocious.” She took a few more strides.

			Xena glanced down at her partner. Now and then, the reddish gold hair flipped back a little. She saw an arc of pale cheek, streaked with dust. When Gabrielle was quiet her mouth was shut tight. Little lines pinched its corner, a deeper one tracked up to her nose. Her skin shone with sweat. She kept her eyes down, on her feet. “I should stop,” Xena thought. “Should make her ride Argo, at least.” Worry ruffled the surface of what she felt for her bard, and she nearly leaned down, wanting to smooth back Gabrielle’s hair, soothe her skin.

			Then a sudden gust of impatience overtook her. “Weakling,” she heard her own voice whisper inside her head. “That’s all she is. Why tie yourself down?” Shocked, seared with shame, she rammed her heels inward. Argo leapt straight into a gallop. “I’ll scout ahead,” she made herself shout back over her shoulder. But even while she raced away from the bard, something inside her expanded, spread its wings with delight.

			Soon she kneed Argo north, leaving the track. When the mare balked, blinded by grasses, she hammered her sides with her heels, driving her on. Foam spattered her legs before long, but she kept up the pace. The world was a tawny tunnel of heat that turned here and turned there, shooting her through it. She laughed out aloud, wanting never to stop.

			Then she came to a river, and had to, though she ached to go on. For a moment, she thought that she could, and leant forward. But Argo tossed up her head, danced to one side, whinnied and snorted. Xena leapt from the saddle and ran up to the bank, thrusting her hand in the water, scooping it up, splashing it over her face. At her side, Argo stepped up. Remembering barely in time, she grabbed a rein, made sure that the mare took her drink slowly.

			At length Xena calmed, looked around. She could see the forest started again on the farther bank, and that, since the river curved to the north, they need not cross it. She felt disappointed, and watched the river sweep by. It was in full spate, tossing tree trunks, swirling them round in its currents. Xena knew how it felt, and feeling the same she plunged in. Once over, she nearly did not return, nearly pressed on at a run into the forest. She knew she could keep going forever, make endless demands on her body, stay drunk on its heady response.

			At this moment something jumped in the river, falling back with a splash. Alert, she turned back to its waters, saw the tiny commotion again. Trout. Her partner loved trout. Xena grinned, stepped into the waters, snagged herself supper for two. She swam back briskly, vaulted on Argo, then turned to go. “Tamed and house trained,” her voice sneered at herself. “Don’t you want to be free?” She shut her ears and rode back.

			Gabrielle was still walking. From a distance Xena watched the small figure toil through its own dust. Something smote her, and she heard herself grunt in reaction. She rode down to the bard, who stopped and looked up at her, white-faced and panting. Xena sighed, then swung her up.

			“I’m okay. Argo can’t manage two in this heat,” Gabrielle said after her breathing had steadied. It had taken some time. Her voice was burred with exhaustion.

			“Rest.” Xena was curt. She tried to soften her voice. “We’ll all manage.” She felt the small woman relax, felt her own tenseness start to grow slack. Impatience gripped her, a desire to be up and be running. Then Gabrielle’s head settled into her shoulder as she slipped into sleep and the warrior could wrench back control of her feelings. “What’s going on?” Xena asked herself. “Why do I never get tired, while she just gets weaker?” But the only voice that replied mocked her for betraying her strength by caring for weakness. Fighting it left her tired, after all.

			
			In this dream, she woke to the sensation of being smothered again. I must be under the ground, the bard thought groggily, and tried to move her arms, to fight against whatever confined her. Touch told her, as well as the green light filtering in when she opened her eyes, that instead she was wrapped in thick, sappy vines. Heavy odors wafted from flowers whose vermilion petals drooped and lapped at her face. They had some darker fluid running through their veins. She had been left there: perhaps she had even been bound. She felt sick with fear, and with desolation. Choking, she bit at a stem that seemed to be trying to force its way into her mouth. Something that tasted like copper flowed over her tongue. A red spray spurted out, blotching her skin and everything in sight. “Blood,” she thought. “My blood.”

			
			Xena watched Gabrielle. Light from their fire’s dying embers flushed the face of her partner, making the sweat glimmer. What had she muttered just now? Something about blood? Xena shivered. It was the second night now. While Gabrielle had barely woken since yesterday, the warrior had not slept at all. Hours ago she had made a fire, prepared tea and some food, forced a little into the bard, all the time fidgeting, longing to be somewhere else, anywhere else. Once Gabrielle had stopped chewing, had fallen asleep again as she sat there, Xena had barely taken the time to settle her down on her blanket before striding off.

			For a time, her desire to be moving had contented itself with circling their camp, but this didn’t last long. She had felt like a horse on a lunging line, goaded into a gallop, but forced to stay always in the same place. She had made another circuit, then another, then suddenly, helplessly, had given way, had raced off, back along the way they had come. Scorning the track and its bends, she had plunged straight through the forest. Not so long after she reached the rim of stones that bordered this unsettling land, having raised barely a sweat.

			Now she was back and still not at all tired. She was stronger if anything. But she was very afraid. What had she been thinking of! Not Gabrielle, not for a second during that run. Nor of herself, but only of running; of being free. She looked down at the bard. It would be so easy to leave her. To just turn around and disappear into the forest. “But she’ll die here,” she whispered, to no one.

			“Then spare her that misery,” someone replied, and her hand curled and strayed, hovered over her sword hilt. “That way you’ll be free.” Yes, she’d be part of the forest, and free. She clenched her hand, stared at the fist she had made. Then Gabrielle shifted, twisted uneasily, and moaned. Old habit made Xena start forward and reach out a hand.

			The moment it touched the younger woman’s hair, swept a strand off her forehead, her hand knew. It could no more cut off itself than harm Gabrielle. This steadied Xena. She rested her knuckles lightly on her partner’s cheek, and hissed at the heat she could feel. The bard was burning up. Fetching her water skin, wetting a rag, she wiped Gabrielle’s face gently, concentrating on the task, on the fact of Gabrielle’s presence, and her need.

			Gabrielle moaned again, muttered indistinct words, though Xena thought she heard her name. Then the bard groaned, twisted round, lashed out with her hands. Xena caught them, held them down. “Wake up, Gabrielle. Wake up. It’s only a dream.” She said this again and again, and though it calmed the bard she did not awake. Xena grew afraid she never would. In the first light of dawn, she realized the bard’s eyes had opened, and met Gabrielle’s feverish gaze. “Help me, Xena.” Her voice was dry and frail, like a dead leaf. “I can’t wake up.”

			
			In her dream, she was watching Xena run. The warrior ran endlessly, tirelessly, racing through dense stands of trees as though tracing wide avenues, not threading narrow paths. She saw her, it seemed, from every direction at once. As though she were a leaf on one of the trees Xena ran past, as though she were moss on a stone Xena’s foot touched. Repletion swelled all around. Something had been excited, something was being sated. The land gathered itself, ripened, grew more. Gabrielle realized she knew this because she was the land. Because she had been eaten alive by the land.

			
			Xena readied Argo, strapping on their packs swiftly. She fondled the mare’s ears. “Follow us,” she whispered into the nearest, hoping the mare could. Then she turned back to Gabrielle, lifted her into her arms. The bard’s eyes were closed once more. She lay quietly. Xena, dipping her head, could hardly make out a heartbeat. Panic rose inside her, but she squashed it. With Gabrielle in her arms, she started to run.

			The forest thickened before her. Trees stood against her, lashing out limbs, flailing roots. She ran on, dodging and turning, surefooted in spite of its tricks. Then it changed its tactics, cajoled her, bled more of its strength into her, trying to drug her, whispering, “Be one with me, share my strength.” She tapped into that strength, fed it into her muscles, gripped the bard tighter, ran still faster. It tried to deceive her, turned the trail back on itself, meaning to swallow them both. “West is there,” she said to herself, and forged her way to it.

			When the land started to rise, she knew she was near to the border. “Almost out,” she breathed to her partner. “Hang in there.” The slope became steep, and then steeper. Xena’s feet slipped in soft soil and she slowed, looked around for bare rock and then made her way to it. She’d feel safer with that under her feet. She checked Gabrielle, feeling her pulse fast and faint under her fingers. Anger flared, and she lifted the bard, settling her over her shoulder. After that, using one hand and her feet, she climbed to the lip of the crater.

			There were stones on this side as well, tall and white. She started toward them, expecting to pass them in seconds, for the slope leveled off here, becoming a rim of black soil. But she couldn’t get near them. One step, a second, then her feet rooted themselves in the earth. Light dimmed and time slowed. Her heart beat at her temples, shook her bones, which yearned to be free of her flesh. Gabrielle’s weight bore her down she sank to her knees, settling the bard on the ground and just before herself. Then she looked up at the sky and she screamed.

			“You can’t leave,” the voice whispered to her when she was done and could hear it. “You’re already part of the forest. You soaked in its strength. It’s part of you now.” She stiffened as something behind her opened its mouth, prepared to engulf them. Xena sobbed. She looked at her partner’s white face. “Turn round and come back,” she heard in her head. “Be rid of your burden. Savor your conquest.” Its laughter mocked her.

			Xena stopped fighting the forest, allowed its raw strength to race through her. Her thoughts gathered power, ignited in starbursts of flame. Through the dazzling eruption, she spotted a possible way. “I’ll give it conquest.” She drew out her sword. “It’s revolted by weakness. Let it have what it wants.” She tightened her grip on the hilt. “Feed it. Distract it.” She brought the sword down, watched it part flesh, watched the blood spurt and soak into the ground.

			
			Summer began on the slopes of the plateau. Grass grew in patches down here, fine bladed and sweet, dotted with gentians and rock rose. Argo sniffed it and pranced like a filly, then rolled on the sward. In sheltered corries juniper dozed, blue green in the sunlight. Rowan trees rooted in clefts in the rock, colonized gullies above tumbling streams. Lower down silver birch clustered, striping the ground with their shadows.

			Gabrielle observed this intently. It helped to dispel the chill wisps of dream that still clung around her. These accused her, showing her winter come to the land high above, mists settling as frosts overnight and fuming as fog in the mornings, ice slicking the ponds. At night it was harder to fight them. Then she saw fungi dry to a crust and collapse into powder, grasses bleach and wither, rattle and snap in the wind, leaves brown and shiver, die and fall. “She did it for you,” the land claimed in her dreams. “It’s your fault.” Gabrielle would shudder and wake, afraid that it was.

			In a grove by a pool near the base of the plateau, Xena sat, perfectly still and staring at nothing. A breeze scented with wood smoke startled the face of the pool, making it flinch, and stirring her hair as it passed. Gabrielle saw her push the strands back. Then the bard turned her attention back to their fire. Now that the water was hot, she could make tea. Steam drifted up from the cup and she sniffed at it, frowning. She picked up a small package and peeled back the wrapping. The comb that emerged was still brimming with honey, and she drizzled some into the tea. That was better, she thought, scratching her arm. Two angry, red mounds showed what she had paid to the bees.

			She let the tea cool, just a little, then walked over and settled herself down by her partner, glancing up at Xena’s face. “Here.” She held out the cup. When Xena didn’t react, she said, mildly, “It’ll get cold.”

			The warrior roused herself. She reached out for the cup, and sniffed at it, then raised it to her lips. She took a small sip, then another. Holding her peace, Gabrielle waited till she had finished the tea, then leaned over and took the cup back.

			Xena glanced at her. “Did you get stung?” she asked.

			Gabrielle displayed her ann. “Cheap at the price.” She awarded her partner a cheerful grin.

			Xena studied the stings, then her face. “Thanks.” Her face relaxed a little. After a moment, stiffly, she returned Gabrielle’s grin.

			The bard leaned back into her briefly, then turned matter of fact. “So let’s change that dressing. Okay?”

			Xena rose and went back to the fire, where she watched Gabrielle assemble a bowl of hot water and some cloths. When that was done, she presented her arm. Taking her time, Gabrielle undid the knot, then unwrapped the bandage, damping the innermost layers. She took a deep breath just before she pulled them away. The wound had been deep. She remembered its puffy, wet lips, glistening red just below the rag that Xena had used as a tourniquet.

			But once the cloth was clear, she sighed with relief. Xena’s familiar magic had asserted itself once again. The wound looked cool, the flesh around it healthy. A mere two days, and the thing was nearly healed. Gabrielle examined her neat little stitches carefully as she bathed them, sorting her thoughts. Xena’s arm was okay: now, what about Xena? How could she get her to talk?

			In the end, she just said what had burned on her tongue from the moment she woke safely outside the forest. “Would you rather have stayed?” When Xena said nothing, she felt her eyes prick and then water. “Some help you’re going to be,” she railed at herself, appalled by her doubt and her fears. She kept her head down and felt tears slide down her cheeks, wanting to wipe them away, but hoping the warrior would not notice.

			She was aware first of Xena’s fingers, gently catching her tears. Then her voice. “The only thing I was sure I wanted, was to stay with you,” Xena was saying.

			Gabrielle felt herself smile and looked up, to share it. But there was still more to be said. “Do you feel you’ve left something behind?” she probed gently.

			Xena’s eyes went inward. “No.” Then she dropped her hand, locked it tight in her other. “That’s why I’m afraid, Gabrielle.”

			Gabrielle leaned in as close as she could, wrapping her hands around Xena’s. “Tell me,” she coaxed.

			“I’m afraid that I brought out what I went in with, and that it poisoned that place. That what happened was me.” Now she was weeping.

			Gabrielle tightened her grasp. “Say something,” she screamed at herself, “say something to mend this.” She felt Xena shake, and draw a deep breath, muscles tensing, ready to move. “She’ll run away, just to save you. You’ve got to stop this.”

			The words rose to her tongue without thought. “You brought us all out. Argo, and me, and yourself. It’s you who saved us.”

			“I put you at risk.” Xena kept her eyes on their hands, but stayed still. “The darkness inside me felt at home in that place. And I didn’t leave it behind me. I wanted to cut it out. When I gave the forest back what it had given me, I was trying to do that as well. But I couldn’t.”

			Gabrielle remembered the depth of the cut, and shuddered. “No. That place was the risk. Not you. I felt it before we even got there. So did you.” She loosed one hand, used it to grasp Xena’s jaw, raise her head. Once Xena was looking back at her, was paying attention, she said, “If you had left anything there, I’d go back to get it. Understand?” She surprised herself with her fierceness.

			Xena’s eyes widened. “Gabrielle,” she said softly. “How can you say that?”

			“I mean it.” Gabrielle made herself pause. This was too important to rush. “You’re not a good side and a dark side, Xena. You’re not two people, a good one and a bad one. What you are is someone who has conquered your darkness, like you conquered that land. You wouldn’t be you without it.”

			She watched Xena take each word, consider it carefully. When she was sure her partner was ready, she added, “And I love you. All of you.” And then held her breath.

			Xena said nothing for a moment: Instead she smiled, widely. Then she asked, “How about a new dressing?” She lifted the arm with the wound, raised an eyebrow, managed to look rather like Argo demanding a treat.

			Gabrielle remembered to breathe. When she knew that she could, she replied, “Okay. Hold still.”

			Under Xena’s incredulous eyes, she reached for the comb, dripping honey on a scrap of clean cloth.

			“You planning a bear hunt?” Xena asked. “With me as bait?”

			“You remember the healer in that last village? She told me about this. Said it stopped infections and made the dressing easier to take off later. I’ve been wanting to try it.” Gabrielle looked up, realized that Xena had snatched back her arm. “Humor me.” She grinned. “It’s not as though you couldn’t handle a bear or two, after all.”

			“I prefer it in tea,” Xena grumbled. But she lowered her arm, held it out.

			“There,” Gabrielle said, when she had finished. “All done. Who knows, perhaps we’ve made medical history here.”

			Xena examined her arm, then her friend. “Xena: warrior guinea pig?” Her voice sounded injured.

			Gabrielle chuckled, then, suddenly unsure of herself, dropped her eyes. “I should have asked you first.” She tried for a lighter tone. “I needn’t put it in the story.”

			Xena placed a hand on each of Gabrielle’s shoulders, dipping her head till her brow touched the bard’s. “Nah,” she said. “We’re in this together.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Homecoming

			By Gary A. Braunbeck and Lucy A. Snyder

			It was a perfect evening; the twilight was achingly gorgeous, clouds of delicate purples and reds and oranges framed the dying sun, and on the opposite side of the sky the moon was rising in a silvery crescent; the cool Achaean breeze was filled with the scent of wild jasmine, and the only sounds were the pine needles crackling beneath Argo’s hooves and the quiet creak of the saddle and Xena’s leather armor. Gabrielle wished she could freeze time and hold the evening in her mind forever.

			Indeed, evenings did not come any more lovely or peaceful than this.

			So this feeling probably won’t last much longer, thought Gabrielle. It never does.

			As if the gods didn’t want to disappoint her, that was the moment Something Happened.

			A low rumbling thunder rippled through the clearing sky. The air was suddenly electric, and the hairs on the back of Gabrielle’s arms rose as her body was washed in chill. The rumble rose and rose until the ground practically shook, and Gabrielle finally saw it: a shooting star. The meteor flamed bright as it tore across the sky, coming closer and closer.

			Xena whispered an oath, her eyes widening at the sight.

			Argo whinnied and reared in fright.

			“Steady, steady, girl!” Xena slid out of the saddle and reigned in her scared steed.

			“Xena, it’s coming right for us—” Gabrielle said, looking frantically around for something to hide behind.

			The meteor screamed as it fell earthward in a steep angle. The green tops of the tall pines nearby ignited as the star’s fiery corona grazed them, and both Xena and Gabrielle were knocked flat by the sudden blast of sound and heat and an incredible boom as the earth jolted and the meteor smashed into the ground a hundred yards away and drove forward with a might to rival the wrath of the gods.

			Then it was over. Gabrielle climbed to her feet with the aid of her staff and stared at the charred, ten-foot-wide track the meteor had gouged through the forest. Her knees felt rubbery as she realized precisely how close they’d just come to dying.

			“Is it a good omen or a bad omen that that thing almost killed us?” Gabrielle tried to make it sound like a joke, but her voice was shaking far too badly.

			Xena was petting Argo and whispering reassurances in the horse’s ear. The poor beast was shivering, but slowly calming down.

			“I always take survival as a good omen,” Xena said. She paused, staring at the charred track. “We should go see if anyone was less fortunate than us.”

			Gabrielle followed as Xena began to lead her horse toward the track. “I don’t see how anyone could have survived if they were caught in the path of that thing.”

			“If they didn’t survive, they’ll need a decent burial. And I want to find that meteor. M’Lila once told me that the iron from a fallen star makes a far finer sword than any earthly metal.” Xena drew her sword and examined the edge with a critical eye. “This blade has served me well, but it’s got some deep nicks. I know a good swordsmith in Amphipolis who owes me some work.”

			“Everyone you know owes you something,” muttered Gabrielle.

			“And what’s wrong with that?”

			“Nothing—if you’re a tax collector. No wonder people are always trying to kill you.”

			“What’s life without friends?” replied Xena as they made their way toward the impact site.

			The charred ground crunched beneath their boots. Fortunately, none of the fires started by the fallen star had spread; the forest was green and the ground well-soaked from recent spring rains. The track continued for another mile, and in the dying light they finally saw it: a flattened, silver egg that was a little smaller than one of the great elephants Gabrielle had seen in the traveling animal shows from Egypt. The egg, which was mostly buried in the earth it had plowed into, was covered in strange hieroglyphs. It was cracked down the middle, and a blue light glowed through the finger-wide fracture.

			“That doesn’t look like any fallen star I’ve ever heard of,” Xena said.

			Gabrielle heard a baby’s frightened wail. The tiny voice was faint and strangely distorted; it didn’t sound entirely human.

			“Did you hear that?” Gabrielle asked, feeling oddly dizzy. 

			“Hear what?”

			Gabrielle heard the cry again, though she couldn’t quite make out where the voice was coming from. It was almost as if she heard it inside her own head. She stepped up to the egg and put her hands against the silvery shell. The metal was still hot, but not too hot to touch.

			“Gabrielle, don’t touch that—”

			“I think there’s . . . there’s a baby inside! We need to get him out.”

			She stuck the butt of her staff into the crack and began to lever the crack open wider. “Can you help with this?”

			Xena joined her and together the two women pulled and pried at the crack in the egg. The metal shell gave way with a groan. The two halves rocked apart, shimmered, then collapsing into twinkling motes of stardust.

			There on the ground lay an extraordinarily homely infant swaddled in a fine, gray cloth. The baby’s skin was a deep, mottled blue, and his head was topped with a fuzz of shocking red hair. His eyes were black as ripe olives.

			Gabrielle knelt and picked up the baby. The moment she touched him, her mind was filled with a kaleidoscope of images:

			The terror of birth. Angry voices, accusations, fear. A quiet place, Mother’s whisper: Don’t worry little one, I’ll send you down to a pretty mountain while I talk some sense into your Papa. I’ll get you tomorrow night when things have calmed down. Gentle hands placing him in the silver egg. The egg floating earthward . . . then the cold, black shadow of Brother’s jealous, paranoid rage. You should never have been born, bastard brat! A powerful blow, and the dizzying, sickening sensation of the egg falling from the sky. The bone-jarring impact, the roar of flames and bitter smoke.

			The baby’s fear and confusion were a palpable vibration that coursed through Gabrielle’s body. He blinked up at her as if to say, “What’s happened? Where’s my mama?”

			“I don’t know where your mama is,” Gabrielle whispered. “But it’s okay, you’re safe now.”

			The image of the mountain flashed through her mind again. Gabrielle recognized it: Mount Ampeli, a day’s travel away.

			Xena stepped up to her and pulled back the cloth covering the infant’s face. His little blue head was as round as a honeydew, and his huge black eyes were wide with fright. “That’s one ugly baby.”

			“He’s not ugly!”

			Xena sighed, leaned in for a closer look, then pulled away. “Gabrielle, I have seen many babies in my life—cute ones, beautiful ones, chubby ones—and I’m telling you that the sight of this thing—”

			“—baby . . .”

			“. . . whatever—the sight of this baby would make Medusa shriek and run for cover.”

			“I think he’s kind of cute.” 

			Cute for a monster, maybe. 

			“Xena! He isn’t a monster!”

			“I didn’t say he was!” Xena’s blue eyes flashed with indignation.

			“Yes, you did, I heard you . . . think it. . . .” Gabrielle trailed off, her eyes widening with realization.

			“You heard my thoughts?” Xena asked incredulously. 

			Girl’s getting high from all this smoke. . . .

			“It’s not the smoke, Xena. I can hear what you’re thinking.”

			“No, you can’t, that’s impossible!” 

			“Can.”

			“Can’t!”

			“Can!”

			“Fine! Then what am I thinking now?”

			“You’re thinking I’ve lost my mind, and you wish we’d never gone looking for the fallen star, and your left toe hurts from kicking that hard-headed pirate last week, and you’re wishing you could scratch that itch in your—”

			“Okay! Enough! So you can read my mind.” 

			“Told you.”

			“Why can you suddenly do this?”

			Gabrielle looked down at the baby. “I think he’s done it so he can communicate with me.”

			“And what, exactly, are we supposed to do with it?” Xena asked. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not known for my tender maternal instincts.”

			Gabrielle touched the baby’s cheek. Once again, she got a clear image of the mountain. “We need to take him to the top of Mount Ampeli. The baby’s mother told him she would be there to get him tomorrow night. I know where it is, Xena, it’s just a day away to the west. There’s some really great wild grapes growing on the south face—”

			“Damnation! We’re supposed to be in Amphipolis four days from now . . . this side trip is going to make me miss my mother’s birthday party!”

			Gabrielle shrugged. “It’s not like you remembered to get her anything.”

			Xena looked at her feet, embarrassed. “There’s a merchant in Amphipolis who—”

			“—specializes in helping thoughtless daughters who forget to buy their mothers a birthday present?”

			“. . . well, of course it sounds bad when you say it like that. . . .”

			Gabrielle got an image in her head of Xena kissing Saul, Amphipolis’s very buff young blacksmith and laughed loudly. “It’s not your mother’s party you’re worried about missing, is it? Well, I’ve heard Saul’s forge is pretty hot—”

			“Stay out of my mind!” Xena snapped.

			“Then stop thinking so loud.” Gabrielle looked at the baby and became serious. “Xena, we have to take this side trip. It’s not like we can just give this baby to the nearest kindly farmer to raise . . . he doesn’t belong here. We’ve got to get him back to his mother.”

			Xena sighed. “All right, all right, you win. You’re right. Besides, it’s nice around here this time of year . . . it’ll be a fun trip. And what’s the worst that can possibly happen to us way out here in the countryside?”

			A few bars of twanging lyre music jangled through the evening air, Danggg a dang dang dang dang dangggg. . . .

			“You had to ask,” said Gabrielle.

			Xena leaped to her feet, drawing her chakram with her left hand. Gabrielle stood with her, the baby cradled in the crook of her left arm and her staff at the ready in her right hand.

			“Who’s there?” called Xena.

			A dozen people in gold-trimmed white robes emerged from the trees. A few of them carried lyres and tambourines, and others carried tall staves.

			A tall, thin man with a shock of graying black hair stepped forward. “Greetings, strangers. I welcome you to our forest. My name is Cephtis.”

			Xena inclined her head in greeting but she did not put down her chakram. “You’re Asterians, aren’t you? Star worshippers.”

			Cephtis smiled indulgently. “That’s an oversimplication, but yes . . . we are Asterians. Our oracle told us that one of the Star Mother’s chariots would fall from the sky tonight, and that a child would survive.” He nodded at the swaddled baby. “Is that the child?”

			Xena nodded.

			Cephtis clapped his hands. “Ah, what wonderful news that such kind strangers were here to save the babe from certain death! Please, give us the Star Child. We will ensure that he is returned to his people.”

			Gabrielle took a step back, shaking her head. In her mind, she could see the baby lying naked on a cold stone altar. Cephtis stood above the child muttering incantations as he raised high a silver-bladed knife.

			“No. You’re going to kill him,” she said.

			Cephtis laughed. “Nonsense! He won’t die; he will be reborn as a new star. And the blood he renders unto us will ensure a bountiful harvest next year.”

			Crazy freaks, Gabrielle heard Xena think.

			Xena stepped grimly forward, drawing her sword with her free right hand. “You can’t have him.”

			“But you must understand,” said Cephtis in an annoying singsong voice, “that the blood of a Star Child, besides ensuring a bountiful harvest, also possesses remarkable curative powers, and the warlord upon whose land we have erected our holy temple suffers from a terrible degenerative skin disease. The blood of this child will cure him, and thus ensure that the Asterian Temple will remain standing, a beacon to the True Believers who shall travel—”

			“Do you ever stop to take a breath or are you that in love with the sound of your own voice?” spat Xena.

			Cephtis’s face darkened. “Give us the child.”

			The musicians had put down their instruments and opened their robes to retrieve studded clubs. The others brought their staves to the ready.

			“Over my dead body,” Xena hissed.

			“As you wish—and it was such a lovely evening, too.” Cephtis looked toward the others and said: “Take her!”

			The cultists rushed forward, ready to brain the two women. Ululating wildly, Xena catapulted herself toward the mob, swinging sword and flinging chakram.

			And that’s when Something Else Happened.

			Gabrielle instinctively pulled the baby closer to her chest and looked down to make sure that he was all right, and as she did so the baby closed his eyes tightly and began to make the softest of mewling sounds, and the more he made the sound, the louder it became, and the louder the sound became, the more the baby’s face turned from its usual blue to an increasingly deeper purple.

			You pick now to make your first poopy? thought Gabrielle.

			But a moment later she knew that wasn’t the case at all, because as the cultists rushed Xena, swinging down with their clubs and staves, the weapons suddenly met with resistance and were bounced backward, out of their hands.

			Xena’s weapons met the same fate. Her chakram, which she’d flung at the noggin of a particularly burly Asterian, whanged off the invisible wall and knifed harmlessly into the ground. As she swung her sword to parry another cultist’s club, her sword bounced back with such force she had to use both hands to hold on to the weapon.

			The cultists retrieved their weapons, tried again, but could not strike Xena.

			“Well, this is interesting,” said Xena, retrieving her chakram.

			It was then that Gabrielle caught a glint of multi-colored light reflecting off something smooth and curved above Xena’s head; the more she stared at it, the more Gabrielle came to realize that what she was seeing was the light of the setting sun glittering off the surface of something like a large bubble that surrounded her, Xena, and Argo.

			She looked at the baby and smiled. “He’s doing it, Xena! The baby is protecting us!”

			Xena sheathed her sword and looked first at the baby—its face was still purple and intense with the effort of generating the invisible wall—then at the bewildered and powerless cultists.

			“Suddenly I find this child much more attractive.”

			“You’d better,” said Gabrielle. “But look at him—it’s hurting him. He can’t keep this up much longer.” She looked at Xena. “Do you have some sort of plan?”

			Xena quickly mounted Argo and extended her hand for Gabrielle to join her. “Fleeing springs to mind. Come on.”

			Gabrielle took Xena’s hand and climbed up onto Argo’s back, slipping one hand around Xena’s waist.

			“Let’s ride! Yah!” Xena dug in her heels and snapped hard on Argo’s reigns and the horse took off at a strong gallop, the protective field remaining around them even as they moved at such speed.

			The cultists chased them for a little while, but Argo’s speed soon proved too much for them. Many of them turned and ran back to mount horses of their own.

			The baby let out a sigh of relief soon after, and Gabrielle knew the invisible armor was no longer surrounding them.

			“He protected us for as long as he could,” said Gabrielle, pulling the baby close and listening to him breathe. He seemed to be all right, but how could she be certain with such an unworldly child?

			He opened his dark eyes and looked at her. And smiled.

			She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Good boy,” she whispered. ‘Thank you.”

			
			The road they now found themselves traveling was little more than a rutted tract of hard-packed dirt meandering through a skeletal tunnel of near-barren tree branches. The night became an usually cold one, and the trees, sensing this, seemed to slumber against the chill. Tendrils of mist snaked from between the trees and lay across the road like a blanket of living snow; shifting, curling, reaching upward to ensnarl Argo’s legs for just a moment before dissolving into nothingness. Overhead, the moonlight straggled through the branches, creating diffuse columns of foggy light that to Gabrielle’s frayed nerves became fingers from a giant, ghostly hand that at any moment would fist together and crush all of them. She was aware, as if in deep nightmare, of shadows following along from either side of the road—silent, misshapen things, spiriting along with the mist for a while until she snapped her head toward them, then they would disappear in slow degrees, mocking her anxiety, melting back into the darker, unexplored areas of the night-silent forest. These shadows called to mind far too many campfire tales and old wives’ stories of the strange woodland creatures—neither fully human nor fully beast—that were said to inhabit this section of the land.

			“Not the most inviting of paths, is it?” said Xena. 

			“I was just thinking the same thing.”

			“Have you seen them?”

			“Seen what?”

			Xena looked over her shoulder. “Those figures trying to hide themselves in the trees behind us.”

			“Yes. Do you think they might be the creatures that the legends speak of?”

			“I think they’re Asterian scouts.”

			“But how could they have picked up our trail?” 

			“They’re fanatics, Gabrielle, not idiots.” She hastened Argo’s step.

			“Listen,” whispered Xena. “If those are Asterian scouts, then it might be best if you stay close to my thoughts. Any unnecessary conversation might alert these things that we are aware of them.”

			“We need to find a place to rest. The baby can’t be out in this cold.”

			“There’s a farmhouse ahead—can you see it?”

			Gabrielle squinted her eyes against the night and could make out the shape of an old structure of some kind. “I see something.”

			“Shelter is shelter.” Xena gave Argo’s reigns a sharp snap and the horse broke into a trot.

			“Gabrielle?” 

			“Yes?”

			“About that ‘staying close to my thoughts’ thing?” 

			“Uh-huh?”

			“Well . . . if you happen to see Saul around, I’d appreciate some privacy.”

			“I never get to have any fun. . . .”

			The farmhouse was dark, and so they crept by it and decided instead to stay in the massive barn that lay several hundred yards away from the house. Once inside, Gabrielle was delighted to find that it was rather warm, and there was plenty of hay for them to use against the night chill, and—best of all—there was a nanny goat to provide milk for the baby.

			She hoped the baby would accept the milk, and he did, rather hungrily.

			“He worked up quite an appetite for himself,” said Gabrielle.

			“He saved us from a nasty little mess, that’s for sure,” replied Xena. “If he wants to eat the damn goat, I’ll kill it and put it on a spit over afire.” She paused, then added, “Could you let him know I said I’d do that for him? I think he should know I’m on his side.”

			“But do you think he’s cute?” said Gabrielle, holding the baby up for Xena to take.

			Xena winced, swallowed once, then took hold of the baby and held him out in front of her as if he were something smelly she’d found by the side of the road. “I think he’s . . . adorable.”

			Gabrielle smiled. “Only adorable?”

			“You’re really going to make me pay for calling him ugly, aren’t you?”

			“That is my plan, yes.”

			Xena sighed in frustration, then pulled the baby a little closer to her. “I think he’s lovely. I think he’s gorgeous. Why, in the history of history itself, never has there been a more remarkable, beautiful, angelic, breathtaking, dazzling, wondrous child than this one.”

			“He knows you’re making fun of me and he doesn’t appreciate it.”

			“How do you know what he’s thinking? Can you read his mind, as well?” 

			“No.”

			“Then how can you be sure that he feels that way?” 

			“Because he just peed on your boots.”

			Xena looked down. “Oh.” Then, looking at the baby: “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make fun of Gabrielle. I do think you’re pretty adorable, though.”

			“Only adorable?” said Gabrielle. 

			“Don’t start with me.”

			“Okay.”

			A few minutes later—Xena’s boots satisfactorily wiped clean and Argo happy with a bag of oats they’d found by the door—Xena and Gabrielle climbed up into the hayloft, covered themselves and the baby against the chill of the night, and soon fell asleep.

			In the morning, they would continue their journey to Mount Ampeli.

			Providing, of course, that Nothing Else Happened.

			
			Gabrielle awoke to the sound of voices. She peered down through the gaps in the loft boards and saw Ares, the handsome God of War, facing Xena in the barn.

			“What do you want, Ares?” Xena asked.

			“You’re in over your head, Xena. This baby is bad news, for all of us.” Ares stroked his black goatee thoughtfully. “We’d all be better off if you’d kill the brat and be on your way to Amphipolis.”

			Xena stepped close to him. “Kill him? Why is one little baby such a threat to big bad Ares, huh?”

			“It . . . it shouldn’t have been born, Xena. It will upset the balance of things. Zeus doesn’t like it, and neither do I.”

			Ares took a breath as if he were going to elaborate, then seemed to think better of it. “Just kill it, Xena. Kill it and be on your way. If you don’t, I can almost guarantee you’ll be dead before midnight.”

			Xena laughed contemptuously. “Oooh, like I’ve never heard that one before. I have no intention of hurting this child, Ares, and I have even less intention of getting myself killed. Get out of here. You’re wasting your breath and my time.”

			Ares glared at her. “Someday, Xena, you’re going to say the wrong thing to me at the wrong time and it’s not going to be pretty.”

			Before Xena could respond, Ares was gone and the baby was awake and mewling for more goat’s milk.

			“Thank you,” said Gabrielle. 

			“Why are you thanking me?”

			“You could have said yes to Ares.” 

			“Tell me something I don’t know.”

			Gabrielle looked down at the baby. “He needs us.”

			“I know.”

			Gabrielle took Xena’s hand. “Have I told you recently how wonderful I think you are?”

			“I’m touched, I’m moved, I tingle.” Xena pulled her hand away. “Let’s get ourselves together and get the hell out of here before Ares decides to pull something.”

			“What are you doing in my barn?” demanded a voice behind them.

			They turned, and saw a burly middle-aged man in a simple, green farmer’s tunic standing in the doorway brandishing a wooden pitchfork.

			Gabrielle quickly covered the baby’s face with his swaddling cloth before the farmer could get a good look. “Uh, we were just—” she began.

			“We’re just travelers, and we came upon your barn late last night. We were dead on our feet, and we didn’t want to wake you,” Xena said. “We can pay for the oats and milk we’ve taken—”

			“Say, you look familiar.” The farmer frowned in brief concentration, but then his face brightened into excitement. “You’re Xena! The Warrior Princess! Oh, what an honor it is to have you in my bam! You saved my sister and her kids from Draco at Poteidaia!”

			“Your sister lives in Poteidaia?” asked Gabrielle, surprised to meet someone this far south who knew of her hometown.

			“Yes, she’s a weaver named Chloe . . . long auburn hair, three kids and a husband named Aristus?”

			“Oh, I know her—” Gabrielle began.

			“Look, we’ve really got to get back on the road,” Xena said, nudging Gabrielle with her elbow. “It’s a long way to Actium.”

			We can trust no one, Xena thought pointedly.

			“Oh, please don’t go so soon!” said the farmer. “Join us for breakfast! My wife is cooking eggs and porridge . . . and she’s got the most amazing story about a child who fell from the stars last night! She’s been dying to tell the tale to someone besides me. Apparently, her church is looking all over for the baby. There’s even supposed to be a reward for anyone who has news of the child’s location.”

			He stared at the swaddled infant in Gabrielle’s arms. “You two haven’t heard anything about a Star Child, have you?”

			“Not a thing.” Gabrielle smiled at him sweetly.

			“We thank you for your offer, but we really must be on our way,” Xena said.

			“In that case, I wish you a safe and speedy journey.” The farmer saluted Xena and headed back to the house.

			Gabrielle carried the baby to the goat to give him some more milk and to change him while Xena gathered their equipment and saddled Argo.

			“We’ve got to get out of here before his wife comes out to chat,” Xena said.

			“I don’t remember any women in the group that attacked us yesterday; maybe she won’t recognize us,” Gabrielle.

			“It’s not worth the risk. Bad enough her husband saw us; hopefully my story about us going to Actium will throw them off our trail.”

			
			They rode all day, stopping only to change the baby and for a brief lunch of grapes from an abandoned vineyard and dried meat and hard cheese from Argo’s saddlebags. The sun was just dropping below the horizon when they came to the foot of Mount Ampeli.

			“Are you sure this is the place?” Xena asked.

			“Yes; I’ve been getting very clear images from the baby. Now all we have to do is get to the top . . . and wait.”

			Wild grapes and olive trees grew along the mountain’s slopes, and the top of the mountain was weathered, bare rock. They left Argo in a cusp of trees near the base and began their climb. The climb was much steeper than either one of them had anticipated, and for a few minutes they had to stop so Xena could fashion a basket to hold the baby—one which Gabrielle could carry upon her back like a quiver. It took them longer to gather the wood and vines to do this, and by the time they began their climb again, the moon was rising high in the night sky.

			Gabrielle, at Xena’s insistence, took the lead. She came to the bulge, went over, placed her foot firmly on the edge, and found a solid hold on what felt like a root with her left hand. Pulling upward, kneeing and toeing into the blessedly cooperative stone, kicking steps into the shalelike rock wherever she could, Gabrielle positioned both hands and one foot before moving into a new, higher position.

			The mountain was starting to shudder in her face and against her chest. Her own breath was whistling and humming crazily against the stone. The rocks were steep, and she labored backbreakingly for every inch. Her shoulders were tiring and her calves ached and the muscles in her arms felt like iron. Panic was courting her, reminding her that her fear of heights was perhaps the greatest terror in her life, and now she had gone and put herself halfway up one of the steepest mountains in all the land, and it was only the thought of the baby she carried upon her back and what she would see somewhere above that kept her going. Taking hold of a firm root in the mountainside, Gabrielle pulled in a deep breath, counted three, then released it as she pulled herself up another nine inches, over a small outcropping, and reached a wide ledge that was only a few dozen yards from the summit.

			She did not see the shadows moving behind the large stones that surrounded her.

			Nor did Xena, until a bolt shot forth and went straight through her chest, emerging in a straight, deadly, bloody line from her back.

			Xena’s eyes met Gabrielle’s the moment before Cephtis and a small group of Asterians began to emerge from their hiding places.

			Gabrielle’s heart shattered at the sight of Xena—powerful, indestructible Xena—dropping to her knees and falling backward, blood trickling from her mouth.

			Gabrielle moved toward her.

			No! Came Xena’s silent command. The child, Gabrielle, you have to think of the child! Get him to the top of the mountain. You can’t . . . waste time on me. . . .

			“Xena!” screamed Gabrielle.

			“I am sorry,” said Cephtis, kneeling down and pressing the palm of his hand against the bolt, pressing it in deeper.

			Gabrielle began backing up the mountain toward the summit.

			She felt Xena weakening. This was by far the deadliest wound the great warrior princess had ever suffered, and if something wasn’t done to help her soon. . . .

			Cephtis rose to his feet, surrounded by his followers—all of whom now pointed their crossbows at Gabrielle and the baby.

			“If you willingly give him to us,” the Asterian leader said, “then we will let you live. If you refuse, then we will kill you where you stand.”

			“Go to hell.”

			Cephtis’s eyes grew dark and cold. “Don’t think I won’t tell them to fire. If a bolt should happen to hit the child, well . . . that would be a problem if it died before the sacred ceremony, but we have ways of staunching the loss of any blood.”

			Gabrielle looked at Xena, remembered her friend’s command, then turned and ran with all she had in her.

			Cephtis gave the command and the Asterians fired their crossbows.

			Though each Asterian had aimed carefully, no bolt struck its target.

			For the baby had once again closed his eyes and, purple-faced, raised the invisible wall of armor around Gabrielle. She knew that he would have done it sooner had he sensed any danger, but the Asterians had surprised him as much as they had Xena and Gabrielle.

			But this time the field did much more than protect Gabrielle.

			It lifted her from the surface of the mountain and held her in its invisible grasp.

			Shrieking, then taking a deep breath in order to keep her wits about her, Gabrielle opened her eyes and saw that the baby—perhaps growing stronger each time he used his powers—had commanded this field to lift not only her, but Xena and the profoundly confused Argo, as well.

			Tears streaming down her cheeks, Gabrielle looked upward toward the night sky, saw a brief flash of what she at first thought was lightning, and then gasped as that bolt of lightning expanded and curved, becoming solid and wide and so very, very large.

			She was looking at a giant floating pyramid made from the same silvery metal as the baby’s meteor egg, only it was easily twice the size of the mountain, and shone bright as the full moon.

			A door opened at the base of the pyramid, and a sunset-colored light bled down, pulling her, the baby, Xena’s unconscious form, and Argo upward, and as Gabrielle stared into the light, mesmerized, she asked the baby a question—

			—What’s going on?—

			—and was suddenly overwhelmed by the tidal wave of sensations; she heard thoughts and sensed dreams and absorbed myriad impressions as they were passed from psyche to psyche with compulsive speed and more sensory layers than her brain, anyone’s brain, anything’s brain could possibly absorb. The atmosphere was packed with millions upon millions of swirling, drifting, reeling bits of consciousness. At that moment she was attuned to the majestic cacophony to such a degree that she heard, as plaintive and delicately strained as any rhapsody, the murmur of every cell; the percussive sounds of termites banging their heads against the floors of their dark, resonating nests; the drumming feet of mice; the synchronic rustling made by flowing blood as it brushed against arterial walls; the clicking of synapses; the introverted cries of a million lonely people shrieking their anguish into the cold, empty, uncaring night; and Gabrielle realized that somewhere, underlying all life, there was a continual music of living that had been playing since life began, and that its sounds, its rhythms and pulsings and tones, were the refrain of something more, the distant memory of the chorus from an earlier song, a sub-organic score for transposing the inanimate, random matter of chaos into the enigmatic, lavish, magnificent, improbable, ordered dance of living forms, rearranging matter and consciousness into miraculous symmetry, away from probability, against entropy, lifting everything toward a sublime awareness so acute, so incandescent and encompassing she thought everything within her would burst into flames for the blinding want underneath it all—

			—and in this communion she was given the answer to several secrets about the universe, about the worlds within worlds that she passed through every day without even realizing it, and though much of this knowledge was hidden away in her mind, echoes of knowledge and magic and the power of the gods, even though she experienced all of these sensations without actually comprehending them, the baby’s response—its gift of celestial communion—nonetheless gave her the courage to go on.

			A blink, a burst of light, a pressure in her chest that she was certain would cause her heart to burst, and she felt something hard and cold beneath her back.

			She opened her eyes to find herself in a pale gray room that seemed to be made from clouds. The vaporous edges of the cloud walls shifted constantly, curling and uncurling to form an endless procession of arcane hieroglyphs.

			Standing before Gabrielle was a tall, beautiful Egyptian woman with skin the blue of a clear summer sky. Her night-black robe shimmered with a thousand stars. She held the Star Child in her arms.

			“I am Nuit, goddess of the sky. I thank you for saving my little one.” She smiled down at the baby, who gurgled happily in response. “He is the son of your father god Zeus. We should not have made love . . . but Zeus certainly has his share of masculine wiles. My husband, Geb, the earth god, was angry for a while, but I have calmed him. Unfortunately, the little one’s older brother, Set, fears any competition. When I tried to send the baby safely down to the mountaintop while I spoke to Geb, Set interfered, and made sure the Asterians would find him. He also convinced your god of war that the child is a danger to both our pantheons. The child is no danger to anyone, god or man, and I have plans to keep him out of the affairs of both worlds from now on.

			“Again, you have my deepest thanks for helping my child.”

			“You’re welcome . . . I guess.” Gabrielle looked around and saw that Xena had been laid out on a cloud altar. “Can you . . . can you help her?” She gestured at Xena.

			“Of course, a simple request.”

			Nuit raised her hand, and the bolt protruding from Xena’s chest shimmered, dissolved into a million particles of gray-tinted light, and vanished. The wound in Xena’s chest began to close, pulling back in her spilled blood, and in a few moments Gabrielle heard her friend groan and mutter, “Oh, damnation . . . how many horses fell on me, anyway?”

			Gabrielle started over toward the table, but was stopped when Nuit placed a hand on her shoulder.

			“For your own protection, for the sake of your sanity, and for our protection, as well, I am afraid that I cannot allow you to remember what has happened here.”

			“But the baby, he—”

			“He shared with you some of the knowledge that is awakening in his mind, and much of it is knowledge that mankind is not yet ready for. I also promised Zeus and Geb that no mortals should learn about our affair and the baby’s true parentage. I am very sorry.”

			Gabrielle looked around the cloud room, then, finally, at the baby. “Can I say goodbye?”

			Nuit smiled. “Of course.”

			The goddess held the baby out. Gabrielle took the child and held him close. “You’ve been quite the little visitor, haven’t you?”

			The baby replied by wrapping one of its tiny hands around Gabrielle’s finger.

			“I’m going to miss you,” she whispered to him. Then: “Even if I can’t remember what you gave to me, I want to give you something to remember me by. It’s a lullaby I remember from when I was a child. I never knew who used to sing it to me, or where it came from, but I want to give it to you now.”

			And then she sang: “May the night be your friend, and may dreams rock you gently; may you never know hunger, and may you love with a full heart; and may the bright, smiling stars light your way, until the wind sets you free. . . .”

			Then she could sing no more.

			She kissed the baby on his forehead, then gave him back to his mother.

			From behind her she could hear Xena say, “Gabrielle?” 

			“Yes?” She turned to face her friend.

			“I want you to know that, from this day forward, I shall never, never doubt your judgment or abilities again. You showed me that the heart can be stronger than any weapon. You proved yourself the equal of any warrior—of any ten warriors. I just wanted you to know that.”

			Gabrielle stared at her for a moment, blinked, then said: “Nearly dying has made you all squishy. I don’t think I like it.”

			Argo chuffed her agreement.

			A moment later the cloud room filled with a light purple vapor, which Gabrielle breathed in deeply . . .

			
			Xena and Gabrielle came awake to find themselves sitting at a table in the Staggering Satyr Tavern. The tables were littered with wineskins and tankards, and people were passed out all over the floor. Argo was just standing there, snorting and pawing the straw-covered floor and staring down at them quizzically.

			“What the—” croaked Xena.

			The remains of a cake of some sort lay on a platter in the center of the table.

			“Where are we?” asked Gabrielle.

			Xena looked around and shrugged. “I . . . I’m not sure. I remember that we were on the road to Amphipolis and we. . . .” Her eyes suddenly grew wide. “Oh, no.”

			“What is it?”

			Xena pointed toward the tavern doorway. “I think we’re already here—I mean, there—I mean—”

			“One hell of a party, wasn’t it?” said Xena’s mother from the tavern doorway. “Never in my life did I dream that my daughter would give me a birthday party that lasted nearly two days!”

			She approached the table and stood over Xena, smiling. “Looks like the two of you don’t remember much.”

			“That’s one way of putting it,” said Gabrielle.

			“Well, no matter, as long as you enjoyed yourselves.”

			“Oh, yes,” said Xena, not very convincingly. “It was . . . one hell of a party.”

			“Good,” said her mother, then leaned down. “Now, dear daughter . . . where’s my present?”

			
		

	
		
			

			As Fate Would Have It

			By Jody Lynn Nye

			“Sounds like you had quite an adventure, sir,” the tavern-maid said, refilling the chief mercenary’s mug.

			“Indeed we did,” the man said, gulping down a draught of beer and dashing his hand against his scruffy beard to clear away the foam. “I mean, what chance did we have with her jumping here, there, and everywhere, screaming like a fury, and throwing that . . . that flat round thing . . .”

			The tall woman in bronze and leather at the end of the bar clapped a circlet of metal down on the rough plank counter.

			“Chakram,” said Xena, “but I’ve never been to Parcaelion.”

			“Xena!” The mercenaries leaped up, scattering benches and chairs. In their haste to get away, they forgot to open the tavern door. Three man-shaped holes in the wall dropped dust down to the dirt floor.

			“Funny,” her small blonde companion said, watching them go. “You usually have to throw them through the wall.”

			Xena sat down on the bench as the tavern owner and his staff hurried to clean up the mess. “That’s the third band of thugs who’ve said they met me in Parcaelion.”

			“They have to be mistaken,” Gabrielle said, frowning at a lamb bone before returning it to her empty trencher.

			“You’re right, of course,” Xena said, drily. “There are so many warriors matching my description in Greece . . .”

			“So we’re going?” Gabrielle asked, brightly.

			“Of course.” Xena pursed her lips in a small smile. “I want to know how my reputation has managed to precede me so effectively.”

			
			“It can’t be far now,” Gabrielle said, pulling on her mount’s reins. They had been riding into the mountains for three days, and her rear was getting a little sore. The mare danced to a halt, no doubt glad of the break, too. Gabrielle swiveled her head around to study the olive orchards on the hillsides the road wound through. “The man back in the last village said we’d be there when we found trees already in fruit. Here they are. It’s amazing. Only a dozen miles back the trees are still just flowering.”

			“Strange, isn’t it?” Xena said, studying the heavy gray-green clusters and the profusion of dully gleaming leaves clinging to the branches of the trees. She pinched an olive and felt the flesh already thick on the seed. “Almost as if spring comes earlier for them here than other places.”

			“The road is in good shape,” Gabrielle pointed out. “They must be well-off to be able to maintain the track so well. No potholes, even though the rains have been heavy this season. And look at those fences! How’d they get lath fences to stay together so well? The wood hasn’t even grayed.”

			“I don’t know,” Xena said. “The gods favor them for some reason.”

			Her horse raised his head and whickered.

			“He smells blood,” Xena said, raising her head, too. Her keen ears picked up the distant but unmistakable sounds of metal on metal. “There’s a fight up ahead.” She dug her heels into the stallion’s side. “Hee-yah!”

			The golden horse shot away. Gabrielle sighed and kicked her mount into a gallop to follow. “I suppose it’s no use suggesting the subtle approach?”

			
			To Gabrielle’s experienced eye, the village did indeed seem to be blessed by the gods. The surrounding fields were burgeoning with crops. Grain fields under the wide blue skies were full of swaying golden stalks. Fat melons in plenty sprawled along healthy, large-leafed vines. Grapes glowed like green jewels among the leaves in the vineyards. The sheepfolds were loud with the high-pitched bleating of spring lambs. All the buildings beyond the entry gate had been well-built of wood and stone, and painted in brilliant colors. The only jarring note was the battle going on in the center of the town market.

			“Romans!” Gabrielle shouted to her companion. At least twenty of the red-cloaked foe were scattered through the village square, either breaking down doors or fighting hand to hand. The townsfolk defended their homes, but they had only makeshift weapons, and little skill in the art of war.

			Xena had evidently already noted the enemy’s presence and decided on a course of action.

			“Ayaiaiaiaiaiai!” she shrilled, spurring her horse into the midst of the town square. She drew her sword, stood up in the saddle, and somersaulted into the thickest part of the action, landing feet first on the back of a surprised Roman. By the time Gabrielle pulled up, unsheathing her twin battle knives, the tall woman had already engaged four legionaries armed with gladii and long, square-topped shields. By the look of surprise and dismay on their faces, Gabrielle guessed they never dreamed that a raid on a small Greek town would bring down a legendary one-woman protection force upon them. Two-woman, she corrected herself hastily. Though she admired Xena and thought of her first when it came to puissance in battle, she was half of this fellowship. They stood together, now and forever. She vaulted out of her saddle and ran to help.

			If the citizens of Parcaelion were taken aback to see a six-foot, black-haired warrior maiden or a five-foot-something, blonde, knife-wielding Amazon leap into their midst, they covered it well. The Romans, on the other hand, were surprised. Xena gave them no time to react. She dodged from side to side behind a cart full of vegetables as one soldier stabbed at her with the short sword, spearing gourds, onions, and lettuce instead of his intended prey. He lost sight of her for a moment, and cast around, letting his sword drop. Xena burst out from amid a display of baskets and kicked the surprised man in the chin with one sweep of her booted foot. The soldier went over backward.

			His companions rushed in to attack, but their huge shields got in the way within the tight quarters, preventing them from maneuvering. Xena let out a wild yell and spun, coming up under the guard of the third man. She grasped his sword arm, twisted the weapon out of his wrist, and swung him hard against his friends. Their banded breastplates clanged. She swung her partner again. His head knocked into his companions’, one after the other. All three men fell to the ground, unconscious.

			“These are pretty soft,” Xena said, dusting her hands together. “Caesar ought to be ashamed of the way his empire has declined.” She looked around for her next opponent.

			“No!” a woman’s voice screamed from across the small agora. Xena shoved her way through the milling crowd to a small cloth shop. The owners, a pleasant-faced woman with brown hair and a nervous, pudgy, black-haired man, barricaded the door with their own bodies, trying to prevent a trio of legionaries and their decurion from entering. The unarmed weavers had no chance of keeping the soldiers out for long. Xena strode over and tapped the officer on the shoulder.

			“Pardon me,” she said. The officer turned his head. She elbowed him in the jaw, then swept the chakram out of her belt with her free hand and flicked it into the air. The two soldiers attacked with swords. She only had to parry with them each briefly before the shining ring ricocheted off three walls and bounced off their foreheads. The chakram made its last strike and rebounded into Xena’s hand. She observed, satisfied, as the men staggered backward against the nearby wall, eyes crossed. When they recovered their wits, they started running out of the village, pursued by the rest of their troop. The officer crawled, then stumbled to his feet.

			“Halt!” he cried. “What about the Child of Fortune?” He looked back at Xena and the others massing behind him, then ran after his men.

			Gabrielle came to stand beside Xena, sheathing her knives. “What does that mean?”

			Xena raised an eyebrow, watching the Romans flee down the road. “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”

			Once the enemy was out of sight, the citizens began to clean up the town. Wounded men and women were loaded onto stretchers and carried into the tavern.

			“Let’s see if we can be of any help,” Xena suggested to Gabrielle. The two of them followed into the hall.

			Gabrielle looked around, her heart going out to the injured, who lay moaning while others flitted around them with medical impedimenta. The weaver who had been defending his shop was bent over the litter of a boy whose arm had been slashed. He straightened up with a start as Xena approached him.

			“Xena! I mean . . .” the weaver gulped, “how pleased we are to see you, Warrior Princess. You’ve saved us all. And Gabrielle. We are grateful for your help in our time of need.”

			“And you are . . . ?” Xena asked, pointedly.

			“Clodias, headman of this village,” the man said, sketching a deep bow to each of them. He tugged at the collar of his tunic, clearly nervous. “Forgive my manners! I should have introduced myself at once. Your fame precedes you, fair ladies. I presumed . . . I mean, I feel as though we already know you.”

			“That’s interesting,” Xena said, looking around. “Nice place you have here. But I’ve never seen it before, have I?”

			“No! I assure you, Warrior Princess, that this is the first time you’ve visited our town. Er, Welcome! Welcome! We will have a feast in your honor, you and Lady Gabrielle, for defeating the Romans who would have pillaged our homes. Just as soon as we have cared for the injured.”

			“That’s not necessary . . .” Xena began.

			“Please!” Clodias threw his aims wide. He seemed fond of grand gestures. “Let us show our gratitude. We have wine, fruit, meat, good bread . . .”

			As he spoke, the tavern owner and his family hurried to the cooking area and began to bustle around with cooking pots. Other townsfolk hurried out and returned with more tables and benches and two large chairs that they set at one end of the grandest table almost, Xena thought, as if they had rehearsed the exercise. They carefully kept from making eye contact with her or her companion.

			Gabrielle said in a low voice, “Romans don’t just raid houses for nothing. What were they looking for?”

			“I don’t know. I think Clodias and the others are trying to get up the courage to tell us.”

			
			“. . . and so, I wish to offer a toast to those brave warriors, brought to us by fate just when our needs were greatest. I give you Xena. And Gabrielle.” Clodias, standing at the foot of the table, raised his goblet to the visitors. The others echoed him.

			Xena offered them all a smile that went no farther back than her lips.

			The simple room had been transformed from a tavern and a makeshift hospital to a beautiful dining hall. An expensive embroidered cloth covered the boards of the table, with individual cloths to match at each place. Goblets and trenchers of colored glass picked up the winking firelight from the torches and lamps overhead. Platters of food and pitchers of wine, water, and ale were replenished by the healthy young servers as soon as they were emptied. Two youths with lyre and sistrum sang throughout dinner. They had unusually good voices. Xena knew most of the tunes and would have enjoyed joining in, but she held back. Until she found out precisely what was going on, she didn’t want to allow her guard to drop. No one would meet their eyes for long.

			“I have to admit, the food was as good as they promised,” Gabrielle said, pushing back a little from the green plate before her.

			“Almost as though we’re being fattened up for the kill,” Xena commented drily.

			Gabrielle almost told her she was being too suspicious, but the furtive atmosphere was beginning to irk her, too. She began to regret the fennel salad and that second helping of raspberry puree mixed with snow.

			“Do you think there’s poison in the food?”

			“No. I think it’s something in the air. Time to clear it.” She cleared her throat and stood up. “Citizens of Parcaelion, you honor us with your generosity. We’ve enjoyed your feast and the entertainment, but I think it’s about time you tell us the truth.”

			The lyre and sistrum rattled into silence. The men and women around the table blanched, glancing furtively at one another. Xena went on relentlessly, turning to catch each person’s eyes before they hid their gaze from hers.

			“I’ve run into a number of strangers recently who say they met me here in Parcaelion. You all know I’ve never set foot here before, so they have to have seen someone else.” Xena let her voice go cold. “I don’t like it when someone impersonates me. I don’t have to meet her, but you’d better tell her that the charade is over.”

			Clodias sprang up. “I swear to you, good lady, that no one in our village has ever pretended to be you.”

			Xena glared at him. “Are you telling me that all those people were mistaken?”

			“No, Warrior Princess,” Clodias said, hanging his head.

			“Well, if you haven’t got one or more people pretending to be me, who beat up those men?”

			Clodias twitched with discomfort. “You did.”

			“I did?” Xena said, taken aback. She exchanged incredulous glances with Gabrielle. She’d been ready for a confrontation with a country girl in homemade leather armor or a retired swordsmistress. “How—no, never mind. Why?”

			“We needed your help, Xena.” The weaver’s wife, Thisbe, rose from her seat.

			Clodias gestured to her to sit down. “You will surely have noticed the beauty of our town. We have been well favored by the gods. Our children are never ill. They grow strong and beautiful, as you have seen. Our crops are more plentiful than any of our neighbors’. The sheep always bear twin lambs, and the cows and goats give more milk than we can ever use—but you must not think that we are greedy. We share always with those who are less fortunate.”

			“And what is the source of all your good luck?” Xena asked.

			After exchanging glances with her husband, Thisbe brought forward a ruddy-haired girl of about six years of age. She was dressed in the same fabrics as the others, but on her the fine linen seemed to shine. Her large, appealing eyes were a heavenly blue, and she had a sweet smile.

			“My foster daughter,” Thisbe said.

			“She’s beautiful.” Xena knelt down beside her and clasping her small hands in her large ones. “Hello. I’m Xena. What’s your name?”

			“Ianthe,” the girl said.

			“This child? She is why everyone has been invading your village?”

			“Yes,” Clodias said.

			“What’s so special about her?” 

			“Nothing.”

			But Xena could tell the weaver was lying. She lost patience with him.

			“Why do they call her the Child of Fortune?” Gabrielle asked. “I heard the Romans say that as they were . . . leaving.”

			“Er, she’s our luck,” Clodias said, nervously. His calloused hands twisted in the fabric of his tunic. “She means a great deal to us here. And it’s why you’ve helped us so often. Or rather, why you will.”

			“Not me,” Xena said coldly, rising to her feet. “Our work here is done. We’ll be going now. Thank you for the feast.”

			“Oh, but, Warrior Princess, you must stay,” Thisbe said, wringing her hands.

			“There’s no must about it,” Xena said, looking at her curiously. “Why would I need to protect one little girl when she has a whole village to raise her? You have enough wealth to build a castle to hide her away from anything.”

			“We don’t want to do that,” Clodias said.

			“Why not? It would keep her from harm.”

			Clodias put out a hand in appeal. “We want her to grow up happy. If we shut her away she won’t be able to run, to play in the sun with other children. We want her to enjoy being a child.”

			Xena was touched by the simplicity of the answer. “Then, what?”

			“She’s nearly old enough to go back to . . . her mother and her aunts. We only need to care for her a little longer.”

			“I wish you good luck in doing it,” Xena said, patting the girl’s hand before letting go. “Come on, Gabrielle.” She strode toward the door of the tavern. The others sprang up from their places to follow, as she knew they would.

			“Oh, please,” Thisbe begged, “you can’t go! We need your help!”

			Xena spun on her heel, so that Clodias nearly ran into her. He stepped back a pace, intimidated. “Then, tell me the truth. All of it.”

			The expression on their faces shifted from terror to worry to resignation.

			“Very well,” Clodias said, torn between needing her to know and not wanting to admit to a very angry warrior that she’d been lured into a situation without her knowledge. “Ianthe is the daughter of Lachesis.”

			“Lachesis?” Xena asked, raising her eyebrows. “The Fate?”

			“Yes,” Thisbe said. “She was brought here to us at her birth. Parcaelion was founded in service to the Fates, the Parcae. Lachesis brought her to us. It is impossible for her to take her eyes off the work of keeping every life in the world running smoothly. They care for even the gods’ strands of life. You know how it is for a working woman. She knew—who better?—that Clodias and I could not have children of our own. We offered to raise her as our own until she was of an age to go back to Olympus.”

			“In return,” Clodias said hoarsely, “our crops are plentiful. No one falls sick or even has a run of bad luck. In six years we’ve never seen a locust or a weevil. But six months ago word leaked out that we had a Child of Fortune in the village—a misunderstanding of what she really is: the child of Fate. They thought we had treasure.”

			“In a way we did,” Thisbe said, looking ashamed. “Our good fortunes would cease if she was stolen from us. That’s when we started to let it be known that you were protecting her.”

			“And you did,” the girl said. She made her way between the adults and came over to Xena. She held out a mirror made of crystal in her small hands. “See.”

			Xena stooped to look into it. At first, the warrior saw only her own face. Before she could protest that nothing was happening, the image swirled into gray nothingness. Then, a shadowy figure wrapped in a cloak, flanked by two other figures, approached a visibly younger Clodias and Thisbe, and handed them a small bundle. Scenes flitted by of the baby Ianthe growing into a child playing with her friends. More scenes unfurled before Xena, of the people of Parcaelion giving alms to the needy, making offerings in their temple, opening celebrations to visitors. Xena felt awe. The child was a seer.

			“These are good people,” Ianthe’s light, high voice said. “They meant well, truly. This is what would have happened had you not come.”

			The visions became darker. One after another, Xena watched as groups of intruders invaded the village. Each time, people were wounded or killed, and the village burned and destroyed. The carnage was horrific. Men and women alike died by the sword, or by fire, or by torture. The child herself was taken prisoner or slain by greedy barbarians. Or Romans. Or thieves. Gabrielle, beside Xena, made a choking noise and headed outside. Xena herself continued to watch, grim-faced, until the visions ended and the crystal went blank. She took a deep breath, wrenching herself with relief back to the present.

			“But these disasters didn’t occur,” she said. “She’s alive.” 

			“That is because you saved us,” Clodias admitted. “Otherwise, she is dead many times over. Her enemies would have succeeded without you.”

			“How? How is it that I helped you but can’t remember doing it?”

			Clodias’s mouth opened and closed several times before he could produce words. “We . . . er, we stole from your future to defend our present.”

			“That sounds like it would take divine power,” Xena said, frowning. “Does Ianthe also possess the power of the gods to play with the order of humans’ lives?”

			“No,” said a voice behind Xena. “But we do.”

			Xena turned, immediately on guard. Three women stood in the hall, silhouetted against the golden light of the torches. The golden-haired one at the left, holding a distaff, was young and pretty. The wrinkled crone at the right held a pair of shears that gleamed with the same silver as her hair. The auburn-haired woman in the middle with the measuring tape in her hand resembled Ianthe so closely Xena knew at once the villagers had been telling the truth. Clotho, Atropos, and Lachesis, mother of Ianthe. The Fates. The townsfolk dropped to their knees.

			“Greetings, Xena,” Clotho said. “You don’t seem surprised to see us.”

			“No more than you are,” she said, standing at ease with her hand braced on her belt. Gabrielle reappeared at her side. Her friend was a little pale, but she stood tall.

			“The people of Parcaelion appealed to us for a champion to defend my daughter,” Lachesis said. “You were the chosen one. You have served well. Or you will.”

			“No,” Xena said flatly. “I don’t like being forced into fights that are not my business.”

			“Not even for the sake of mercy?” Thisbe asked. She came up to wrap an arm around her foster daughter’s shoulders.

			Xena glared down at her.

			“You never asked me to help. You assumed that I would.”

			Thisbe cringed, holding the little girl close. Ianthe buried her head against Thisbe’s bosom. “Great warrior, I don’t know what else we could offer you in exchange, but you’d be saving this child’s life! You saw the visions. That is what will happen—what will have happened—if you leave now. Please, help us protect her. I love her. She is my heart.”

			Xena snorted. Gabrielle knew her friend was thinking hard. She had a soft spot for children, and the little girl was pretty and charming. Ianthe came over to take Xena’s hand and looked up into her eyes. That seemed to make up Xena’s mind for her.

			“All right,” she said, turning back to the Fates. “Tell me. Tell me how, and what.”

			“All things are fated to happen,” Atropos said, in her creaky voice. “You would have met all of these ruffians and brigands—later on. But for the sake of my niece, we tied the strand of your life into loops so those encounters would occur earlier in their lives.” She nodded to her sister Clotho, who gently picked through the hank of threads in her hand to pull forth a robust strand of darkened bronze twisted into complicated knots.

			Xena eyed it. “And how many people will die in the future because I wouldn’t be present at those other encounters?”

			“If you aid us,” Atropos smiled, her thin mouth another wrinkle in her lined face, “none. You will fight the battles that have come before and are to come. If you agree, there will be no more beyond those. We know.”

			Gabrielle looked at the Fates suspiciously. “How many?” 

			Clodias fidgeted. “Four bands of thieves in the last two months.”

			“Four?” Xena exclaimed.

			“Six in all,” the headman admitted. 

			“Six?”

			“Plus one that you dispatched today,” Atropos said. “But there are three yet to come. You must defeat them all to protect Ianthe.”

			“Nine battles?” Xena asked. “You are asking too much.” 

			The people of Parcaelion burst out in protest.

			“But, Warrior Princess,” Thisbe said, “you already have fought them. Please, Xena. You’re a mother, too. Save my child.”

			Atropos swept her hand across, cutting off all argument. 

			“I offer you an inducement, Xena,” the crone said. “If you will be my niece’s champion I promise you this: in days to come, when death is certain, if you call upon me I will hold back my shears. I make this offer to no one lightly. You will make the decision when to use it. I give you free will. What do you say?”

			Xena smiled grimly at the demigoddesses. “You already know I’m going to do it, don’t you? And not just for a ‘Get-out-of-Hades-free’ card. I’ll do it for her.”

			“Of course,” said Lachesis, placidly. “It’s foreordained.” 

			“I don’t believe in fate, you know.”

			“We know,” Clotho said, with a smile. “But we believe in you.”

			“All right.” Xena let her voice drop to a cold whisper. She looked the Fates in the eyes one by one. “Let’s get it over with.”

			“Wait,” Gabrielle blurted out. “I can help. I have to be with her.”

			“You are,” Lachesis assured her. Clotho displayed the twisted cord of Xena’s life. Another, lighter strand of blue and silver was wound tightly against it and tied through three of the loops. “The thread of your life is twined with hers.”

			Gabrielle stood back, pleased, embarrassed and honored all at the same time. “Well, all right then.”

			Xena drew her sword and chakram, and braced her feet on the ground.

			“Let’s do it,” she said.

			Clotho spun out the bronze thread and passed it to Lachesis. The second Fate drew out the knotted section, swung it into a loop, and crossed the strands.

			
			Xena was plunged into a moonless night. It took a moment for her vision to clear. When it did, she realized she was standing in the middle of the market square. Only the tiniest flickers of fire peeked out through curtains and shutters. The village slept.

			She became aware of figures moving stealthily toward the village gate. In the faint starlight, she could see that the wings of the gate stood ajar. The shadows moved erratically. They were coping with a heavy and irregular bundle that wiggled. A stray starbeam glanced off bronze hair as the child Ianthe wrenched her face away from whatever the villains had covering it. She let out a shrill cry for help.

			Dogs woke up and began to bark. The sounds of stirring arose in the houses as people stumbled out to see what was wrong.

			“Ianthe!” Thisbe’s voice cried in the darkness. Clodias appeared behind her bearing a torch just crackling to life. The kidnappers broke into a run. Xena was right behind them.

			Burdened as they were, they couldn’t move very fast. Xena circled around and met them at the gate, which she shut behind her with a clang!

			She counted six figures. Men, by the sound of their breathing. Poachers, or worse, by their stench. Her eyes were getting used to the dark now. Ianthe’s face was a pale dot.

			“Put her down, and you won’t get hurt,” Xena advised them.

			“Get her,” a hoarse voice whispered. She heard the unmistakable whisper of metal leaving leather sheaths.

			“Eeedeedeedeedeee!” Xena warbled. She brought up a foot and kicked the first man in the face. The villagers ran up with torches while she dispatched one of the ruffians after another.

			
			As soon as the last man was on the ground and Ianthe was restored to her weeping foster-mother’s arms, the scene changed. Xena found herself blinking in strong sunshine on the hillside on the road a little way out from Parcaelion. A party of four steppe raiders, clad in black leather and armed to the teeth, were riding toward the village.

			She addressed them from her perch beside a cluster of olive trees.

			“You’re far from home,” she said. Surprised, they looked up. “You wouldn’t be looking for an easy target, would you? Because I have to disappoint you.”

			Swords hissed out of scabbards as the men spurred their sweating horses up the hill toward her.

			Xena grabbed hold of an overhanging branch, and swung herself at the lead rider.

			He was too canny to fall for a trick like that. He reined his horse around and sharply to the right. That gave Xena the opportunity to leap into the saddle behind him and grab him around the throat. She turned her sword pommel down, knocked off the man’s helmet, and hit him sharply over the skull. He sagged, and she threw him off the horse. The body rolled down under the hooves of the other horses, making them dance. Xena brought her unwitting mount the rest of the way around in a circle and charged the three warriors.

			It didn’t take her long to deal with the remaining raiders. She took out on them the frustration she was feeling against the Fates. How dare they claim that her every action was foreordained? She knew she had free will, that she and she alone made the decisions as to what she would do. Xena braced herself against an onslaught by one of the grinning warriors, who rode toward her with sword held high. Without thinking, she whipped the chakram out of her belt. No, she thought. That’s probably what they are ordering me to do.

			Instead, she dragged her sword around and felt the satisfying strike of metal on metal. She screamed her war cry, spurring her horse in the face of her enemy. They didn’t stand a chance against her. None of them did.

			By the time she was finished, the townsfolk had heard the noise and come running out to see what was going on. In the crowd, Xena spotted Thisbe cradling Ianthe, who watched her with those old, old eyes.

			The third raid was conducted by Phoenicians, who had no doubt been the first ones to misinterpret “fate” as “fortune.” They didn’t want bloodshed, and were happy to flee intact, promising never to return to that part of Greece.

			Fourth and fifth were gangs of thugs and common thieves who had sworn they’d met Xena in Parcaelion before. She was glad to understand at last that not only were they not mistaken, but time was beginning to fall into its normal order. She was relieved. Six battles at full fever pitch were beginning to tell on her, coming on top of a full day’s riding, fighting with Roman legionaries, and a rich meal. She sensed that her reactions were slowing slightly.

			
			“This is surreal,” Gabrielle said, watching Xena deal with the mercenaries they had encountered in the tavern three days before. “She’s here beside us, but she can’t see us.” Her friend seemed to exist within the boundaries of an arena that began within arm’s reach of the feast tables on an evening. Inside the circle Xena was outside, in daylight.

			“She stands with one foot in the future and one in the past,” Atropos said, without looking at Gabrielle. One of the unshaven men leaped on Xena’s back and tried to strangle her with a cord. She struggled, her face growing red. Two men, the worse for having taken some telling punches and strikes from Xena, staggered toward her, swords drawn. Xena lifted her feet, letting all her weight hang from her neck, and kicked out, sending the mercenaries reeling. She let her legs drop, bent over, and threw the third man over her head. He fell on the fourth man. Lachesis watched avidly. From Clotho’s skein she chose a thread and held it out to Atropos, who snicked it short. The third man got up and shook his companion’s shoulder, but the fourth man didn’t move.

			Gabrielle watched the goddesses in horror. Until that moment she hadn’t really believed in their power. Now she had proof before her. They had the power of life and death, which they exercised without the least trace of emotion.

			Taken aback by the death of their fellow adventurer, the remaining three backed away from Xena, who pursued them, ululating all the while. Only Gabrielle, who knew her so well, realized that Xena was beginning to flag.

			“Let me help her,” she pleaded with the Fates.

			“Of course,” said Clotho, spinning out the bronze thread. Between her fingers there appeared to be a knot, but it wasn’t a flaw. Gabrielle’s blue-and-silver strand joined it at that point.

			She had only time to say, “Thanks,” before she was swept up into the action.

			
			Xena was whisked away from her sight of the mercenaries running away. She saw a brief flash of the Romans arriving in Parcaelion, and herself arriving at the gates. Suddenly, she felt a comforting presence at her back. Familiar. Gabrielle.

			“Hi,” the blonde woman said, peering over her shoulder. “Can I play, too?”

			Xena smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.”

			They found themselves in a field of withered leaves and torn vines. Gabrielle guessed the season to be winter, with the crops long gathered in, but the new planting not yet done. Around them were at least twenty rough-dressed men armed with rusty swords and farm implements. This was the future, she reminded herself. These were things that hadn’t happened yet. Time was yet unformed. They were now affecting what was to come. It felt . . . godlike.

			She didn’t have time to explore the sensation before the enemy moved in on them. She drew her knives and stood at the ready.

			
			Together she and Xena saw off the first gang, who had sensed easy pickings and were readily scared off by the presence of experienced warriors. The next incursion consisted of two strong, fierce women, rogue soldiers from Lesbos, who had to be nearly killed before they would withdraw.

			Gabrielle took a few deep breaths as the chakram whizzed back into Xena’s hand. The scene changed. They were back in the agora. Romans seemed to pour in from everywhere, shoving the market carts aside, knocking people to the ground as they broke into every house, searching for the child Ianthe.

			“They’ve called in an entire century,” Xena said, grimly. She was breathing very heavily now. Gabrielle was worried. They had to defeat the foe to return to their normal place in their lifelines. How could they battle so many soldiers?

			Gabrielle spotted Thisbe and Ianthe running into an alleyway behind their home. A dozen legionaries funneled in after them. Xena reached out to snag Clodias away from two Roman soldiers who were beating him. She brought his face close to hers.

			“Where does that go?” she demanded, pointing. “Is there a way to head them off?”

			Clodias saw his wife and foster child disappear with the Romans in pursuit. He paled. “Follow me.”

			He led them into another small street. Xena could hear men shouting to one another, and hoped they hadn’t yet caught up with Ianthe.

			To her relief, the woman and girl emerged from the narrow passage. Thisbe gasped when she saw Xena, and ran toward her. Ianthe cried out and stumbled, falling to her hands and knees.

			“Ianthe!” Thisbe started back toward her. Xena grabbed the woman and swung her into Gabrielle’s arms.

			“Hold on to her!” Xena started running as the Romans came pouring out. She screamed a war cry that startled some of the legionaries into halting. It was enough of a distraction for her to pull her chakram and send it ricocheting off the stone walls of the alley. The steel circlet knocked into the temples and jaws of several men, taking them out of the equation. The quarters were tight enough that the rest of the men had to climb over their fellows to get at her.

			But the first soldier was still standing. It was the same man Xena had defeated before—could it only have been that afternoon? He clenched his teeth in a bitter smile as the two of them circled. The child cowered between them at their feet. Xena watched the Roman’s eyes, waiting to see where he would strike. He swept up his gladius. Xena countered, raising her sword to catch his blade. He parried and stabbed upward, trying to get under her guard. Their swords rasped together to the hilts. Xena could smell sweat, fear, and garlic on him. He disengaged, shifted a few feet to the side and lunged again. Xena admired his skill even as she diverted his stroke, knocking his blade out of line.

			The Roman didn’t like being bested. His eyes ablaze, he leaped at her. Xena sidestepped and smacked him on the back, sending him staggering. She had to twist suddenly to avoid landing on the weeping Ianthe. Off-balance, Xena’s heel skidded on the smooth-flagged street. She went down, dropping her sword. The Roman wheeled around and leaped across her prone body. She grabbed for his booted foot, but missed. He stood over her, his sword raised on high. Xena braced herself.

			But he didn’t chop at her. Instead, with a vicious smile, the Roman brought his weapon down toward Ianthe’s head. The girl screamed. Xena stuck out a desperate hand. Ianthe was just out of her reach.

			Xena cried out, “Atropos, no!”

			The man froze in place, the sword’s edge just a hair’s breadth away from its target. All of the combatants had stopped moving.

			The Fates shimmered into existence beside Xena. She got to her feet.

			“So you used my gift for her,” Atropos said, with her wintry smile. A narrow pink thread rested within the open maw of her scissors. She drew the shears away, leaving the strand intact. “Generous of you.”

			“You know I couldn’t have it any other way,” Xena said. 

			“Of course not,” Lachesis said. Thisbe clutched the girl to her bosom and brushed her off, making motherly clucking noises all the while.

			“They will withdraw now,” Atropos said. “He was angry at you for losing his commission. It was not a good enough reason to return here. He will retire in disgrace. Your task is at an end. There will be no more attacks.”

			Xena straightened up and sheathed her sword. “Good.” She waited for a moment. The Fates stood, smiling at her as the scene around them blurred. They found themselves back in the dimly lit feast hall.

			“You have our thanks,” Clotho said.

			“And ours,” Clodias added, swinging his arms wide as if to embrace the warriors. “You are welcome here any time. We will throw another feast for you! We will sing your praises!”

			“I think we’ve seen enough of Parcaelion,” Xena said, backing away from his exuberance. “Now and forever.” She walked to the door and glanced back at Gabrielle. “Are you coming?”

			
			“And we’re leaving again, without getting a chance to rest, and without any kind of reward,” Gabrielle said, shifting in her saddle. Not only did her rear end still hurt, but her muscles ached from fighting. She had a number of bruises and grazes from bumping into stone walls.

			“Except having saved that child from her enemies,” Xena said, staring straight ahead. She, too, sat her horse gingerly. After ten battles she must have been sore all over.

			“Which you would have anyway,” Gabrielle pointed out. “It’s a shame that Atropos didn’t give you another second chance to keep for yourself. That could come in useful in the future.”

			Xena smiled ruefully, meeting her eyes at last. “She knew I was going to use it to save Ianthe, I was never meant to be able to keep it for later.”

			“That’s really unfair, after all you did for them!”

			Xena shook her head, “They’d never give anything away. Fate isn’t generous, you should know that by now.” 

			“That,” Gabrielle said, “is why I like people more than gods.”

			“Maybe we have done some good,” Xena said, thoughtfully, “We’ve ensured that that child has time to learn more about human ways before she returns to Olympus. Perhaps she’ll come to change things.”

			“Now that,” Gabrielle said, with a grin, “is a future I’d like to see.”

			
		

	
		
			

			Xena at the Battle of Salamis

			By Jaye Cameron

			“Gabrielle, please, please, tell me a story,” begged Anyte, a twelve-year-old beauty. (As Gabrielle looked into her young blue eyes, she could almost see her own sister Lila.) More than anyone else, Anyte hungered for Gabrielle’s tales of Xena and the Way of the Warrior, and the girl pestered Gabrielle for stories as soon as the bard sat by the fire.

			“What shall I tell you about this time,” laughed Gabrielle.

			“Tell me again how Xena saved me from both my cruel father and the arms of Poseidon and brought me here to live with you.”

			Gabrielle began to speak using the singsong, low-pitched voice of the storyteller. As she spoke, the fog that crept in toward their campfire seemed to disappear and the hoarfrost that was already settling on the twigs seemed to melt. Anyte could almost feel the soft, salt air of the Aegean Sea and see the hills of the Greek mainland as they captured the sunlight that was so brilliant in that part of the Mediterranean.

			“Ten years ago, Xena still considered herself an apprentice in the Way of the Warrior. She had mastered the weapons of the land and was skilled at the strategies that brought victories in the forests, hills, and plains. Now, the Way led her to the sea where the sleek fighting ships sped with the dolphins through the deep waters. Xena had heard tales of a mighty queen in the Persian Empire named Artemisia, who was said to be one of the most brilliant admirals in the fleet of the great King Xerxes. Xena wanted to join her and learn her secrets, but she never imagined that on Artemisia’s ship, she would fight one of the greatest naval battles the world had ever known, or that she would fight against her old friends the Greeks.

			“Xena traveled to the northern shore of the Aegean Sea and reached the Hellespont—that narrow strip of water that separated the Aegean from a great inland sea with water so dark people called it the Black Sea. The warrior princess at first looked for a small boat to charter to cross the Hellespont, but then she thought again. If she were going to learn the secrets of naval warfare, she should be prepared to survive the sea’s challenges. This forbidding spot where the tides swept the water through narrow, rocky straits would be a perfect test for her. She offered a prayer to the sea god, Poseidon, and dove into churning waves. The waters from the Aegean Sea—warmed by the Mediterranean sun—were not as cold as those of the northern lakes where Xena had first learned the strong strokes that pulled her through the current, but the bite of the salt surprised her for it is even saltier than the great oceans that surround her land.

			“As she rhythmically swam through the current, she tried not to think of the stories she had heard of monsters who lived in the deep, salty water. Storytellers told of sailors who had been pulled under the wine-dark sea by beasts with tentacles like snakes that held the power of six men. Others told of great fish whose teeth could break through the strongest bone. Xena had learned not to recoil from such fearful thoughts, but instead to embrace them—her warrior nature almost made her wish for a monster to challenge her so she could prove her great strength. ‘Well, actually,’ she thought honestly, ‘I’d probably have to depend on my quick wits to defeat the great sea beasts if they are truly as formidable as the poets say.’

			“Engaged by these thoughts and almost hypnotized by the strong swimming strokes, Xena crossed the two miles of the straits and climbed onto the rocks of the shore. The salty water dried quickly on her skin as she stood in the sun, leaving white crystals on her tanned body. ‘I’m going to dive into the nearest river, even if it is as cold as the North Sea, to wash this salt off,’ Xena thought. ‘Poseidon can keep his salty, monster-filled home.’ She then started walking south along the eastern edge of the Aegean toward Artemisia’s kingdom.

			“Xena soon came to the kingdom of the Lydians, who had become fabulously wealthy with their invention of a wondrous thing: instead of trading for goods, the Lydians had taken precious metals—silver and gold—and formed them into regular round pieces with the imprint of their kings and gods. These they called coins and used them to trade for whatever they needed. This system was so convenient for merchants that Lydia had become a crossroads for travelers seeking to sell their goods. These coins were so wondrous, that the Persians had adopted them to use throughout their empire and even the Greeks were starting to make some of their own. Xena shook her head in some disapproval as she passed a Lydian merchant guarded by many armed men. ‘People now kill to steal these coins,’ she said to no one in particular. There would always be work for those who followed the Way of the Warrior.

			“Six days after she had crossed the Hellespont, Xena had covered the two hundred miles that brought her to the kingdom of Caria on the southwestern edge of Asia Minor. She slowly traveled south to the city of Halicarnassus to present herself to Queen Artemisia. Like Lydia and many other small kingdoms, Caria was part of the great Persian Empire, and the Persian kings had wisely allowed their subject peoples to keep their own customs and rulers. In this way they ensured the loyalty of most, and this was how Artemisia continued to be queen while belonging to the empire. For this trip, Xena was not exploring the far-flung lands of the empire, which encompassed exotic peoples and animals. Her single-minded goal was the huge naval yard where Xerxes had spent a vast fortune building the greatest navy the world had ever known, and where Artemisia served as admiral in the great king’s navy.

			“As Xena slowly traveled south, she became aware that all was not peaceful in Caria. Centuries before, Greek colonists had established city-states on the coast of the kingdoms that bordered the eastern Aegean. Like Greeks everywhere, the enterprising colonists had focused on trade (and accumulating these new coins that the Lydians had made famous). However, also like Greeks everywhere, these on the edge of the Persian Empire were fiercely independent. The Persians had been willing to leave the Greeks pretty much to themselves, but they installed pro-Persian leaders in the city-states. The Greeks resented even this level of interference, and a few years before Xena’s arrival, some of the cities had revolted against Persian rule. The rebellion had begun in Miletus, a rich coastal city in Artemisia’s kingdom. The Persians had crushed the revolt and virtually destroyed Miletus, but that did not bring peace.

			“Xena heard excited stories from Greeks in the shoreline villages—Athens and Sparta on the mainland would avenge their defeat. Greeks would never live subject to the shame of ‘barbarian’ rule and would rise up to smite the Persians. Xena also heard complaints in Persian villages, where people resented the arrogant Greeks who would not learn their lesson. The warrior princess shook her head as she once again saw people eager to fight.”

			“Why didn’t Xena leave that region since war was brewing?” Anyte asked, briefly breaking the storytelling spell that Gabrielle was weaving.

			“Did you ever see Xena be moved from her purpose simply because of a fight?” the bard answered. “I was more worried than Xena, and I wasn’t even there. I had vivid dreams in which I saw Poseidon rear out of the sea and smash ships to kindling, and I saw Aphrodite weep because people were too busy killing each other to make love. I tried to call to Xena in my dreams and my thoughts, and though she told me later that she had dreamed of me, she did not return. Now let me get back to my story and tell you of the court of Queen Artemisia.

			“Xena entered the courtyard of the great palace at Halicarnassus and admired the gardens and fountains that graced the huge entryway. The doorway to the palace itself was a great archway covered in thinly pounded gold, so when the setting sun shone on it the brilliance almost blinded any late-afternoon visitor. Xena had known that there were many wealthy, independent women in the Persian Empire, and she now could see that Artemisia, queen of Caria, was one of the wealthiest. Caria lay next to wealthy Lydia, and had fine ports on the Mediterranean to serve the growing trade from the Greek city-states. The shrewd queen knew how to make the most of her kingdom’s location, but her prosperity depended on good relations with the Greeks. The rumors Xena had heard seemed to threaten these ties, but the great queen seemed unperturbed when she greeted Xena in the magnificent hall of her palace.

			“‘Xena, my warrior sister, welcome to Caria. Tales of your adventures have reached our lands from the songs of traveling poets, and I’m delighted to meet you in person.’ Artemisia was dressed in the flowing robes of Persian women, made of light blue silk so finely spun that they seemed almost transparent. Her hair was as dark as Xena’s own, but was piled on her head in a mound of curls crowned with a finely wrought gold band. As delicate as Artemisia appeared, Xena was not deluded into underestimating her—when the queen gave Xena a welcoming hug, the warrior princess could feel Artemisia’s strong arms and shoulders. Artemisia was as formidable a warrior as Xena herself, but more experienced in naval warfare. Xena was hungry to go beyond the necessary pleasantries and see Artemisia’s famed warships.

			“Artemisia sent servants to show Xena to her quarters, where she could bathe and borrow royal robes to dine. Once she was refreshed, Xena joined the queen at a sumptuous feast where servants brought delicacies that had clearly come from all over in the eastern Mediterranean. As they ate, they shared stories of battles they had fought and enemies they had defeated—Xena was thrilled to be in the company of another warrior woman. Suddenly their pleasant dinner was interrupted by loud voices coming from the courtyard. As the door slammed open, both Xena and Artemisia were on their feet with swords drawn. They moved so quickly that even the royal guards were taken by surprise. A man dressed as royalty burst in surrounded by his own guard. Upon recognizing the intruder, Artemisia relaxed and laughed: ‘Cyaxares, what are you doing bursting into my home uninvited? Just because you are king in your own land of Calyndia does not mean you are welcome here.’ Xena saw the hate in the man’s eyes and kept a firm grip on her own sword.

			“‘I’ve come to demand that you marry me,’ said Cyaxares. ‘I’m tired of waiting for you to choose from among your suitors. I am the strongest, and when we combine our kingdoms, we will rival even great King Xerxes himself in wealth and power.’

			“‘Never,’ said Artemisia. ‘When I decide to marry it is because I choose my husband, and I can assure you I will never choose you. Don’t ever presume to enter my presence uninvited again, or I won’t be so patient.’ Her eyes had grown as hard as Cyaxares’s and the queen had made a secret signal, which caused a heavily armed force to enter silently and surround the king and his men. Cyaxares reconsidered his position, and he, too, let out a cold laugh. ‘I was only kidding, Artemisia. Of course, I know you are queen in your own land. I am really here with a message from Xerxes. Let me join you and your warrior friend with a cup of wine and I’ll tell you the exciting news.’

			“Artemisia allowed Cyaxares to sit down with them, but Xena kept her sword close at hand and her wits steady. She took no more wine and drank only fragrant rose-scented lemonade. ‘What is your news, Cyaxares?’ asked the queen. He replied, ‘Xerxes has lost patience with the Greeks. His mother, Atossa, has finally persuaded him to invade the Greek mainland and conquer the city-states that had so arrogantly interfered in the revolt of your own city Miletus.’ Cyaxares spoke with the excitement of a man who sees the chance for plunder. ‘The best news is that the fleet will sail in the Aegean to support Xerxes’ land forces as they cross the Hellespont and invade Athens. Xerxes wants you to bring five of your ships, and I will join the Persian forces with three of mine. Now is our chance to prove once and for all that we are masters of the sea and that Athens’ fledgling navy cannot withstand us.’

			“Artemisia’s eyes shone as the imagined the impending battle, and the queen poured a large cup of wine for Cyaxares as they toasted the upcoming fight. ‘I will even share secret news with you as a mark of my goodwill,’ said the king. ‘I have been contacted by a Greek traitor who wishes to defect and seek his fortune within the Persian Empire. He tells me he brings a gift of great value to Xerxes, and if I will gain him an audience, he will help me in the battle. He commands a warship, and will send me a message if we engage and throw his support to me. This should gain us additional advantage when the battle comes.’ Artemisia laughed scornfully, ‘You can depend on traitors, but I count on my own wits and strength in a battle. We’ll see who ends up better off,’ and she ordered more wine and cakes.

			“Xena had some conflicting emotions. She could feel the excitement rise within her—what she always felt before a battle. She loved the anticipation that caused her muscles to tense and her brain to clear. However, she was not certain about this fight—she had many good relations with the Greeks and was not eager to offend their gods and goddesses, who had always shown her favor. She could imagine armed Athena rising to join the Greeks against her.

			“Later, when she and Artemisia were again alone, she expressed another reservation: ‘If I were going into battle on land, I would not want that snake, Cyaxares, guarding my flank. Is it also important to trust your companions in naval engagements?’ ‘Yes,’ said Artemisia. ‘I know that Cyaxares would be very happy if I died in the battle, because then he could try to take my kingdom. With me alive, he knows he cannot. I will not marry him, and I can easily defend my lands from him. But, I can watch my own flank, and with you at my side, we will be victorious. Tomorrow, we’ll get the ships ready and see the messages from Xerxes that will give us our assignment. You will learn naval warfare in the best possible way—by joining me in battle.’

			“The next morning, the women once more donned their battle armor, and Xena accompanied Artemisia to the harbor. The warrior princess was amazed by what she saw—these were huge warships, the likes of which she had never seen. ‘What kind of ships are these?’ asked Xena in surprise. ‘They are triremes,’ answered Artemisia, ‘the latest ships of war. Each has three banks of oars on each side, with the oarsmen rowing on three different levels. It takes twenty-seven oarsmen on each side at each level to move the giant ships.’ ‘I can see the ports through which the oars will fit on two levels,’ said Xena, ‘but how can yet more oarsmen fit at the top?’

			“‘Do you see that extension out from the deck? The top oarsmen fit their oars onto that outrigger, and they can thus row skillfully without tangling the oars with the men sitting below. The 170 oarsmen can move the trireme with great speed through the water. In addition, the trireme will take thirty more on board: ten soldiers to fight off any who would try to board, four archers to attack the opposing soldiers, and fifteen deckhands to help where needed. Finally, the ships carry the two most important people: a flautist, who pipes time for the rowers and a trierarch, the ship’s commander who steers at the helm.’ ‘Only ten soldiers and four archers?’ exclaimed Xena incredulously. ‘How can any commander hope to win a battle with so few soldiers?’ Artemisia laughed. ‘Ships are no longer used simply to move soldiers from one place to another. They are weapons in themselves. Look at the bow of this magnificent trireme.’

			“Xena walked to the front of the sleek vessel and saw that the bow extended far out just below the waterline, and it was covered with bronze plates so that it was a huge spear that could be driven home by the force of the oarsmen rowing. Xena gazed into the painted eyes of the ship that were just above the ram; eyes to guide the warship in its fearful purpose.

			“‘With the ships themselves as weapons,’ explained Artemisia, ‘practiced oarsmen and, most important, a skilled helmsman can ram and sink any other ship on the water. Our triremes allow us to control both the seas and the all-important ports. Our spies tell us that the Athenians have just built a fleet of triremes, but our Phoenician-trained oarsmen will outmaneuver the Greeks, and there is not a better admiral on the sea than I!’

			“Xena looked again at the eyes painted on the warship and thought of the two hundred men who would be spilled into the sea as the pointed ram penetrated the wooden walls of the opposing trireme. It seemed as if the eyes were those of the sea monsters that lived in the Mediterranean to prey on humans—they seemed to glint in anticipation of the upcoming battle that would send corpses into the sea. While Xena explored the ships and the harbor, Artemisia went to receive her orders. That evening they sat together again and planned the upcoming campaign.

			“‘Xerxes is bringing over eight hundred ships to support his land campaign.’ Artemisia said. ‘We are to guard the merchant ships that will supply his army and make sure that the Athenian fleet stays out of the war. Xerxes will surely defeat the Greeks in this campaign, then there will be no more threat of Greek revolts in our lands. We leave in three days; you will ride on my ship, and this battle will complete your education in naval warfare!’

			“That night Xena’s dreams troubled her and showed how torn she was about the upcoming battle. She did not want to help Xerxes’ forces defeat the Greeks, who had always been her friends. She did not want to offend the Greek gods, who had shown favor on her, but she did not want to miss what would be the most exciting naval battle the world had ever known. Finally, just before dawn, she had a dream that was the most vivid of all. In it I appeared with the goddess Athena as vividly as if we were real. ‘Gabrielle, what are you doing here?’ asked Xena in her dream. ‘What do you want me to do?’ ‘I come with Athena to tell you to sail with Artemisia. The goddess has a task for you that you can only fulfill from Artemisia’s trireme.’ ‘What is it?’ asked Xena, but the dream spirits did not answer; they faded away into the soft predawn light. But Xena awoke from the dream refreshed and strong of purpose. She didn’t know what awaited her, but she knew it was her destiny to sail with Artemisia in Xerxes’ forces.

			“Xerxes’ land army had great success at the beginning of the engagement. His engineers had built a great pontoon bridge across the Hellespont (where Xena had swum) and the whole army crossed without even getting their sandals wet. They defeated the Spartans at the Battle of Thermopylae, although not easily, I must confess. They found a Greek shepherd to betray the Spartans who so nobly stood against even the Immortals, the elite Persian guard. With the pass taken, Xerxes’ army swept down the Greek peninsula; Athens was in its path.

			“The frightened Athenians sent to the Delphic oracle to ask what they should do, and as usual the oracle gave a reply in the form of an ambiguous riddle: ‘Take refuge behind a wooden wall that shall help thee and thy children.’ Some Athenians took this quite literally and built a wooden palisade on top of the Acropolis, where they awaited the Persians. However, the Athenian leader Themistocles gave a different interpretation to the oracle’s advice: He said the ‘wooden walls’ were Athens’ new wooden ships, and most of the Athenians evacuated the city to an island—Salamis—just off the coast of Attica. Salamis lay just at the head of the Bay of Eleusis with narrow channels on the eastern and western ends of the island that led into the bay. The straits were no more than a couple of miles wide—not suitable for a pitched battle with hundreds of triremes.

			“The Persians swept into Athens and, after a fierce battle, burnt the temples and the palisade on top of the Acropolis. Citizens on Salamis could see the smoke rise from their beloved city as the Persians looted anything that was left there. The Greek fleet was beached on the east side of the island of Salamis and now it was left to the Persian navy to finish off the victory.

			“Xerxes called his generals and admirals together to decide the best course of action. The Athenian leader Themistocles wanted to lure the Persians into a trap in the narrow straits, so he sent a slave pretending to be a spy to tell Xerxes that the Greek fleet was going to escape out of the straits to flee their trap at Salamis. Xerxes wanted to strike right away to defeat the fleet and seal his victory before the weather turned difficult. It was already September, and the fleet could not sail in the winter. Artemisia stood up in the council: ‘Do not sail into the straits, great king. It is surely a trap, for the speed, maneuverability and greater strength of our navy will be lost in the Straits of Salamis. Just as a few Spartans could hold off the Immortals in the pass of Thermopylae, do not give the Athenians the same chance to trap the navy.’

			“Cyaxares shouted down Artemisia. ‘Do not listen to this weak woman. Leave it to the men in your navy to win this battle for you. If Artemisia does not have the heart for Greek blood, leave her here on shore to wait on your majesty while I lead my ships into the straits and destroy the Athenian navy.’

			“Faced with the pressure of the upcoming winter weather, Xerxes decided to risk all on the attack on the Greek fleet at Salamis. Against her better judgment, Artemisia joined the fleet; she could not resist taking her ships in against the best that the Greeks could throw at her. Just before dusk, the Persians moved two hundred ships to block the western channel near Salamis; the Greek fleet would not be able to escape that way. Then at midnight, the rest of the fleet—over three hundred triremes, including Artemisia’s and Cyaxares’s—lined up at the head of the eastern straits. Xerxes himself had set up a golden throne on a hill overlooking the water, from where he could watch the battle. Just before dawn, the Greeks dragged their galleys down to the water, boarded, ran out their oars, and waited for the signal. At dawn the dramatic movements began.

			“The Greek trumpeters sounded and the flutes on all the triremes—Greek and Persian—struck up their tunes. To the rhythm of the flutes, men pulled at their oars and the galleys began to move out into the channel. As the two fleets closed, the Greeks in the center of the line backed water with their oars so the center collapsed. Seeing the Greeks backing up, some Persian admirals were convinced they were fleeing and, shouting their war cries, they charged into the breach. But the Persians did not know the local seas as did the Greeks, and they were lured into a trap. A great swell of water that periodically flowed from the channel caught some of the Persian ships from behind. Some were knocked out of line and others were turned broadside to be exposed to the killing thrust of the Greek rams. The famed mobility of the Persian sailors was of no use in the narrow straits; the ships collided with each other, and as Persian ships sank the confusion only increased.”

			“But Gabrielle, where were Artemisia and Xena?” Anyte broke in eagerly. “Were they in the straits? Were they in danger?”

			“Of course they were,” Gabrielle answered. “Artemisia placed her ships on the right flank of the line as far away as possible from Cyaxares, whose ships were on the left, where he had been told he could meet the Greek traitor. Thus, neither were drawn into the trap in the center and escaped the immediate danger. However, both were left with the new danger of how to escape from the straits as the victorious Greeks began to chase and surround remaining Persian vessels.

			“Now hush child while I tell you how Xena’s and Artemisia’s skill in war helped them fulfill Athena’s purpose.

			“As Artemisia led her ships in the right flank of the line, there was not enough room to turn to have the mighty bow strike the Greek ships that were rapidly approaching. Then Xena saw the skill of the admiral. As Artemisia came close to a Greek ship she let out a shout and the oarsmen on the right side quickly pulled in their oars as the trireme sped so close to the Greek ship that the side of Artemisia’s trireme sheared off the oars on one side of the opposing vessel. The Greek ship was crippled and Xena and the archers could pick off opposing Greeks. Now Artemisia had room to turn, for it was past time to get out of the straits while they still could. As they rowed out, two fleet Greek ships chased them and were gaining on them. Artemisia urged her men to row more quickly, but then she saw a ship blocking their way. It was Cyaxares!

			“He had turned his ship slightly so that he blocked their way while he was waiting for the Greek ships to catch them and destroy them. Xena and Artemisia saw him standing at the helm, slowing his ship, and they saw the evil smirk on his face as he believed he had succeeded in trapping Artemisia. The queen of Caria slowed her ship, looking around for an escape. Xena felt the rage of the warrior rise in her; this was the rage that drove the Viking berserkers to fight blindly, and the rage that led Hercules to his heroics. She saw Cyaxares’s ship through a blood-red haze but her mind was icy clear. ‘Artemisia,’ she shouted, ‘speed up and ram him.’ ‘I can’t, Xena’ said the queen. ‘Xerxes is watching and will kill me for treason if I make it out of here.’ ‘Don’t argue,’ Xena roared, with her teeth bared in the look of the wolf, ‘ram him now.’

			“The two warrior women stood at the helm as the flautist sped up the cadence. Artemisia’s ship sped through the water directly at Cyaxares. Too late he saw their purpose and tried to turn his trireme to speed away. They had the momentum and the bronze tip smashed into the trireme, accompanied by the sounds of splintered wood and screams of oarsmen who felt the bite of the bronze in their flesh. The ship sank rapidly and Artemisia’s ship swept over the drowning men as it continued its way out of the straits.

			“This bold act brought some immediate benefits to Artemisia and her warrior companion. First, the captain of the Greek ship that was chasing them assumed Artemisia was helping the Greeks, so he veered off to turn his attention to other Persian vessels. Remarkably, Xerxes’ counselors who were watching the battle (that was rapidly turning into a rout) misunderstood the action. One advisor remarked to Xerxes as the king sat on his golden throne placed on the high cliff overlooking the straits, ‘Master, do you see Artemisia, how well she fights? Lo, she has sunk a vessel of the enemy.’ Xerxes replied, ‘Are you sure the valiant ship is really that of Artemisia?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the counselor, ‘I recognize her standard on the prow.’ The king of the Calyndians had lost his standard early in the engagement, so Xerxes could not recognize his ship and simply assumed it was Greek.

			“It seemed that Artemisia would break free of the trap unscathed, but there remained one more Greek ship blocking their way—the ship of a Greek traitor, Criton, who had conspired with Cyaxares to betray the Greeks and defect to the Persians. He had kept his ship back with the Calyndian vessels, away from the heart of the fighting. With the victory clearly going to the Greeks, Criton had not yet decided what to do. He stood on deck and watched as Artemisia’s ship approached. Should he attack her ship and restore his reputation with the Greeks, or should he turn and continue to seek his fortune with the great King Xerxes? He had his gift for Xerxes with him—his beautiful two-year-old daughter, with hair like the sun and eyes the color of the sea. She was as lovely as Aphrodite herself, and Criton planned to give the child to Xerxes. She would be raised in the harem and trained in the arts of love. Then when she was twelve, she would be given to the king as a concubine to please him in his old age.”

			“That’s me!” interrupted Anyte. “Why would my father have planned such a cruel fate for me?” The girl looked crestfallen as her eyes lost the excited fire they had when Gabrielle told of the battle. She once again resembled the hurt, haunted child whom Xena had brought to Gabrielle so many years before.

			“I’m sorry, child,” the bard said gently. “Know that there are evil people in the world who care more for power and wealth than they do for the helpless ones in their charge. There is no crime greater than to betray that trust. But remember, you were beloved of Athena. It was she who sent Xena to save you. Now let me continue the tale. Try to forget the evil as you hear how the Way of the Warrior brought your salvation.”

			“Xena saw you, a frightened child on the deck, and the rage rose up in her again. In the sun that shone brightly on the carnage of the battle, Xena saw a vision of Athena smiling, and the warrior princess knew this was why she was here. ‘I will save the child, Artemisia. Pull your ship close and shear the Greek ship’s oars off. When it is disabled, I will board, and as soon as I am clear with the girl, ram the ship of that traitor and escape back to Xerxes.’ The skilled admiral didn’t hesitate, and she drew her ship close to attack. Before Criton knew what was happening, Artemisia had drawn close, ordered her oars pulled in, and disabled his vessel. As Criton shrieked with rage, Xena leaped on board.

			“With sword and boots, Xena quickly dispatched the foot-soldiers and archers who guarded the deck and she kicked many overboard while slashing the others. Then she approached the helm, where Criton had grabbed you and held a knife to your neck. ‘If you want this child to live, you will immediately leave my ship and tell Artemisia to pull away. Otherwise, I will kill her now and swim away from this place!’ Criton shouted. He cut your neck, drawing blood to prove his resolve.” (Anyte fingered the scar she still bore as she listened to Gabrielle’s account.)

			“Xena neither answered nor hesitated, but faster than the eye could see, flung her chakram at the hand that held the knife. The razor-sharp circle spun through the air and cut Criton’s hand, forcing him to drop the killing blade. As the lethal circlet ricocheted off the mast and returned to Xena, Criton screamed in pain and rage: ‘You still will not have her! Poseidon or the sea monsters can claim this child.’ With these brutal words, Criton used his good arm to fling Anyte into the sea on the far side of the ship.

			“You had hardly begun to sink below the waves in the powerful current of the straits when Xena dove into the water and swept you into her strong arms. She surfaced and swung you around to her back and told you to hold tightly to her neck. You didn’t need to be told twice, and you held on with strength remarkable in so small a child. Xena began to swim, stroking strongly to the Greek mainland where Xerxes’ forces guarded the great king on his golden throne. As Xena swam, she heard the sickening crash of a bronze bow striking Criton’s wooden ship. Artemisia had struck true, and Xerxes witnessed her prowess again. Herodotus, the Greek historian who preserved the details of this battle, recorded Xerxes’ words as he watched most of his ships sink and Artemisia victoriously escape the trap: ‘My men have become weak as women, and my women strong as men.’ Both Artemisia and Xena would have laughed at his pointless comparison, but they didn’t hear it as they were too busy finishing this day’s work.

			“Xena brought you on shore safely and was letting you rest a moment before moving on. She did not intend to return to Xerxes’ court, but instead take you straight north up the Greek peninsula to bring you home to me. But she took a moment to look back at the carnage of the Battle of Salamis. The fight, which had begun at dawn, had lasted for eight hours. The Persians lost more than two hundred ships, while the Greeks lost only forty. The surviving Persian ships fled, and never again engaged the Greeks at sea. Athens had proved itself to be the master of the eastern Mediterranean.

			“As Xena looked at the bodies of men and the wrecks of mighty triremes, her mind was lost in reflections on the battle. Suddenly a hand grabbed her ankle and pulled her down; it was Cyaxares! He, too, had swum from the wreckage of his ship to the shore near Xerxes. He had been resting behind a rock when Xena brought you ashore, and now he pulled Xena down and reached his hands around her neck. ‘I’ll get even with you right now,’ he growled, ‘and I’ll take this little blond gift to Xerxes myself. Once I tell him how Artemisia rammed my ship she will die horribly and I’ll have her lands. She should not have challenged me!’

			“His hands closed tightly around Xena’s throat, cutting off her air. Even as her eyes began to dim, the rage of battle rose in her once more. With superhuman determination, she reached for her breastplate and drew the dagger she kept hidden there. With her last ounce of strength she drove it deeply under Cyaxeres’s ribs to his heart. She grinned as she heard his death rattle and felt his hands loosen on her throat. ‘Here’s my last gift to you, Artemisia,’ Xena thought as she shoved the body off to the side.

			“The Greek historian Herodotus would write that no one from the Calyndian ship survived to tell of Artemisia’s act, so she continued as Xerxes’ favorite admiral. Indeed, when Xerxes needed someone to take his children back to his own lands in Asia Minor, the great king entrusted them to the queen of Caria, who had proven herself that day to be the greatest captain of the Persian fleet. Xena’s trip home with you was uneventful, and you have been with us ever since, growing stronger and wiser every day.”

			Anyte sighed with satisfaction as the spell of the story faded and the fog once more shrouded the woods around the campfire. “I’m going to follow the Way of the Warrior just like Xena,” she said energetically.

			Gabrielle laughed and said: “But remember, without the Way of the Bard to preserve the stories, the Ways of the Warriors would be no more than forgotten fights.”

			
		

	
		
			

			A Weapon of Flesh and Bone

			By Tim Waggoner and Russell Davis

			Xena paused in her long walk and took a sip from her dwindling water supply. The sun beat down on the dead landscape, searing the already tiled and broken ground. She saw no living vegetation, and the only evidence that there ever had been any was the occasional leafless tree desperately clinging to the dry soil. She had not seen any sign of water in this place since Athena, Goddess of Wisdom and Battle, had banished her here.

			Xena removed the wide leather thong that was holding her long, dark hair in place. It was damp with her sweat, and she quickly pulled her hair back into place and retied it. She had traveled across the length and breadth of the known world (as well as the not-so-known world), and she was no stranger to deserts. This one seemed almost familiar, as if she’d been here before. But then all deserts were alike: hot, mind-numbingly boring and—unless you were well prepared (and thanks to Athena, she was not)—deadly.

			At the farthest edge of the horizon, she could make out a variation in the landscape—a hill, maybe a tall building. Distance was deceptive in this heat, and there was no telling what it was. Still, it was a destination of sorts, and it wasn’t as if she had anywhere else to go. She started walking toward the whatever-it-was, mindful of the fact that she had no armor and no weapons, and that if she met anyone hostile she’d be in deep trouble.

			“Damn you anyway, Athena,” she muttered and adjusted the straps of her pack. Three days ago—or was it four?—Athena had come to her in a dream.

			“Xena,” the goddess said, “you are a warrior princess, of that there is no doubt. But what my brother Ares has failed to impress upon you is that being a warrior is not about the sword, or your precious chakram, but about using your mind. You’ve been clever, but only at the last moment, when there was no other choice. And there’s a difference between cleverness and wisdom. I intend to teach you the latter.”

			“Why?” Xena asked.

			“Simple,” replied Athena. “Because your arrogance displeases me, and your suffering at my hands will certainly annoy my brother Ares.” The goddess chuckled. “With wisdom comes humility. Or death. Which do you think you will find, Xena?”

			“I don’t fear you, Athena!” Xena shouted. “I have faced the challenges of the gods before and lived to tell the tale!”

			“That was then, Warrior Princess,” Athena said. “This is now. When you awaken, this dream will be over, but your nightmare will have only begun.”

			Xena had woken to a nightmare, all right. Gabrielle was gone, as were all of her weapons and belongings. Instead of armor, she found herself garbed in a simple, gray tunic, the sort of outfit a servant might wear. On the sun-blasted ground next to her was a pack containing three skins of water, and enough dried meat for only a few spare meals. She had eaten the last of the food yesterday, and she had only half a skin of water left. Whatever was in the distance, Xena hoped to find food and water—especially water—there. It would be awfully hard to learn wisdom after dying of thirst.

			As the sun continued pounding down on her, Xena contemplated calling upon Ares. But she knew that would be hopeless—the War God despised weakness of any kind, and most likely, he would be unable to help her here, in whatever hellish place Athena had sent her. Besides, she thought to herself, I think Athena’s wrong. I don’t always reach for my sword when there’s trouble. Still, she knew she had no choice but to continue to play the goddess’ game, so she trudged onward, one aching step after another, trying desperately (and without much success) not to think about cool, clear, life-sustaining water.

			
			The punishing sun had finally edged toward the horizon when Xena realized she wasn’t alone on the desert landscape. Off to the west, she could just make out the form of a rider on horseback. Was the rider male? Female? It was impossible to tell from this distance. Though she was incredibly thirsty, Xena was still a warrior, and long-practiced caution won out over thirst.

			How’s that for using my head, Athena? she thought. The goddess didn’t respond, not that Xena had expected her to. Xena scanned the desert all around her, checking to make certain the rider didn’t have any friends with less-than-noble intentions who might be approaching from a different direction. Seeing no one else, she began heading toward the stranger. The rider wisely kept the horse to a walk. Ride a mount any faster in this heat, and you’d soon be serving up a meal of horseflesh for the vultures.

			Xena judged she had crossed half the distance to the rider, who was moving at an angle northeastward to her, when the stranger reined the horse to a stop. She’d been noticed. Xena halted to give the rider a chance to look her over, decide if she was a threat. It would be the rider’s choice whether to make contact or not. If the rider elected to move off, Xena could hardly run the stranger down on foot, certainly not as weak as she was.

			The rider sat motionless for several long moments, a blurry figure obscured by a curtain of shimmering heat, watching. Finally, the rider tapped heels to horse flanks and began moving toward Xena at a slow trot. She could have merely waited for the stranger to arrive, let the horse do the work for both of them, but she resumed walking. As the rider drew near, Xena stopped and stared.

			The stranger was a young woman in her early twenties, if that. She had straight black hair and, while not unattractive, had a hard face, as if she were formed of marble instead of flesh. Her eyes were clear and as coldly penetrating as those of a hawk. It was . . . herself. Xena, as she had been not long after being ostracized from her home village of Amphipolis. The girl was somewhat slimmer of face and limb, of course, and her flesh bore fewer scars than that of her older self, but it was her—garbed as a desert tribes-woman, in a white robe and cloth headpiece for protection against the heat. However, Xena knew that beneath the robe the girl wore cheap leather armor, and at her side a sword that was only slightly more expensive. The rider brought her mount close to Xena (but not within arm’s reach) and stopped.

			“Are you a pilgrim or a fool?” the girl asked in a voice hard as flint.

			Xena blinked. “Pardon me?”

			“You must be one or the other. No one else would risk crossing the desert on foot. My guess is you’re a fool.”

			Xena had to keep from smiling; it was just the sort of thing she would have said at that age. “Oh? And why is that?”

			“Your pack isn’t very large. I doubt it contains more than three water skins. Hardly enough for this heat.”

			The horse’s saddlebags bulged, and Xena knew they were crammed full of water skins, a supply for both rider and mount. She imagined she could smell the water within the bags, and she had to fight the urge to take a step forward.

			Xena knew there was any number of explanations for her younger self’s presence. Perhaps she was simply a hallucination brought about by the heat, or if she was real, perhaps her true appearance was masked by sorcery. Or maybe Xena faced some manner of shape-changing demon; she’d seen (and killed) far stranger things in her time. But none of those explanations felt right. Her instincts told her that this woman was exactly what she appeared to be: Xena’s younger self. But how . . . ? 

			Time as you know it is meaningless to the gods, Athena’s voice whispered in her mind. Time is a river, and mortals are like fish; I merely plucked you out of the river at one point—your present—then walked along the bank upstream and dropped you back in at a different point—your past. Nothing to it, really. With a bit of help from my cousin Chronos, that is.

			So it was true. This young woman was Xena, during a time in her life when she was still learning the way of the warrior, but before she had begun to travel down the dark path of blood and conquest. If she could only tell her younger self of the evil that lay ahead of her, perhaps she would be able to avoid—

			You walked the path the gods ordained for you, Xena, Athena mind-whispered. You are not here to change it.

			No, Xena thought back. I’m here to learn “the difference between cleverness and wisdom.” And I suppose you’ve brought me face to face with my younger self because she’s even less prone to thinking before acting than I am. An awfully elaborate lesson, wouldn’t you say, Athena?

			Athena didn’t reply, but Xena had the impression that the goddess, wherever she was, was smiling.

			“Has the sun addled your brains, old woman?” Young Xena sneered.

			“Addled? Old?”

			“You just stand there looking at me like you’ve lost what few wits you had to begin with.”

			Xena bristled. She’d never been one for social niceties, but she didn’t recall ever being this obnoxious. She opened her mouth, prepared to give her younger self a rather large piece of her mind, but then she thought better of it. After all, she was the more mature (not old!) of the two, and therefore she should act like it.

			“I beg your pardon,” Xena said. “I’m afraid the trials of the last few days have indeed taken their toll on me. I was a member of a merchant caravan that was beset by desert raiders. The bandits killed everyone, looted our wagons, and then set them aflame before riding off. I alone survived, by the grace of the gods. The thieves took all our weapons and most of our supplies. Luckily, they missed a bit of water and food. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep me alive for the last several days.” Not bad for improvising, Xena thought.

			Young Xena frowned. “You survived an attack by bandits without a mark on you?”

			Xena thought fast. “I was struck on the head during the initial attack. The raiders assumed I was dead and left me while they fell on my companions.”

			Young Xena’s frown deepened into a scowl, and Xena thought her younger self wasn’t going to buy her story. But finally she snorted and said, “Fools. They should have cut everyone’s throat before leaving to make sure there were no survivors.”

			Despite the oppressive heat, Xena felt a chill slide along her spine at the casual cold-bloodedness of her counterpart’s words. Young Xena reached into one of her saddlebags and brought forth a skin of water. “Here.” She tossed the skin to Xena, who caught it easily. Xena pried loose the stopper and drank, forcing herself to go slowly. Although she desperately wanted to drain the entire skin, she knew better. Conservation of water was key to survival in the desert. Plus, it would be rude to take it all.

			She finished, replaced the stopper, and held the skin out to her younger self. “My thanks.”

			“Keep it. I have more.”

			Xena nodded. “My thanks again.” She put the skin in her pack.

			“My name is Xena,” her counterpart said. “I’m a . . . traveler.”

			Xena smiled. “This seems a strange place for sightseeing.”

			“I’m curious as to what lands lie on the other side of the desert.”

			Xena knew this was a lie. She understood now why this desert had seemed familiar to her before. It was because she had traveled it during her youth, seeking a legendary tribe of desert folk who were reputed to possess the power to make themselves invisible during battle. She had eventually found the tribe, only to discover their abilities had been greatly exaggerated. While they could not render themselves unseen, they could move like striking serpents when they fought, nearly faster than the human eye could follow. She had stayed and studied with them for a time and had learned much.

			“And who are you?” her counterpart asked.

			Xena couldn’t very well give her true name. It wasn’t that her younger self would suspect the truth; this Xena, while not completely inexperienced, would have had only a few encounters with magic so far, and was largely unaware of how truly strange and wondrous existence could be. No, it would be merely awkward to name herself Xena, and it might raise questions that she’d prefer not to answer. So she gave the first name that came to her.

			“Gabrielle.”

			Young Xena’s lips twitched into a sneer. “A silly name,” she muttered.

			Gabrielle shrugged. “It’s served me well enough over the years.”

			A silence fell between them, one that young Xena finally broke by gesturing toward the object on distant horizon. “I take it you were heading there.”

			“Yes, though I’m not sure exactly what ‘there’ is.”

			“A place to be avoided, or so I’ve been told in the villages where I’ve stopped to refill my water skins. People say it’s a temple of some sort, dedicated to some manner of evil god.” She sniffed. “Not that I put much stock in ghost stories.”

			Xena remembered now. She had originally avoided the temple, not out of fear (though despite her younger counterpart’s words, Xena knew that was part of the reason), but because she had been so intent on finding the warrior tribe and learning from them all that she could. She had a tendency to be somewhat . . . obsessive in her younger days. Thankfully, she had matured since then.

			Don’t say anything, Athena!

			The goddess’ chuckle drifted through her mind.

			“You can come with me, if you wish,” young Xena said. “I can drop you off at the next village we come to.” Her lips drew back from her teeth in a gesture too cold to be called a smile. “Or we could seek out the raiders who attacked your caravan and take vengeance for your fallen comrades. Whichever you choose, you’re going to need to be armed.”

			Young Xena reached into her robe and drew forth a dagger. With a catlike flick of her wrist, she hurled the blade hilt-first toward her older self. Xena started to reach up to catch the dagger, but her hand froze, and the hilt thunked painfully into her shoulder. The knife fell to the sand.

			Young Xena smirked. “Sorry,” she said, sounding anything but.

			Xena scowled, but didn’t reply. The last three days had taken their toll, that was all; she was still just as fast as she ever was. She wasn’t getting slow, getting . . . old. She wasn’t. She bent down to retrieve the dagger, but as she reached for it, her hand froze once more.

			No weapons, Warrior Princess, Athena mind spoke. I sent you with none, and you will be unable to wield any as long as you remain in the past.

			Xena concentrated, bending all of her will to overcoming the enchantment, but it was no use. She couldn’t move her hand so much as another inch toward the blade.

			She straightened and faced her younger self. “I thank you for your offer, but I practice a philosophy of”—she gritted her teeth—“nonviolence. I cannot accept the dagger.”

			Young Xena looked at her as if she were mad, but all she said was, “Can you at least return it to me then?” She held out her hand.

			Xena wasn’t certain whether she could or not. She bent down, reached for the blade, and this time she was able to close her fingers around the hilt. She stood, stepped closer to her younger self, and returned the dagger. Xena didn’t even try to hold on to the knife, for she knew she wouldn’t be able to.

			Young Xena tucked the blade back into her robe. “So, are you going to ride with me or not?”

			Xena considered. She couldn’t very well continue walking through the desert on her own. Before long, she was sure to perish, and she harbored no illusions that Athena would step in and save her at the last moment. The gods played for keeps. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure that continuing to have contact with her younger self was a good idea either. She didn’t know whether she was capable of changing her own past—after all, she had no memories of meeting a Gabrielle when she originally crossed this desert—but there was always the possibility. Why else would Athena have forbidden her from attempting to warn her younger self of the dark path that lay before her unless the past could be changed? By continuing to have contact with her counterpart, Xena might well alter the course of her life in some unknowable, disastrous fashion. She might end up getting her younger self killed.

			No, best to leave things as they were. The course of Xena’s life had been far from perfect—very far—but it was her life, and for better or worse, she would play out the hand she had been dealt.

			“Again, my thanks, but I believe I will continue on toward the temple.” She smiled. “Like you, I place little stock in ghost stories. Perhaps there I will be able to rest and regain my strength before I attempt to return home.” And if it really was a place of evil, then it was most likely the challenge Athena had sent her here to deal with.

			Young Xena shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She held out a hand.

			Xena frowned. “I don’t understand. I told you, I wish to go to the temple.”

			“And I heard you. I’ll drop you off before continuing on my way.”

			Xena definitely remembered bypassing the temple when she had sat in her counterpart’s saddle. She had to make sure that her other self continued onward without stopping at the temple if she wished to avoid changing her past too dramatically.

			“There is no need. It is not far.”

			Young Xena scowled. “All the more reason for you to let me give you a ride.”

			Thinking quickly, Xena replied, “My philosophy of non-violence does not permit me to allow any sort of harm to come to another. As I said, I do not believe the temple is haunted, but if it is, I cannot risk any ill befalling you because you chose to aid me.”

			Young Xena smirked. “I can take care of myself, old woman.”

			Xena ground her teeth. This little snip was damn lucky Athena had taken away her weapons along with her ability to use them! She’d have liked to take the flat of a sword blade to her younger self’s posterior right then. “Of that I have no doubt, but I would rather continue on to the temple alone. My thanks for the water, and good luck on your journey.” She turned in the direction of the temple and began walking, hoping that her younger self would become exasperated and ride off.

			“You know what I think?” Young Xena called out after her. “I think there’s another reason you don’t want me to go to the temple, a reason that has nothing to do with your supposed ‘philosophy.’”

			Xena kept walking.

			“I think you know more about the temple than you’re letting on. The rumors of evil are just lies designed to scare people off, to keep them from finding out what the temple truly contains.”

			Uh-oh, Xena thought.

			“What is it? Gold? Diamonds? Rubies?” Young Xena’s voice was thick with avarice.

			Xena had forgotten that twin missions drove her younger self: in order to protect her homeland, she intended to become a great warrior—the greatest the world had ever seen—and raise an army to follow her. Becoming a great warrior meant learning all that she could about the martial arts, hence her reason for seeking out the desert tribe. But building an army took riches, and Xena had constantly been on the lookout for ways to obtain the money she would need to build a proper fighting force.

			Xena stopped walking and turned to face her young counterpart. “No, that’s not it at all, I—”

			“Hi-yah!” The other Xena dug her heels into her horse’s sides and snapped the reins. The mount surged forward in response, its hooves sending up showers of sand.

			“Wait! Don’t!” Xena shouted as her younger self flew past, grinning, but the young warrior continued to pick up speed as she drove her horse on toward the temple.

			“Damn it!” Xena swore, and began walking as fast as she dared. As she continued on her way, she couldn’t help thinking that both of them were doing exactly what Athena wanted them to.

			
			The sun had set, and an almost full moon had risen before Xena reached the temple. A chest-high wall of gray stone surrounded the building, and the main entrance was nothing more than two wind-scoured marble pillars, broken hinges the only remains of gates long since gone.

			Xena stopped before the entrance and listened for sounds of life, but heard only sand blowing against the walls. Stepping quietly into the courtyard, she felt unseen eyes trained upon her, but the moonlight revealed only the muted stones of the temple, sand drifts, and the abandoned horse of her younger self. No doubt she’s gone inside to look for hidden treasure, Xena thought.

			In the center of the courtyard, a well and drop bucket beckoned, and Xena crossed to it as quickly as her aching, weakened legs would allow. If she had any hope of facing whatever challenge Athena had placed before her (not to mention extricating her younger self from whatever trouble she had surely found), Xena needed water, and she needed it now! With trembling hands, she lowered the bucket into the well, and after a considerable descent, she heard it splash down. Thank Ares, she thought as she slowly began to pull the full bucket upward. I’ve got a fighting chance now.

			But before she could slake her thirst, the sands exploded as the swirling forms of the temple’s scimitar-wielding guards appeared all around her. They had been lying in wait, buried beneath the surface sand. An obvious trick, one she would have anticipated if she hadn’t been mind-weak with thirst. Xena released her grip on the bucket’s rope and whirled to defend herself, even though she knew it was useless, for she was both weaponless and incapable of violence. Still, I’ve got to try.

			Letting forth an ululating war cry, Xena leapt forward, grasping at the helm of the closest guard with the intent of swinging his body into the others. But her movements were slowed by the depredations she’d suffered during the course of the last several days, and he caught her as easily as he would a child. Grinning, the man violently twisted her arm around and shoved her to the ground. Spitting sand, Xena sat up and came face-to-face with several scimitars glinting cold and deadly in the moonlight.

			A voice from the temple patio called out. “Do not harm her! We can use her for the sacrifice.” The words were not Greek, but rather spoken in a desert dialect that Xena had a small degree of familiarity with, though she was far from fluent.

			Xena was hoisted roughly to her feet, and she got her first good look at the speaker. Garbed in the robes of a priest, her captor was a tall man with a black, bedraggled beard and the blazing eyes of a fanatic.

			“Is this how you treat all your guests?” Xena asked haltingly, for it had been some years since she had spoken this language.

			“Silence, water stealer!” he said. “Or I will have my men cut out your tongue.”

			Xena nodded, not particularly impressed by the threat. There had been a time when she might have said the same thing. Besides, she was too busy planning her escape to pay full attention to the priest’s words.

			“Escape,” the man said, as if reading her mind, “is impossible.” He grinned as his men pushed her forward. “Besides, where would you go? You have no water.”

			He’s got a point, Xena thought wryly. Besides, she was certain this was where Athena wanted her to be. “What is this place?” she asked, ignoring the priest’s threat.

			“The Temple of Naal,” he responded in the reverent tone of a true believer. “A mighty water demon who came to this land centuries ago as the servant of a powerful but foolish wizard. One day, the mage made the mistake of lowering his guard, and Naal destroyed him. The demon-god then raised up this temple as a place of worship and sucked the waters from the soil. This land was once fertile, but it is now a desert for miles in all directions thanks to the all-powerful Naal.”

			“Let me guess,” Xena said. “You’re the demon’s high priest.”

			“That is correct. While I once had another name, I am known now only as the Aquifer: the Bringer of Water. I perform the sacred rites of Naal, Naal provides water—” he gestured at the well.

			“And the tribes for miles around do whatever you tell them to, or they go thirsty,” Xena finished.

			The priest smiled wryly. “I see you have an excellent grasp of the finer points of theology. But Naal’s blessing does not come without a price. Ordinarily, one of my guards would have offered his life to ensure the well remains filled for another month. But there’s no need for that, not now that you are here—a stranger and a water stealer to boot. Tonight, your blood will quench Naal’s thirst, and in return, He shall quench ours.”

			“Big surprise,” Xena muttered. If I had a gold coin for every two-bit priest who tried to sacrifice me to his “almighty” god . . .

			Aquifer glanced up at the moon. “Enough talk; the time is nigh for the ceremony to begin. Come, your companion awaits you on the altar.”

			“Companion?” Xena asked.

			“Yes.” Aquifer peered closely at Xena. “She resembles you a great deal. Is she a sister, perhaps?”

			In a matter of speaking, Xena thought. She shook her head.

			“Perhaps she is from the same tribe, then.” The priest shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. She arrived earlier, lusting for more than just water. She quickly discovered that my guards are more than capable of defending against looters as well as water thieves. Still, she fought well, killing several of my warriors before she was subdued. A pity to see so much blood spilled so wastefully.”

			Xena couldn’t help feeling a rush of vicarious satisfaction at her younger self’s limited victory. At least one of them could still fight.

			“It’s time to enter the temple,” Aquifer said. “Out of respect for Naal, you must be silent from this point on.”

			“Or what?” Xena asked. “You’ll kill me?”

			The priest chuckled. “Of course we’re going to kill you, but if you’re silent, we won’t cut out your tongue first.”

			Xena nodded. “Right. The tongue thing. I almost forgot.”

			The guards escorted the warrior princess into the Temple of Naal.

			
			Xena was laid on a stone altar next to her younger self. Both women were bound, strips of leather wrapped tightly around their wrists and ankles, biting painfully into the skin. Periodically, young Xena struggled against her bonds, but Xena the elder didn’t bother. She knew escape didn’t lie down that road.

			The chamber, which she took to be Naal’s sanctum sanetorum, wasn’t particularly impressive. Dirt floor, stone walls, domed ceiling, guttering torches for light . . . but the central feature of the chamber more than made up for the room’s simplicity. In the middle of the floor was a pool with a radius of fifteen feet. The water was the purest blue, the color so bright and rich that it almost seemed to glow with an inner light. The pool wasn’t still, though; the water swirled round and round in a miniature maelstrom, which Aquifer called the Gyre. Silently the water spun, and not a single drop was flung forth from the pool. The overall effect was quite eerie which, Xena supposed, was the point.

			On the other side of the Gyre the bodies of five guards—those slain by her younger counterpart—were laid out upon the floor, heads nearest the maelstrom’s edge, feet pointing away from the water. Two of the remaining guards stood at the chamber’s entrance, hands resting on the hilts of their scimitars, while two more took positions near Aquifer. Whether these guards were supposed to protect the priest from his captives or from his god, Xena didn’t know.

			Aquifer knelt before the Gyre (but not too closely, Xena noted), chanting a prayer in his desert language. The guards joined in, filling the chamber with reverent tones that held more than a hint of madness.

			“This is a fine mess you’ve gotten me into, old woman!” young Xena whispered.

			“I don’t recall telling you to sneak into the temple and try to steal a demon’s treasure.” Despite her words, though, Xena felt guilty. Her younger self would not have ended up bound on Naal’s altar if it hadn’t been for her interference. Was it possible for the same person to die twice, in two different times, at two different ages? If Xena couldn’t think of a way out of this situation, and fast, she was going to find out!

			Young Xena struggled against her bonds. “If I could just get loose, find my sword . . .”

			“It wouldn’t make a difference. This isn’t a problem that a sword can solve.” She was about to say more, but then the prayer ended and Aquifer stood. He reached into his robe and brought forth a wicked-looking dagger with a gold hilt encrusted with blue diamonds—diamonds the same color as the water that swirled in the Gyre.

			“The time has come.” He stepped toward the altar and raised the blade. Ceremonial the dagger might be, but its edge looked sharp enough to cut through bone.

			Think, damn you, Xena! Think!

			Aquifer turned his head to shout toward the water. “Naal! Water-Giver, Life-Bringer! Lord of the Depths, and King of the Waves! Come forth to accept the gift of blood that I offer in your name!”

			The priest’s words echoed in Xena’s mind. Gift of blood . . .

			From within the swirling waters of the Gyre, a long sinuous shape stretched forth. At first Xena thought it was a serpent of some kind, but there was no head, no eyes, no mouth. It was a tentacle, but one unlike any she had seen before. During the course of her wanderings, Xena had done her share of sailing, and she had seen octopi and squid, but this tentacle belonged to a far different creature. The skin was leathery, more like lizard hide than the flesh of a sea beast. Its color was a sickly whitish-green, like something that had lain too long at the bottom of a foul, dark sea. The appendage was covered with tiny puckered dimples, and it emitted a fetid odor of rotting flesh and vegetable matter.

			As the tentacle extended farther into the chamber, what Xena had at first taken as dimples opened to reveal tiny rows of sharp, yellowed teeth. The tentacle was covered with mouths; hundreds of them, and they all thirsted for the same thing—blood.

			. . . that I offer in your name.

			And then it came to her, but she realized that the weapon wasn’t one she could wield.

			“Xena,” she whispered harshly, “offer the blood of the guards you killed to Naal!”

			Young Xena’s head snapped around to peer at her, then she nodded in understanding. “Naal!” she shouted. “In your name, I offer the blood of the five slain guards!”

			Aquifer let out a shriek of surprise and anger. His eyes blazed with fury, and for an instant Xena thought he would plunge the diamond-encrusted dagger into her chest. But instead the priest turned away from the altar and began rapidly chanting to his god in an attempt to regain control.

			But it was too late. Four other tentacles streaked forth from the Gyre to join the first, and all five wrapped around the bodies of the dead guards. The mouths went to work and within seconds, the corpses had been drained completely of all fluid and had become dried, flattened husks.

			The priest screamed in fury. He turned and ran toward the altar, dagger raised high.

			“Naal, kill Aquifer and the remaining guards,” young Xena shouted.

			A writhing tentacle shot out of the pool and wrapped itself around Aquifer’s waist. He was pulled, shrieking, into the swirling maelstrom. When they saw what happened to their priest, the guards tried to run, but they weren’t fast enough. Moments later, the two Xenas were the only ones left in the chamber.

			“Not a bad idea,” young Xena said, “for someone who doesn’t believe in violence.”

			Her older counterpart smiled, and let the comment pass. “Thanks.” She didn’t know if her next idea would work or not.

			One tentacle remained just above the surface of the swirling waters, swaying back and forth slowly, like a trained snake awaiting its master’s next order. Xena looked at the smugly smiling version of herself, and said, “You probably ought to have him cut us loose.”

			Young Xena nodded. “Naal, cut our bonds,” she said.

			The tentacle withdrew into the Gyre momentarily, but then reappeared, clutching the ceremonial dagger. With surprising gentleness, Naal cut the leather thongs, freeing the two women. The tentacle then withdrew back to the pool, dropped the blade into the water, and resumed its waiting position above the surface.

			“You were right,” Young Xena said.

			“About what?”

			“When you said this wasn’t a problem a sword could solve. I guess steel isn’t the answer to everything, eh?”

			“No,” Xena said thoughtfully, “I don’t suppose it is.”

			They got down from the altar and stood looking at the pool, and at Naal’s sole remaining tentacle.

			“What’s it waiting for?” Young Xena asked.

			Xena shrugged. “Another command, I suppose.”

			A dangerous glint came into her younger counterpart’s eyes. “If I could command a beast like that—”

			“Don’t even think about it. You saw how easily it turned against Aquifer and his men. How long would it be before the demon turned on you, one way or another?”

			Young Xena nodded, though she didn’t look too happy about it. “So how do we keep anyone else from coming along and taking Aquifer’s place?”

			“Simple. Tell him to destroy it, and then start running.” 

			“Naal!” Young Xena commanded, “destroy this temple!”

			A terrible, inhuman shriek bubbled up from deep within the Gyre and hundreds of tentacles burst forth from the pool, questing for the very foundations of the ancient temple.

			Both Xenas ran like hell.

			
			It took Naal several hours to reduce the temple to rubble. The two Xenas stood some distance from the temple wall and watched as most of the building disappeared into the swirling sands. When the tentacles finally reached the wall, they could see how each stone was literally shattered with water from within, as though each tentacle had the power to dissolve rock. It was an eerie sight, and both Xenas were silent. By the time the moon set, it was over.

			“Well,” the younger Xena said quietly, “you don’t see that every day.”

			Xena smiled to herself, thinking how many times she’d said that over the years when some strange thing or another had happened to her during her travels. “No,” she replied, “I guess you don’t.”

			“Now what will you do?” the younger Xena asked.

			“Go home,” Xena said. “At least I hope so.”

			Her younger self looked at the horizon, where the sun was just beginning to lighten the sky. “It’s almost daybreak,” she said. “Are you going to rest first?”

			“Well, the gods know I’m tired enough,” Xena admitted. “You could probably use a little rest yourself.”

			Young Xena shrugged. “Plenty of time for sleep when you’re dead,” she replied.

			I wonder when I changed my mind about that? Xena thought to herself. “So you’ll be moving on?”

			“Yes,” she said, and then added, “You’re no fighter, Gabrielle, but you’re welcome to come with me—at least to the next village. If nothing else, you think clearly, which is more than I can say for most people I meet.”

			“Thanks,” Xena said. “For the compliment and the offer. But my path lies in a different direction than yours. Who knows? Maybe we’ll meet again someday.”

			“Maybe,” said young Xena. She reached into her saddlebags and removed two water skins. “Take these,” she said. “I wish it were more, but it’s all I can spare. I don’t know how long I’m going to be out here.”

			Xena nodded, slipping the skins into her pack. “Thank you again.”

			Young Xena mounted her horse, and looked down. “It’s the least I can do, since it appears I owe you my life. That’s not a debt I’ll be forgetting, and one day, maybe I’ll have the chance to repay it.”

			Xena smiled. “I’m almost sure of it,” she said. “Good journey to you, Xena.”

			“And to you, Gabrielle,” she replied. She touched her horse’s flanks lightly, and started into the desert.

			For a few moments, Xena watched her younger self ride away. Then she had a notion.

			“Xena!” she called.

			The horse stopped, and her younger self looked back. “What is it?”

			“You’re going the wrong way,” Xena said. “The tribe you’re looking for lives to the northeast.”

			Young Xena turned the horse around and trotted back. “What do you mean?”

			Xena smiled up at the younger version of herself. “The warrior tribe you seek—their village lies in the northeast. You were headed west.”

			“How do you know what I seek?” Xena asked.

			“Only pilgrims and fools cross this desert, and I already know you’re no fool. And the only pilgrimage worth making out here is to the Langdia tribe—the invisible warriors.”

			Young Xena scowled suspiciously. “Who are you?” she demanded.

			“Definitely not a fool,” Xena replied with a chuckle. “Go on, now. You should be there in a few days, and time is precious.”

			Young Xena sat motionless for a moment, then turned her horse northeast. “I’ve had enough strangeness in one day to last me a lifetime. I don’t know who you are, ‘Gabrielle’—if that truly is your name. But thanks for the tip.”

			“You’re welcome. Good journey.”

			Young Xena raised a hand in farewell, and Xena watched her ride off into the desert. When she was certain that her younger self wasn’t going to return, she picked up her pack and carried it to a nearby rock—a leftover piece of the temple wall sticking up out of the sand.

			She lay down with her head on the pack, and as the sun crested the horizon, she slept—falling deep into a dream of Athena.

			
			The goddess was garbed in a white robe, and olive leaves adorned her brow in a wreath. But her left arm held a sturdy, white shield, and in her right hand she gripped a wicked-looking spear. “So, Xena,” the goddess said. “Have you learned anything?”

			Xena thought for a moment before answering. “Acceptance,” she replied.

			Athena smiled “Of what?”

			“Of who I am, of the path I’ve chosen. Or the path that was chosen for me.”

			“A good start,” Athena replied. “What else?”

			“That the only real weapon I’ve ever had is me—my mind, my knowledge—used when the time was right.” 

			“Truly the beginning of wisdom,” Athena said approvingly.

			“You still haven’t told me why you felt a need to teach me this lesson,” Xena said.

			“You have gifts, Xena. And gifts such as yours don’t just come from one god, such as my arrogant brother Ares. Your abilities come from all the gods—and how you use such powerful gifts must be carefully monitored.”

			Xena nodded. “I understand,” she said, then added, “but I don’t have to like it.”

			Athena laughed. “No,” she said, “you don’t. While Acceptance and Understanding are cousins, they’re usually far distant relatives from Enjoyment.”

			Xena laughed, too. “Now that’s wisdom,” she said.

			Athena sheathed her spear across her back, and grasped Xena’s arm. “We are sisters, of a sort, Xena. Once, long ago, I lived and fought, and even loved, as you do. There are many different types of wisdom. I wanted to make certain that you had the most important kind—wisdom of the self. You are who you are, Xena. And acceptance of that is truly wisdom of the highest order.”

			Xena put her hand over Athena’s. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s good to be reminded of that.”

			Athena nodded. “And now, it’s time for you to go home. When you awaken, no time will have passed, and you will know this dream for what is was—a dream. You have done well, sister. I am pleased.”

			Xena smiled, and kept her silence. She began to feel herself floating, and looking up—or was it down?—she could see Athena fading into the distance. The light grew slowly brighter, and she was eventually forced to close her eyes. It became so intense that Xena feared opening them, but then suddenly, the light dimmed, and she could hear a familiar voice . . .

			“Xena!” Gabrielle called. “Xena, wake up!”

			Xena stirred, and opened her eyes. “Gabrielle, what is it?” 

			“I couldn’t wake you,” she said. “And from the way you were tossing and turning, it looked like you were having a nightmare.” She peered closely at Xena. “Are you all right?”

			Xena looked around. They were in the same peaceful forest clearing where they had made camp the night before. “I’m fine. What time is it?”

			“First light,” Gabrielle said. “Time to move on.” 

			“Move on?”

			“Yes,” Gabrielle said. “We always move out at first light.” 

			“Not today,” Xena said, closing her eyes.

			“What?” Gabrielle asked.

			“Let’s sleep in,” Xena replied. “I’m really in no big hurry to get to the next battle—wherever it is. I imagine we’ll get there in time either way.”

			Gabrielle frowned. “Have you been drinking?”

			Xena laughed softly. “No, Gabrielle, I’ve been sleeping. And I’d like to do that for a while longer, if you don’t mind. Trouble or adventure will no doubt find us in the near future. Let’s enjoy the quiet while it lasts.”

			Gabrielle shrugged, and lay down beside her companion. “If you say so. Though this isn’t really like you,” she added.

			Xena thought of her younger self’s words: Plenty of time for sleep when you’re dead. “This morning, it’s exactly like me,” she murmured. 

			
		

	
		
			

			The Tenth Wonder of the World

			By David Bischoff

			It was tough sometimes being a Warrior Princess. Especially when you started off able to do just about anything you cared to and then found a conscience.

			Xena, Warrior Princess, was musing on this the very day she got a chance to be a villain again (thanks to Salmoneus). She woke up in a foul mood and felt like kicking something—or preferably somebody.

			Sleeping on the other side of the dead campfire was Joxer, Something-Less-than-Warrior-Prince. Joxer was snoring. In fact, Joxer was snoring very loudly, which was what had woken Xena up at this early hour. The doofy bad-excuse-for-a-soldier sounded like a titan gargling rocks through a megaphone. Xena’s first impulse was to get up and cut off the megaphone, and if the offensive head came off too, well, so be it.

			“Gods!” said Gabrielle, Xena’s friend and chronicler, sitting up, her blond hair tousled and matted. “Who’s attacking us now?”

			Xena drew her sword. Her buckles rattled as she stalked across the campsite. “Joxer’s demons. I’m going to exorcise them.”

			“HarrrrrKKKKKGHHHHH!” commented Joxer. “HarrrrrrKKKKKKKKKKKKGH!”

			“Xena!” said Gabrielle, admonishingly.

			It seemed as though she were back years and years ago. Back when she could do whatever she wished, whenever she pleased, and the wind was in her hair and anger was in her blood. “Gabrielle, I’m doing the world a favor!”

			“Xena! We all have annoying habits,” said Gabrielle. 

			“Yes, but Joxer’s habits are all annoying!”

			“By Zeus, your war cries for instance. Boy, they sure get my goat!”

			Abruptly, Xena’s crabby feeling wrenched away from Joxer. She squinted below her brunette bangs, her teeth clenched. “What’s wrong with my war cries, little Miss Perfect?”

			“I mean, come on, Xena,” Gabrielle said. She lifted up her childlike nose and opened her mouth. A frightful yodeling ululation rose up toward the treetops. A rank of birds screeched away, and a group of squirrels ducked for cover. “It sounds like Aphrodite looking in the mirror and finding a zit. Fingernails on a cave wall, Xena.”

			“I’ll give you fingernails!” said Xena. She showed Gabrielle her hand, clawed up like a harpy’s. Only once she had it out, she realized that how ludicrous it looked and choked back a laugh.

			“Hmmmm. Yes. You and Callisto and a catfight?” said Gabrielle. “I’m afraid she’d win the scratch-your-eyes out in a flip of a dinar!”

			They both started chuckling. Xena felt better. Gods, what would she do without this sweet and intelligent person by her side? Gabrielle not only kept her sane in a world of crazy gods, cranky monsters, and far too much adventure, she helped make life rich, wonderful—and sometimes funny as Hercules with a charley horse. “Just don’t tell that to the bet makers,” she said, pinching her friend’s chubby cheek.

			A clueless whine rose up from the prostate lump below them. “Would you two shut up? I need my beauty sleep!” Joxer rose just long enough to give his female companions a nasty look, then rolled over and went back to sleep.

			Gabrielle raised an eyebrow. “Sorry. Go ahead. Kill him.” 

			“Hades would never forgive me,” said Xena.

			“You’re right.”

			“Are we up?”

			“Up and ready for the road to Athens!” said Gabrielle. 

			“Good.” She sheathed her sword. “You deal with the horses? I get to kick Joxer’s skinny butt.”

			“I was sort of hoping I could.”

			“Tell you what. Let’s just tickle him. He’s so much more amusing that way.”

			The warrior and the storyteller surrounded their friend, gazing down with smirks.

			“Oh, it’s fun to be mean sometimes!” said Xena.

			Joxer squirmed and yelped to both their extreme satisfactions.

			
			The road to Athens!

			Xena knew it well. It was a good road, one with just enough thieves and brigands to keep her skills honed. Olive trees, blue skies, the invigorating sun of Greece! Ah, it was good to be alive sometime, and moments like this, with a cool spring breeze whipping her night-black hair, and the taste of a jerky breakfast still in her mouth and the prospect of a decent bath ahead of her: yes, these were the moments that gave Xena’s life exactly what it needed. She’d taken and given her share of pain. Now that she was passed that conquering and destroying nonsense, she could poke her handsome nose up and take a good clean sniff of—

			Euuuuh!

			“Joxer? Is that you?”

			“What?” The soldier grunted moodily. He hadn’t said much at all since the tickling episode, which was not like Joxer, who made chatterboxes sound positively reticent, at all.

			“Something smells like a bull ox in heat! You’re upwind from me, and all I see ahead is bright red and blue flowers, green grass, and a bubbling brook.” Xena was a woman of action. She kicked her heels into her beloved steed and moved downwind. Her olfactory environment improved immediately.

			“Oh, dear. Joxer! Are you using that stuff the Seer of Sarcek gave you.”

			“Stuff?” said Xena.

			“Perfume. Aphrodisiac perfume, to attract women,” said Gabrielle, her voice tart. “From ancient Egypt.”

			“Joxer! I was wondering why I had been gripped with uncontrollable desire,” said Xena in a singsong voice. “Please, O stud of studs. Drag me off my horse and ravish me! Take me, brave soldier. I want to feel your manly need!”

			“Okay, okay. I’ve dipped into a little something to get the ball rolling. I mean, women usually flock all over me,” said Joxer. “I mean, the ones that I want, anyway.” He curled a lip at the sight of Xena and Gabrielle. “But after a long trek, I like to smell good even before I have my bi-monthly bath. All right? Is that a good enough explanation for you?”

			“This aphrodisiac. What’s it called?” said Xena. 

			“Pharaoh Gnomes,” said Joxer, suspiciously. “And it’s not an aphrodisiac. My personality attracts all the sweet women I can handle.”

			Xena’s eyes lit up. “Pharaoh Gnomes? From Egypt? Joker, those are ground up mummies!”

			“Nonsense!”

			“Look. I know Egypt. Do you know Egypt? I know Egypt, Joxer! Cleopatra herself has given me fashion tips. I hope that stuff didn’t cost you much?”

			“It cost him ten dinars!” said Gabrielle. “Boy, it does stink, doesn’t it?” She yanked Argo up to ride abreast of her friend. “Have you got someone you’re trying to impress in Borgos, Joxer?”

			“He’s already impressed me!” said Xena. “And don’t look now, but there’s a group of sows hot on our heels with roses in their mouths!”

			“Borges! That’s right, we’re hitting Borgos today!” said Gabrielle. She swung around to look at the soldier with the floppy earflap helmet. “Joxer. Doesn’t that old girlfriend of yours live in Borgos? The one who dumped you for the Spartan general? What’s her name? It’s on the tip of my tongue.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Joxer. “It is true that I have loved many a woman and many a woman has loved me. I, after all, am a hot-blooded man, and a lover supreme as well as a soldier of skill and accomplishment. However, I have never, Gabrielle, been dumped!”

			“You know, Joxer,” said Gabrielle. “With a mouth like yours you have to remember that you just talk about everything. And as a writer, I tend to write things down. In fact,” Gabrielle reached down in her saddlebags and rooted around in her scrolls. “I remember something very specifically you wrote and it was about a woman you cared for and it concerned Borgos and—”

			“Nonsense!” said Joxer. “Poppycock!”

			Xena shook her head and smiled. Oh, the pride of men! She knew pride well enough, as a Warrior Princess, but generally all that was well-deserved and tempered with enough humor and modesty to make it palatable. However, it was generally not women who were struck down by the gods because their egos got too uppity.

			“Joxer, Beware hubris.”

			“Hugh who?”

			“Pride, Joxer,” said Gabrielle. “When a man’s head gets too big, the gods become upset and strike him down. Don’t you know your Euripides?”

			“Well, Aristophanes and I go out drinking together whenever we’re together. He says that I inspired a whole new kind of play.” The soldier looked bright and happy. “He’s called it ‘comedy.’”

			“Well, hubris leads to tragedy,” said Xena.

			Tragedy. She thought about tragedy a bit, and she thought, sadly, about the men she had loved. Suddenly, she felt much more compassionate toward Joxer. She felt bad that she was giving him such a hard time simply because he wanted attention from women who didn’t ride around slaying monsters and saving the world for a living.

			“Joxer, you know—Borgos. I understand the women are particularly beautiful and soft and loving in this part of Greece. I have heard of many a man who has been loved here. That’s not such a bad thing.” 

			“Joxer!” said Gabrielle. “I want to see this!”

			And so did Joxer. “Yes, that’s true. I suppose it’s the olive oil they use here. Very good for a woman’s skin. You know, my dear mother swore by olive oil. And you know there’s all kinds of olive oil that can be used, too, for all kinds of food, ailments, and general lubrication!”

			“Gee, Joxer. You must use extra-virgin olive oil!” said Gabrielle.

			Joxer grinned. “I do! Extra-extra-virgin! Why do you think I tan so nicely!”

			Gabrielle shot Xena a look.

			Xena shook her head and lifted her eyes to Olympus.

			And sometimes she thought the gods were fools.

			“Well, Borgos is all well and good,” said Gabrielle. “Personally, though, I’m eager to be in Athens again.”

			“Well you should,” said Xena. “That’s why we’re going, isn’t it? You’re going to talk amongst some other storytellers? Tell some stories. Get some tips on hyperbole and metaphor?”

			“I know those girls!” said Joxer. “Ooh la la! All the same, you’re right. Borgos women will be just fine.” He suddenly looked sheepish and sweet. “And I have to admit, there is someone special there. I mean, there’s someone who might be there—but it has nothing to do with this ointment I have on! Absolutely nothing.”

			It was a ways to Athens, and they had decided to stay a day or two in Borgos. Relax, take baths, get supplies. Eat and drink. Borgos had a reputation for being a safe crossroads for travelers and Xena intended to make the most of it. Adventures were all very well, but time to pause, reflect, and maybe even a stop at a temple for a little meditation might be a good idea.

			It took them another two hours to reach the small town, and the whole way, Joxer’s spirits rose. He regaled them with a story about his youth so unencumbered by climax or even significant event that Xena quickly realized that it was the kind of tale that Gabrielle labeled a ‘shaggy unicorn’ tale.

			However, after they passed a few huts and cottages on the outskirts of the town, it didn’t take long to figure out that something was up.

			Something quite out of the ordinary.

			“Xena! Look!” said Gabrielle. “What’s going on? A circus? A carnival?” She was pointing up to a huge sign at the edge of town with an arrow pointing toward the city gathering spot. “Olympic games?”

			“In a small town like this?” said Xena. “I don’t think so.”

			They were walking toward the town, leading their horses. It was hard going because of all the people heading toward the event.

			“It says ‘wrestling,’ Xena. It has to be part of the Games. Or something leading up to them.”

			Xena examined the letters.

			Yes, those were the letters that spelled out wrestling in Greek. But what was wrestling doing in Borgos?

			Xena was well aware of wrestling. It was a sport practiced by men. An organized sport, it was a marvelous person-to-person conflict of holds and takedowns and final pins that channelled men’s aggressive natures into a fighting art. Wrestling was the stuff of champions, of Olympic games, and it elevated humankind toward something noble.

			In fact, she’d had a boyfriend once who had taught her all about wrestling. His name was Ironicus, and he was a handsome younger soldier who eventually had to leave her life. Yes, when she wrestled with Ironicus, whether she got the pin or she got pinned, they both liked it, and no matter who won on their private mat, they both ended up satiated winners a little later on.

			Ah yes.

			Wrestling!

			Xena approved!

			“Good!” she said. “This will be fun. We can watch some genuine athletic competition. Drink some wine, eat some food. I can’t think of a better way to relax, after our baths.”

			“I don’t know,” said Gabrielle. “I think I’ve had enough of sweaty men throwing each other around!”

			Joxer cocked his head and threw out his chest. “I happen to have won awards for my wrestling abilities!”

			“Because you used olive oil?” said Gabrielle.

			“No. Of course not. Because I’m good at it. In fact—”

			However, before Joxer could regale them with accounts of his wrestling prowess, Xena heard an uproar.

			She looked off the road. A group of men were attacking a short, bearded fellow, kicking and roughing him up. The short man was outnumbered to the extreme. One to six. In short, he was taking a nasty beating. Xena was no Hercules, so she had to work herself up to care—but a sentence from Gabrielle was enough to push her on:

			“Xena! They’re beating up a little guy, the bullies. He needs help!”

			Xena shrugged. Why not? She’d hoped to have a few days of rest, but frankly, she hadn’t done her push-ups today and this was a pretty good opportunity for exercise.

			She pulled one of the attackers around, a swarthy man with a mangy beard. “Hey, big guy! Why don’t you pick on someone half your size!” The man tried to strike her, opening himself up for just what he got: a fist in the solar plexus. He doubled up and fell right into her knee.

			Gabrielle was whacking about with her staff, disposing of two of the attackers. Joxer was trying to get up after a bad stumble.

			Ignoring the fate of his mob companions, a fat man was punching the short, bearded guy. “I want my money back!” The man was yelling. “I want my money back.”

			“Immediately. No problem. With interest! Shall I polish your sandals?” cried the man on the bottom.

			Xena recognized that voice. However, she was so into her warrior punch-’em-up mode that she didn’t even pause to try and put the voice and a name together. She just pulled the fat man up. “Can’t you deal with life with anything else but violence? Well, neither can I!”

			Eyes blazing, she kicked him, then chopped him in the neck. The man went down in a moaning heap.

			Xena turned to the victim of this mass attack, lying on his back, scuffed and dirty and looking generally the worse for wear. He was short, with short, gray hair, no muscle tone, a big nose, a paunchy stomach, flashy clothes, and a neatly grown beard. He smiled under a bloody nose.

			“Xena! Am I glad to see you!”

			“Salmoneus!” Xena put her hands to her hips, feeling duped—a feeling she felt often around this man, whom she’d encountered far too many times. “I should have known.”

			“Well, are you just going to stand there and be regal and superior or are you going to help your old, dear friend up!”

			Grudgingly, Xena reached down and pulled Salmoneus up.

			Salmoneus. Schemer supreme. Con artist. Player. The Get-Rich-Quick King. “Do you owe these people money?” said Xena.

			“I wouldn’t say that!”

			Gabrielle held back on a staff swipe and gawked over. “Salmoneus! You owe everyone money!”

			“A dinar here, a dinar there!” said the man shrugging. “Soon everyone will thank me. I shall have dinars galore for all!”

			“Hey!” said Joxer. “You! Could I talk to you about that bridge you sold me!”

			“Please, please—can’t you see I’m broken in half! I have to live to fulfill my earthly debts!” said the despondent fellow.

			The guy that Xena had laid out struggled to his feet. “Wow! I’d pay to see this Amazon in a cage match!”

			A crooked smile cracked across Salmoneus’s supple features. “Xena! Am I glad to see you!”

			“Cage match?” said Xena. “Happy to see me?” 

			Salmoneus dusted himself off. “Gentlemen!” he said, raising his hands. “I am so glad you caught me. There’s been a dreadful misunderstanding! I was just headed out here to greet the replacement for today’s title match. Please. Go back and tell all that we have a special fight today. Alas, Crag the Boulder was unable to make it today—however, in his place, against Skullface—we have, straight from the Peloponnesian Rumbles—Xena the Magnificent!”

			
			The men rising up looked at Xena, rubbing their sore spots. “Looks good, looks good,” said one.

			“What about this one!” said the bearded fat guy.

			“Yeah! Geez, she’s tough!”

			“Oh yes. And her deadly tag-team friend—No Holds Bard!” said Salmoneus. “No scoot, scoot! You’ll have a sight you’ll never forget. You’ve just seen the Tenth Wonder of the World Warming up on you! Wait till you see what she has in store for Skullface!”

			Rumblings of approval arose from the men. They got up and hurried away.

			Xena turned to Salmoneus. “You want to tell me what this is all about?” She shook her head. “Wait a minute. Two and two are coming together. You’re a sports promoter. You’re putting on some sort of exhibition.”

			“Oh, Xena!” Salmoneus clapped his hands together with glee. “Smart and beautiful. Yes, yes. Wrestling, Xena. Wrestling!”

			“That sign,” said Gabrielle. “Yes!”

			“You know, I’m not bad with the old arm!” said Joxer, flexing and showing a pretty miserable bicep.

			“Not arm wrestling,” said Salmoneus, smiling. 

			“Wrestling wrestling?” said Xena. “You’ve talked people into watching men hug each other, grunting for hours and hours!”

			“Oh, not that boring amateur stuff,” said Salmoneus, flapping his arm dismissively. “That’s for wannabe’s. I’m talking about something that I, Salmoneus of Acme, Incorporated, have devised.” He clapped his hands together. “And Xena, it’s working better than my PouchGorgons!”

			“I bought one of those!” said Joxer. “Cute little thing! I think Callisto stole it though. Got any more?”

			“Oh, that was so last year!” said Salmoneus. “And you know, the gods are definitely smiling on me.”

			“Looks as though they were kicking your butt a moment ago,” said Gabrielle.

			“Oh, just a little bump on the nose of life,” said Salmoneus. “But wrestling, Xena! Not amateur wrestling.” His eyes became big orbs of joy and greed. “Professional wrestling!”

			“Professional wrestling?” said Xena. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

			“Somebody called Hercules that once,” said Joxer, “Isn’t that an insult?”

			“Professional wrestling, Xena. Pageantry. Sport. Carnival!” said Salmoneus. “All wrapped with popcorn and wine at concession stands. Wonderful fun, and a nice box office.”

			“I sure don’t get it,” said Gabrielle. “You’re telling me you’ve figured out a way to get people to pay you to watch half-naked men roll around over each other?”

			“Yes!” said Salmoneus.

			Xena shrugged. “Do we get to watch for free?”

			“You do! And Xena—I’ll pay you to fight one of my guys. And Gabrielle—I’ll pay you to announce a match and maybe even to tell a story. And Joxer”—Salmoneus looked over toward the eager warrior wannabe—“Joxer, I’ll pay you to keep your mouth shut.”

			Joxer shook his head. “I’m not very good at that. I’m very good at fighting, though!”

			“Then I’ll pay you for both, though you’ll have to be lower on the card.”

			“We could use some money for Athens,” said Gabrielle. “And I not only get to tell a story . . . Sounds like I’m going to get a pretty good one out of this, too!”

			“Oh yes, oh yes! I’m so happy.” Salmoneus spread his arms out. “Come, come my dear friends. You’ve not only saved my hide, you’ve made me a very happy man! And something tells me that all of you will be a hit in Borgos this very day!”

			Xena sighed as she looked at her eager companions.

			Something smelled bad here.

			But then, so did she, and it looked like they might just earn enough money for a few days of bathing here.

			
			On the outskirts of Borgos, in a glade, a goddess and a fairy princess sat under hair dryers.

			“Oh, Puck!” said Titania, looking at her nails as they were being polished by an attendant fairy. “I don’t think this color quite goes with my eyes. What do you think, sweetie?”

			The goddess took a drink of wine, then examined the proffered nails. “Absolutely fabulous, darling. They will glow in the dark awesomely.”

			“Do you think Oberon will like them?”

			Aphrodite, Goddess of Love, nodded. “Oh yes, yes, darling. Although I must say, chartreuse is rather bold for seduction. I myself go for the warmer colors.” She sighed extravagantly, adjusted the fairy blowing on her hair after that delicious oleander shampoo. Oh dear, though, poor Ti could be so boring sometimes. She was absolutely obsessive about Oberon, which was odd, since she’d done absolutely nothing to put them together. And after that business with the guy with the jackass head that Obie had laid down on his babe—sheesh, Aphrodite had told him that she could set her up with some other guy, easy, but no . . . Titania had to be sweet and forgiving. The way she was going, she was going to give world-class hypernatural bitches a good name!

			“You know, Aphie, sweetie,” said Titania. “I just can’t understand you. You can have any god in OIympus, any man on Earth. And you choose a solo chariot to drag your beautiful behind around in—” Titania winked. “So to speak.”

			Aphrodite shrugged. “Don’t go there, Ti. Please. A girl has got to have a sense of individuality. You know, things weren’t always so good for us. Like Hera was saying just the other day, in the days of the titans, women were kept barefoot, pregnant, and making ambrosia sandwiches for the men’s poker games.” She smiled. “Liberation is absolutely fabulous, darling. I’d advise you to try it, sometime.”

			“What? And lose Obie? No way! He may have a thing for changelings and he may Puck up once in a while—but there’s no guy who knows what a woman wants deep down better than Oberon.”

			“But I thought, sweetheart, that he was the Fairy King,” Aphrodite smirked.

			“Sweetie. There’s a very good reason I glow in the dark sometimes!” said Titania. “You just keep your warm-colored nails off of him, that’s all I can say. He’s mine. Besides, you know, I think you and Ares are really meant for each other.”

			“That bastard!” said Aphrodite. “As if! One of my little boy Cupid’s arrows went kafluey one day. That’s all.” She examined herself in the mirror. Perfect. She kissed her image. What a delight it was to be perfect. She took another deep gulp of wine and held her goblet out for a refill.

			“Well, I guess that Ares does get a little rough sometimes, him being the God of War and all, but he is absolutely gorgeous and I’ve heard that he knows how to get a woman up to Olympian heights. Just heard, mind you, Aph. No personal experience.”

			So next the little housefrau was probably going to suggest cards. She was fun to gossip with, but when she got to talking about settling down, it was purely dullsville.

			“I’m bored,” said the Goddess of Love. “Heard any good limericks lately?”

			“No, sweetie,” said Titania. “But I have to tell you, there’s this utterly wonderful new thing going on.”

			“Do tell!” said Aphrodite.

			“Show is much better than tell.” The Fairy Queen snapped her fingers. “The birdbath, Pixel!”

			An attendant fairy scampered off.

			In a trice, he was back, holding a large birdbath, slopping a bit of water. With a grin, he turned it sideways. Aphrodite flinched, expecting to get drenched. Instead, the water stayed in the birdbath, and started to glow.

			“Cool,” she said. “What is it?”

			“Oh, just a fancy vision mirror. Great way to follow mortal stuff, you know. What fools these mortals be! But you probably know that.”

			“I’ve had a giggle or two with Hercules.”

			“Demi-god. Anyway, he’s a hunk, and there’s one that not even you could hold down. No, Ares is the one for you, sweetie.”

			“I’m getting bored again!” said Aphrodite.

			“Look. It’s happening in Borgos tonight. And oh, it is so awesome!”

			Aphrodite arched an eyebrow in a show-me kind of way. “Okay. “Let’s have a look.”

			The birdbath water flickered.

			An image fluttered into view.

			Aphrodite watched with faint curiosity. Titania could get excited about fairly mundane things. Anyway, the very idea of a fairy finding out what was hot before the Goddess of Love was just too, too . . . Too!

			“Here it is. Look at this!” said Titania.

			It was a large arena. In the middle of it was a square ridged by ropes. Two men were grappling with each other. At first, it looked like one of those silly old Olympian matches. However, the men didn’t just stay in one place and grunt and groan a lot.

			They started throwing each other all over the ring. 

			“What is this?” said Aphrodite.

			“It’s this new invention,” said Titania. “Puck likes it. He says he’s thinking about doing something with the fairies like it. It’s called ‘professional wrestling.’”

			Hmmm. That was all well and good. Watching half-naked men wiggle around was quite amusing.

			However, almost immediately, something else attracted Aphrodite’s attention.

			“There. By the ring!” she said, standing up. “What are they doing there!”

			“Who?”

			“Her! Butch Cassidiphonos and the Sundance Bard!” 

			“Xena and Gabrielle!”

			“I told you it was all the rage! And aren’t they the hippest, sweetie!”

			Aphrodite scowled. “I’m the hippest! Me! Me, Aphrodite! Why, I’m unstoppable without arms! With them—I’m more than anyone can handle. Not you, not Ares . . . not the Warrior Princess and her Girl Friday.”

			“Chill, girlfriend!” said Titania. “You are, you are! But someone has to clue you in sometimes. And sometimes it’s me, okay?”

			Aphrodite nodded. She had felt a tantrum coming on, but she’d stopped it. She’d just had her hair done, after all.

			She watched the proceedings and a smile started to creep onto her blemishless, classically beautiful face.

			“The newest rage, huh? And Xena is there—” she said. “I’m beginning to get an idea, Titania. And it’s not only a perfect cure for boredom . . . I can fix that Warrior Princess once and for all.”

			“What’s Xena done to you?”

			“I’m a goddess. And a damned good one, too. And do you think Ms. Warrior Princess goes to my temples and worships me, as she should?”

			“But Xena doesn’t worship any god or goddess.” 

			“Exactly. Which is why she has to be taught a lesson.” Aphrodite smiled slyly. “Say, Titania. Why don’t you and I go there, darling—and Puck with their heads a bit!”

			Titania grinned. “I’m there, sweetie. Faster than you can shake a spear!”

			
			The crowd in the arena was huge.

			Xena was impressed. Whatever she could say about Salmoneus, he was an entrepreneur and showman supreme. Where most people just settled for bread and circuses, when he was on, Salmoneus could conjure up cake and carnivals!

			Gaily colored banners fluttered all about. The smell of roasted chestnuts hung in the air alongside sweet wine and mirth and barbecuing fish and goat. There were exotic dancers dancing hither and thither and jugglers balancing balls and the whole event had an attitude of anything can happen.

			“Well, I guess I’d rather have a bath first,” she said. “But if I’m going to work up a sweat in competition, why bother?”

			Gabrielle and Joxer were sitting beside her under the awning. “Exactly. Plenty of time for that later.” Gabrielle was busy scribbling something on a parchment. She seemed in some other universe. Xena understood. She was composing something. At first, Gabrielle’s artistic side was annoying. It meant that when Xena wanted attention from her friend, she couldn’t get it. Gradually, though, when she came to understand her little bard better, she knew that she had to have these times drifting in the cosmos like some kind of dreamy kite. She’d come back soon enough, and when she did she generally brought back something charming.

			“Where’s Salmoneus?” asked Joxer. “He said he’d have something exciting for me to do!”

			“Well, he has to come back eventually if he wants me to wrestle. I’m not sure exactly what the rules are!” said Xena.

			There was what Salmoneus had called a ‘warm-up match’ going on, and Xena had to admit, this professional wrestling stuff that the fellow had concocted was quite a bit more active than the pure stuff.

			At the base of the arena, surrounded by the crowd now, was a ring rimmed by rope and in this ring, two burly guys looked as though they were going to tear it down before the “real matches” got started.

			One of the men, in a red cape and purple shorts, had been announced as “Mister Godlike.” He’d pumped his muscles a lot and had kissed the air, and generally looked a bit like what Iolaus Aeolus thought he was sometimes.

			The other guy was called “Alexander the Greater.” He had started immediately pounding on his chest and creating quite a noise. Now he was winding up his opponent in the ropes and kicking him unmercifully.

			“Where the dignity?” said Xena. “Whore’s the grandeur? Where the majesty of sport?”

			“Gee, Xena,” said Joxer. “No wonder Salmoneus wanted you! Looks like you when you get in a fight!”

			“Joxer. Your mouth. My fist. Let’s not get them too close, okay?”

			“Okay. Sorry. Hey . . . you know, it’s kind of fun! I mean, look at them. They’re flying all over the ring. And gosh . . . now one’s out of the ring. They’re all over the audience. Wow! This is kind of exciting!” Joxer stood. “Alexander! Get him, Al. Get him Al!”

			“Joxer!” said Xena. “If the real Alexander heard you say that, he’d stop conquering the world and start conquering your skinny butt!”

			Joxer, moping, sat back down.

			The match ended soon, but not until a few trash receptacles and audience members were thrown around. Sure enough, Alexander the Greater got his opponent down on the mat and held him there for three counts . . . bam bam bam. The victor of the match was roundly booed by the growing audience. But they seemed to enjoy the booing and they seemed to be glad.

			“He didn’t play fair!” said Xena. “It’s a contest, and he didn’t play at all fair. Why did they let him get away with that—Why did they let him win! He shouldn’t win? What’s wrong here?”

			“I guess Salmoneus is going to tell us all about that, Xena,” said Joxer. “Look. Here come the announcers.”

			A Greek chorus of twenty men and women in the masks of comedy and tragedy filed out into rows in front of the ring.

			
			
“Heed! Oh audience of stature and grace.

			Listen to the next chapter of this tale of glee and woe.
Here comes another heel and babyface
The Great Big Gorilla and the Cathartic Shmoe!”

			
			The chorus filed back out again.

			“What was that?” said Xena.

			“A fascinating narrative device!” said Gabrielle. “Dramatic devices. Incorporated with sport! My goodness.”

			“Aristotle must be rolling in his grave!” said Xena. 

			“Gee. I saw Ari at the last Bard-A-Thon. He seemed pretty darned healthy to me.”

			“He won’t be when he gets a load of this!” said Xena. 

			“Zounds!” said Joxer. “Get a look at those bruisers! And Xena—they’ve got more leather on than you!”

			“What? Where?”

			Xena swivelled her head and immediately saw what Joxer was yapping about. From opposite sides of the arena, two men were making their way down toward the ring. One man was so bald his head shone in the sun. He wore a leather collar studded with spikes. He was dressed in black leather that bulged with much more fat than muscle. He looked as though a permanent scowl had been tattooed onto his jowly face and sported a handlebar mustache with points as sharp as Xena’s sword.

			The other guy looked like a beefier version of Hercules, with long, beautiful hair and gleaming teeth. He too wore leather, as Joxer had pointed out—only it was clearly well-designed leather, much more to Xena’s taste. As he descended the stairs he would pause from time to time to flex his muscles for the audience. When they cheered, he would lean over, cupping his ear, as though to drink in every last bit of their praise.

			“Shmoe! Shmoe! Shmoe! Shmoe!” cried the crowd. 

			“Grandstander!” said Xena.

			Once in the ring, the pretty man held up his hands, held back his head, and yelped a war cry:

			“Yip . . . Yip . . . Yip . . . !”

			Joxer laughed. “Xena! That sounds just like you!” 

			Xena was not amused. “Too high,” she said.

			Apparently, the big bruiser in black leather and metal studs was not amused either. Even as the Cathartic Shmoe was giving his vocal chords their exercise, the Gorilla pounced. He started pounding on his opponent with all his might, beating him to the mat.

			“Hey! That match hasn’t started yet!” said Joxer.

			“That’s a villain! I’m going down and dealing with him!” said Xena. She stood, but Gabrielle grabbed her arm.

			“Hang on, Xena. Let’s see what’s going to happen!” She grinned. “Besides, a moment ago, you wanted to do that to Goldilocks.”

			Xena nodded. Yes, that was right.

			Clearly, as a member of the audience, she was allowed to revert to her previous nature. Hmmm. As she watched the Great Big Gorilla throwing the Cathartic Shmoe around the ring she found a smile beginning to creep up around her lips.

			Hey. This was kinda fun.

			The match took another turn. Finally, the Shmoe reversed a hold. He laid the Gorilla low.

			“Pin him!” cried Joxer. “Pin him, Shmoe!”

			Shmoe did nothing of the sort. Instead, he went to the corner, and climbed up on the ropes to the top of the turn-buckle. “Get up, Gorilla! Get up!” cried Xena.

			The Shmoe stood for a moment and raised his arms, as though getting strength from Zeus himself. Then, as the crowd roared, Shmoe launched himself out and out some more—

			—and landed right on top of the Gorilla with a huge slam. 

			“He killed him!” said Joxer. “That big guy’s dead! He’s going to bleed all over the place. I just know it.” Joxer looked ill.

			Then, finally, Shmoe covered the Gorilla, pinning him to the mat. The referee, who had thus far been standing well clear of all this, moved in and started slapping the mat.

			At the very last moment, the Gorilla pushed up with such strength that Shmoe was launched a good two yards into the air.

			“Yes!” said Xena. “Go, Gorilla.”

			“But Xena. You were about to go down and pound that guy yourself. He’s bad!”

			“He didn’t steal anything from me,” said Xena, eyes flashing.

			About five minutes later, after more leaps and bounds and crashes, the match ended with the Cathartic Shmoe finally drop-kicking Gorilla to the mat, and then holding him down long enough for a count of three.

			“What a fight!” said Joxer. “My goodness! It’s even better than your fights, Xena—and without a chakram.”

			The crowd cheered wildly. The Gorilla snarled and showed them all his underarms as he got up, while Carthartic Shmoe blew kisses.

			Xena folded her arms together and mulled the situation over while Gabrielle and Joxer bought food and drinks from a vendor. They both seemed happy and gay and thrilled to be here. Xena was a little more cautious, however. It looked like Salmoneus had a winner here—but then, the guy’s plans usually blew holes. If she hadn’t happened along today, he’d be tied up on a tree branch by his thumbs now.

			Still, even though these “wrestlers” looked pretty ferocious, there was no question that she could take on any of them. That was what Salmoneus counted on surely: the sight of a woman throwing a man around, that vision of speed and might and cunning and skill and, yes, art and beauty that was Xena, the Warrior Princess, putting ugly brutes in their place. Even as she thought about the prospect of listening to the cheers of the rabble as she laid blow upon blow to her opponent, as she flipped him and whipped him—a tiny smile crept over her face.

			The Old Xena. Yes. Maybe the Xena of Old had her place. Maybe the Xena the Conqueror could be let out today for a little air. Yes, and according to Salmoneus, she would even be paid for her trouble.

			A hand fell on her shoulder.

			Xena turned around, ready to fight.

			“Whoa! Xena! Friend and true believer! It’s just me,” said Salmoneus. He grabbed a nearby chair. “Anything these three want, all day—on the house. And give them back any money they’ve given you.” Salmoneus rubbed his hands together, his eyes glowing. “So what do you think, my friends? What say you about my new entertainment scheme?”

			“I’m entertained,” said Joxer, mouth full of gyro. “When do you want me to beat the stuffing out of someone, Sal?”

			“Soon enough, soon enough, Joxer,” said Salmoneus. “Have some more wine. Eat, drink, be merry!”

			Xena shook her head. “Don’t tell that to Joxer! He’ll eat so much he’ll throw up all over his opponent.”

			Salmoneus’s eyes glowed even brighter. “What a roar that would get! Quite all right, quite all right! We’ll fix you up in a special warrior’s outfit, Joxer. Just relax and enjoy yourself.”

			Gabrielle stepped forward. “I’m preparing a tale that will have all the audience laughing and crying—at the same time!”

			“Don’t tell me—The Epic of Xena’s New Brass Bra . . . just kidding, just kidding! Terrific. Just head over for wardrobe, Gabe—They’ll want to fit you out in something appropriate for your performance.”

			Xena fixed the slippery man with a frown. “What about me, Salmoneus. I’m having second thoughts about all this—”

			
			Salmoneus’s face fell. “But Xena! You’re the main attraction! You saw what was going on a couple of hours ago! With this crowd all worked up, if there’s no main event—why, they’ll tear me apart! You don’t want that, do you?”

			“A little tar and feathering might help your complexion, Salmoneus,” said Xena. “But no. I’ve made a promise. And as we keep on running into each other, I’m sure someday you’ll be able to pull my fleece out of the fire. No, I’m just wondering who it is I’m supposed to be battling? After those last two, I have to wonder if I’m in a competition or a carnival.”

			“Yes, Xena. Exactly.”

			“I don’t want to lose my dignity, Salmoneus.”

			“Your dignity will remain intact, I promise!”

			“Who is my opponent, then? Some smelly pile of hair beating his breast? Some cranked-up egomaniac?”

			“No, Xena. You’re going to be wrestling with a handsome, well-mannered fellow, I promise. A local favorite. He fights fair, he doesn’t brag—and he even smells good.”

			“Thank Zeus for small favors,” said Xena.

			“Good. That match won’t be for a little while yet. Another hour or so . . . come on down to the backstage area. We’ll spruce you up a little for the stage. They’re going to love you, Xena. The crowd will just eat you up!”

			“Hmm,” said Xena. “Well, I guess there are worse ways to spend an afternoon.”

			“Excellent! Wonderful!” said Salmoneus. “And look. Here are the announcers to tell you what you can expect in the next match! You all enjoy yourselves, and we’ll see you down in the backstage area soon!”

			“What a nice guy,” said Joxer, already with a silly grin on his face from the wine. “I like him. A lot!”

			Xena shook her head, still troubled. “Something’s fishy about all this. Very fishy indeed.”

			
			Oberon, the King of the Fairies, squirted some lemon on a piece of squid sauteed in olive oil, then popped it into his mouth. He chewed for a moment, then washed it back with a swallow of drink from a goblet.

			“How’s the calamari, Ares?” 

			“A little chewy for me, Obie.”

			The King of the Fairies shrugged. “So have a brewski and don’t chew much.”

			Ares, God of War, sat at the table in front of the feast that his host had laid out for him. There were fruits and cheeses galore. There were dishes of exotic fishes and stuffed grape leaves. There were pitchers of wine and vats of strong ale. A servant fairy was rubbing his neck. Ares didn’t go in much for the seafood he got inland. After hanging around in Poseidon’s kitchens, you got spoiled. You had to face it. Fish was best fresh, and you couldn’t get any fresher than eating it under the Mediterranean itself.

			But he hadn’t come here to eat seafood.

			Ares snapped his fingers and held up his goblet. “Brewski. Whatever that is!”

			Three fairies, back wings fluttering like anxious hummingbirds, lowered themselves and poured Ares a healthy portion of drink.

			“My own personal homemade beer, Ares,” said Oberon. “Yeasty for the feasty!” The strapping, half-naked guy belched and laughed. He wiggled off the last of his sandals and laid back his Grecian locks against the Lounge-A-Recliner and laughed. “I break it out for special occasions. Now I’ve got two reasons! Your visit, my good friend! And sport on the Vision-Pool!”

			In front of the pair of supernatural entities, two fairies patiently held up a birdbath. Its water, defying gravity, gave off a perfect image of sporting activities—elsewhere. Ares only half paid attention. Something about odd-looking men grappling in an area in front of cheering fans. The only sport that Ares got much of kick out of was, of course, bloodsport. Give him a couple of armies having at it over discus-throwing any day!

			Some of the suds got on his perfectly groomed beard as he drank. Foul stuff! Tasted like old boots were somewhere in the grainy mix! But if he didn’t finish it, he would certainly offend his host. He picked up a silk napkin and dabbed it off.

			“What is this, anyway?”

			“Wrestling! And quite exciting, too!” said Oberon, eagerly. “Why, the stuff in Athens pales. I don’t know how they do it, but these mortals are quite inventive.”

			Ares grunted. “No swords, no arrows, nothing deadly! Scant blood. And no death at all. What’s the use, I say.”

			Oberon shrugged. “Each to his own, pal. So, to what do I owe the honor of your visit? I thought you were off on the other side of the world, getting the aborigines to bash each other to death with their didgeridoos!”

			Ares shrugged. “They’re too busy dreaming to have wars. Better pickings in civilized countries, Obie. As a matter of fact, since I was in the neighborhood, I thought I’d drop by. It just so happens that my lieutenant in the Mischief and Mayhem Department tripped and fell on his sword and is now washing Hades’ dishes, if you know what I mean. So I’m scouting for a new guy and I can’t think of a better candidate than that world-class scamp, Puck. I—”

			“No,” said Oberon, flatly.

			“I’d pay him well, and I’d pay you as well. I’m a wealthy god, Oberon. Not only that, I can promise you good luck in any wars in the future!”

			“Oh. Right. The Fairy Wars. Come off it, Ares. Fairies don’t have wars. We’re too busy having fun, when we’re not hiding from trouble in the forest. Let soldiers and wrestlers fight, I say. Just call me a voyeuristic soul.”

			Ares gritted his teeth. Damn! This was going to be harder than he’d thought. Of course fairies could have wars, but he didn’t want to use that strongarm card unless he had to. But there were more ways to skin a sphinx than one!

			“Where is the likely lad, by the way?”

			“Puck? Oh, he’s not even around. I sent him off, scouting for changelings. They grow up fast, those changelings. Gotta keep fresh ones in stock.”

			“Suppose I keep you in changelings for eternity, Oberon! You and Titania both! Just think! No more fights! No more Midsummer Night Screams!”

			“Come on! Those are fun!” Oberon winked. “And you know, after a fight with Titania . . . The sex? Ooo la la!”

			Ares grunted. What he wanted to do was to take one of those fruits and—

			Calm down, calm down . . . boyo—he told himself. Oberon was clearly a sporting soul, and sporting souls had Achilles’ heels.

			While Oberon wasn’t looking, he dumped the brewski in a flowerpot and switched to wine for a while. He watched the proceedings of the sporting event that the Fairy King was observing.

			Life was good. 

			Too good.

			There had to be more war! More excitement! Mankind needed war to develop. Once they got what they needed, they could become like gods. And once that happened, he could be their number one god.

			Ares smiled to himself.

			Yes, and then he could take War a notch higher, and put him on the Throne Where He Truly Belonged . . .

			Zeus had ousted the titans.

			Sometime, surely it would be Zeus’ turn to move over for Destiny!

			“Yes!” cried Oberon, standing. “Go, Shmoe! Go!”

			Ares fixed an eye on the events in the ring in the pool. Yes, a wrestling match . . . And a particularly wild one.

			“Oh, he won’t win,” said Ares.

			“He surely will! The Gorilla hasn’t a chance!”

			“I’ll bet you a thousand dinars the Gorilla will win!” 

			“Bet taken!”

			They watched the match. The Cathartic Shmoe won. Ares pretended the loss of a thousand dinars was a tough one. He paid up promptly and Oberon pocketed.

			“You’re right. This is most fascinating,” Ares lied. He watched for a while longer, then said, “Wait a moment. Isn’t that Xena the Warrior Princess in the crowd?”

			“Yes! What a babe, eh? Too rough for me, but I can look, huh?”

			“Believe me, you can’t handle Xena,” said Ares, shaking his head with genuine rue.

			“I sure would like to!” said Oberon. “Looks as though she’s going to be wrestling today, though, so I can watch. I’d say, frankly, that the wench will win. And win decisively.”

			“You do, do you?” said Ares, thoughtfully. “So, who’s she up against?”

			“Someone by the name of the Alexandrian Athlete!” 

			“Hmmm, well, that sounds good to me. I’ll tell you what, Oberon. I need a chance to win my money back. I’ll bet you another thousand dinars—and, oh, this wonderful changeling prince in Africa I know of. Gorgeous child and will do you proud, I’ll bet you that the Alexandrian Athlete will best Xena the Warrior Princess this day in their wrestling match.”

			“Not for Puck, you villain!” Oberon was grinning, eyes filmed with drink.

			“No. But a wager’s loss must have some sting for the loser and reward for the winner. Shall we say—Puck’s services for a month?”

			“A month? Well . . . that’s not so bad,” said Oberon. “Besides, Xena lose? I’ve been watching her! That wench is a winner. All the way, Ares. And I’ve heard she’s gotten the best of you, more than once.”

			“Well then, Oberon. You’ll want to bet with me, and watch her do it again, eh?”

			Oberon nodded with finality and extended his hand. “Bet!”

			They shook and that was that.

			Ares loaded his plate with food, got himself another pitcher of wine and settled down with the King of the Fairies.

			“Oh, I’ve got to get back to Olympus for a bit and tell the servants to hold off on the nectar and ambrosia for the evening. I mean, it’s okay if I have dinner with you, isn’t it!”

			“Of course!” said Oberon. “Just be back in time for the last match! I want to watch your face when you lose!”

			Ares slapped his fairy friend on the back, then left the bower with a crooked smile on his handsome face.

			
			“Xena! Xena!” cried Salmoneus. “You’re here!”

			Xena looked around. The backstage area was total pandemonium. Along with her was Joxer and Gabrielle, both well wined and dined and looking more than ready for their parts in the show. They seemed to take the noisy place in stride, and totally trust Salmoneus to tell them what to do.

			Xena, of course, was less trustful. Not only had she had her own experience with the man. She’d had a few talks to Hercules, and had heard some of Herc’s encounters. The big-hearted lug was more amused by Salmoneus than she. His inventions were particularly funny to Hercules—but worst of all sometimes Herc thought they made sense.

			“Fast food!” Xena could hear the demi-god’s good-natured voice now. “Now that idea has a future.”

			Future shmuture. Now was always the important thing to Xena. She had a black past, and a doubtful future. So she took exactly what was her plate, wolfed it down with zest, and spat the seeds out at the gods. Generally, anyway. She couldn’t help the do-gooder part that had taken over. And look at where it got her. In the middle of bread and circuses—with Salmoneus grinning at her through a mouth smeared with jam and butter.

			“Yes, I’m here, Salmoneus. Where’s my opponent?” said Xena.

			“That’s a very good question. That’s okay, the athlete wasn’t the guy that people wanted to see. Now you’re the person the crowd wants to see fight. But you know, we’ll find you someone quite fit to fight. If absolutely necessary, we’ll just glue a wig onto the Gorilla.”

			Xena made a face. “What kind of contest is this?”

			“A brand new sort, Xena! And you can see that the people love it. And what is Greece? Why absolutely nothing, if not a democracy!”

			“Democracy?” said Xena. “What’s that?”

			“Uhm . . . never mind. Look, why don’t you just go over there and they’ll set you up with makeup and a costume.”

			“Costume . . . what’s wrong with what I have on now?” 

			“Hmmm.” Salmoneus stood back and examined her. “Brass bra. Lots of leather and studs. A bounty of bare flesh. Come to think of it, you’re quite right. But I think you might need just a touch more mascara plus a whack of the old pancake.”

			“I’m not wearing breakfast for anyone.”

			“Look. Trust me. You’re going to look fabulous. And speaking of fabulous . . . Here’s Joxer,” He put an arm around Joxer. “Joxer, you’re up next.”

			“I am!” said the wobbling warrior with a silly smile on his face. “Good. Who do I wrestle! I’m ready!”

			“Excellent. And Gabrielle. You can do your little reading or whatever before Joxer goes to it with his opponent. Then all you have to do is to announce the match!”

			Gabrielle smiled. “Piece of cake!”

			Salmoneus hustled them over to wardrobe and makeup.

			“Psst!” came a voice from behind Xena. “Hey, Hot Stuff! Like, que pasa, dudette leatherette! Can I borrow your lipstick?”

			Xena looked over to the stands. “Oh my gods. Trouble comes in pairs!”

			Sitting in the stands were two women. It was the one in the shawl and robe that bothered Xena. Despite the extra clothing for the usually overexposed vixen, she recognized Aphrodite. The other woman—just as beautiful, if not more so—she didn’t know at all. She was also dressed in a robe that hid all but her face. Her blue eyes stared out with curiosity and mischief and a Bacchus-may-care sparkle that only an immortal could own.

			“Xena, this is my good friend Titania, Queen of the Fairies,” said Aphrodite.

			“I’m not going to touch that line with a ten foot minotaur!” said Xena. “But anyway, hello. I’m Xena.”

			“I know, I know! Warrior Princess! Your reputation precedes you,” said Titania. “I understand you’re going to stand up for womankind in battle today against a nasty old male.”

			“We’re here to give you some sisterly support!” said Aphrodite.

			“We’re here to cheer for you, Xena—and roundly jeer the opposition.”

			Xena sighed. Boy, this was the pits. When sporting events attracted the attention of goddesses, there was more trouble than she cared to handle. Why, oh why had she picked up ethics? She’d promised Salmoneus that she’d fight—and now, she knew for certain that she should be making like a fig tree and leaving!

			She took a deep breath. Best to keep this as dignified as possible.

			Xena bowed. “I thank you, Aphrodite. I thank you as well, Titania. I am honored by your interest. I beg for your approval in this effort in the name of our sex.”

			The two supernaturals giggled. “You’re right,” said Titania. “So earnest!”

			“She’s a heroine, don’t you know?” said Aphrodite. The goddess started fluttering her eyelashes. “We can’t all be helpless waifs, waiting in high white towers for men to rescue us. We can’t all be Helens of Troy with men fighting for us! We women need powerful symbols of steel and fire to put us right up there with those arrogant guys!”

			“I do like those sandals, Xena. Where do you get them?” asked Titania.

			“I took them off a warrior I’d just beheaded,” said Xena. She was becoming annoyed with these prattling pretties.

			“A big-footed warrior,” said Aphrodite. “But then, he was probably sleeping at the time.”

			“I’d say we have a winner here,” said Titania. “I like her! Xena, be assured that I am betting on you in your upcoming wrestling match.”

			Xena bowed. “I am grateful for the vote of confidence.” She turned to Aphrodite. “Is that why you’ve come here, Aphrodite—to win money by betting on me as well?”

			“Actually, I was hoping to get hair-styling tips from your friend Gabrielle.” The goddess shrugged. “Just leave them at my nearest temple.”

			“We tend to avoid your temples.”

			The goddess’s eyes flashed. “And just why is that, Xena? Is there no feminine solidarity in this universe?”

			“Frankly, I think we should get this love thing straightened out so there’s not so much suffering involved here in this world,” said Xena. “The day you get real, Aphrodite, I’ll be worshiping you night and day.”

			“Real? Real? I don’t know what you’re talking about!” said Aphrodite. “I am what I am! You mortals have no control. No control whatsoever.”

			“Ooooh. Claws in, sister!” said Titania. “This one has spunk! I like her!”

			“She’s a troublemaker!” said Aphrodite. “That’s all right. She’ll age. And then she’ll be kissing my marble toesies with all the rest of the groveling female mortals, just for a whiff of that sweet, sweet stuff . . . love.”

			“You know, Aphrodite,” said Xena. “You peddle the stuff like opium. You gods are what you are—that’s for sure. We mortals get to choose. That’s life, Aph. I’m here now doing a friend a favor. I saved his life, and I just want to do what’s right. Used to be I was angry. So angry I don’t think I was really human. But being human means something. Love? I guess that’s a part of it. But only a part of it, Aphrodite—and with all due respect, I’m just trying to do what’s best and what’s right for the few mortal years I have to me to make this world a better place.”

			Aphrodite sniffed. “By besting some male wrestler?” 

			“For too long mankind has suffered under the yoke of life. But women have suffered under the yoke of life and of mankind, Aphrodite. I just want to show women that the odds can be evened a bit.”

			“I like her!” said Titania. “I like her a lot!”

			“Hot air!” said Aphrodite. “We’ll see how she fares in the match. In any case, I told you it would be amusing, didn’t I, Titania?”

			“Oh, and it truly is. My blessings on you, Xena!”

			Xena bowed to Titania. Then she made a mock curtsey to Aphrodite and spun on her heels and headed off to watch the proceedings in the ring.

			Supernaturals were here.

			Things were getting weird.

			
			Oh, the noise! The terrible noise!

			Banging and clanging! Such a dreadful din, thought Ares as he stood outside the hulking manse. Carefully, he stuffed wax into his ears, just as he always did when he visited his cousin, and then went into the heat and flashes of the factory.

			Hephaestus was working, as usual. He was by his forge, with his hammer and anvil, banging away to beat the band.

			“Phest!” said Ares, waving at him to attract his attention. “Yo. Cousin Hephaestus. Hey there! What’s up!”

			The huge, swarthy god grunted. “Apollo’s chariot wheel. Damned speed demon! I keep on telling him, slow down! Slow down! You think he listens to me. No. So while he sports with the women, I get to fix his flats!”

			Hephaestus was not only big, he was squat and very ugly. He had muscles, upon muscles too, and if there was a god of big apes, it was cousin Phest. Sweat rivuleted down his chest.

			“Ooooh. Sounds frustrating. Sounds like you could use a bit of fun,” said Ares.

			“I don’t go in for battles, Ares. You know that. What do you want?”

			“Let’s just say, I just want to let you know that I respect you, Phest. I do. And I’m watching out after your interests.”

			“So, you need a new sword. New armor?”

			“You’re so thoughtful. No, Phest. There’s this mortal down on Earth. She’s been saying things about you. Terrible things. I just thought you should know.”

			The god stopped his work. “Saying things? What things? Who?”

			“Xena. Warrior Princess!”

			The god’s big brow furrowed. He looked hurt. “I know of her. Bad girl gone good. What’s wrong with me, though?”

			“Good? Well, if you can call it good. She’s absolutely gone puffed up with pride if you ask me. She’s going around saying that she’s such an amazing fighter that she can wrestle any man.”

			A smile cracked Hephaestus’s ugly mug. “That woman? She probably could.”

			“Phest, she’s saying that she’s so good she can probably beat a demi-god.”

			The stumpy guy grunted. “Hasn’t she given Hercules a heave-ho or two?”

			“So good, she says that she can even wrestle a god!” Ares’ eyes glittered.

			“Hurrumph! Well, that’s overweening pride, isn’t it? Hubris? Hmm. Getting a bit uppity. Doesn’t sound like Zeus should get her with a thunderbolt, though, does it?” The gruff guy chuckled. “Waste of good womanflesh, I say. Ares, maybe you should take her down a peg or two.”

			“Actually, Xena says that she couldn’t best me. ‘Only the lower, insignificant gods,’” she said. “Gods like, say—Hephaestus!”

			The god stopped banging. He turned, squinting at Ares. “She said that?”

			“Want to see an instant replay? I can conjure it, you know.”

			“Spare yourself.”

			“Wouldn’t it be fun, Phest—if you gave Xena her comeuppance . . . personally? Zeus wouldn’t mind. Hera would appreciate it. Xena’s down there now, taking on all comers. All you’d have to do is to pin her to a mat. One. Two. Three. That’s all.”

			Hephaestus grunted.

			“I know you’re busy; but you deserve a rest. It would be a good lesson for Xena. And a break for you.”

			“What would Apollo say?”

			“Look, you’ve got plenty of wheels around here. Give him one of those.” The God of War got close to the burly being and whispered in his ear. “Besides. Imagine! Getting all that leather and bouncy flesh. Pounding it onto a mat. Covering it with your vast and powerful frame. Feeling her squirm beneath you! Making her cry out, “Hephaestus! You are the most vulcanizing man in the universe!”

			The god’s big nostrils snorted. His eyes were red. “She does deserve to have her big behind kicked, doesn’t she?”

			“Are you god enough to do it, Phest?”

			“Yes! I am!” With a growl, the god slammed his job down with a clangor that echoed through hall. “Lead on, Ares!”

			
			“Citizens of Greece!” proclaimed Gabrielle. “I come to you today with a timeless tale of heroism and courage!”

			“What a cutie!” someone yelled.

			“How did you squeeze into that outfit, babe! Looks like you’re trying to squeeze out already!”

			Xena winced. She could barely watch the proceedings. But she had to. It was like watching a chariot wreck.

			Gabrielle stood in front of the town of Borgos in a two piece purple and red something that was really closer to a purple and red nothing. Her hair had been teased into a garish cloud and so much makeup had been trowled onto her face that she looked like an Athens prostitute. The only thing that could have possible kept her going up there was that she’d drunk a considerable amount of wine.

			“I tell you a tale of the brave and noble Joxer—Warrior Supreme,” she said.

			Someone threw a piece of rotten fruit. “Cut to the fight!”

			“We want the Main Event!”

			“Joxer! The mighty and brave soldier. The warrior with moxie! Listen to the tale of his encounter with the evil Callisto!”

			Salmoneus shook his head. “I thought the outfit would work. Crowd’s too worked up. Excuse me, Xena.” He went up to the edge of the ring. “Gabrielle. Looks like they want some action. Just announce the fight.”

			“But I have . . . an epic . . . story . . . to tell . . .” Poor Gabrielle was weaving.

			“Just say—Jocular Joxer versus—King Slammer!” stage-whispered Salmoneus.

			“Right! Friends! Greeks! Countrymen! I give you . . . Jocular Joxer versus King Slammer!”

			“I’ll clobber him! I’ll nail him! I’ll beat him bad!” said Joxer, psyching himself up.

			Out of his usual ridiculous outfit, the fellow looked even more ridiculous. Salmoneus had robed him in some kind of furry yellow tights with red ribbons on the shoulder. He still wore his floppy eared helmet, which he had insisted on, making him look even more ludicrous.

			Coming down the aisle on the other side of the arena was the man whom Gabrielle had announced as King Slammer. He was seven feet tall, with hands the size of hams. He wore a black eye patch and a bull-size ring through his nose. He hardly seemed to have to even lower the ropes to get into the ring.

			“I have to fight—him?” said Joxer.

			“Go get him, brave warrior,” said Salmoneus, pushing Joxer toward his fate.

			Again, Xena had to wince. She felt helpless. No way she could help her friend and companion here. This wasn’t a matter of life and death. Joxer would be all right—she hoped.

			Fortunately, the ordeal was over for everyone—including Joxer—with startling swiftness. Joxer, finally game, put up his fists in a comic attempt to fight the mammoth. However, King Slammer easily avoided one blow, caught another in his big hand. He grabbed Joxer by the side, lifted him up—and then up some more!

			“Ahhhhhh!” said the crowd. 

			“Ohhhhhhh!” said Gabrielle.

			King Slammer brought Joxer down on the mat so hard, Xena’s teeth hurt. The impact exploded out to the crowd. Then the behemoth fell upon the fallen hero.

			The referee fell to his knees, slapped the mat three times, and that was all for Joxer.

			The crowd went wild. King Slammer bounced to his feet and jounced, absorbing the applause.

			“What a pop!” cried Salmoneus. “What a pop!” 

			“Joxer’s head went ‘pop’?” said Xena.

			“No! Joxer’s fine! That’s just an expression. It means an audible sweep of excitement through the crowd.”

			“Let me look at Joxer’s head first,” said Xena.

			The referee was helping the fallen warrior out. Surprisingly, Joxer was quite conscious.

			“Joxer! Are you okay?”

			“What happened?” said Joxer. “Yes, I’m okay, and I’m ready to fight. Let me at him! Let me at him!”

			“It’s over, Jox,” said Xena. “You go off and have another drink. I’m just glad you’re alive.”

			Joxer shook his head. “I’m still ready to fight!” However, he allowed Gabrielle to lead him away.

			“He’s not only still alive, he still wants to fight! That kind of fall should have put him out for a day.”

			Salmoneus grinned. “I wouldn’t let that happen to a friend,” he said. “This is pro wrestling, Xena. Which—ah—brings us to a little matter I need to deal with. You’re up right after this next match, and I need to speak to you about something . . .”

			Xena shrugged, baffled. “All right, Salmoneus.”

			Salmoneus waggled his finger. “Why don’t we come over here and have a little chat, shall we?” He gently led Xena to an enclosed area, out of earshot of anyone else. “Now, Xena. You’ve been very good to help me out here. Everyone is very excited about the match.”

			“And they will be more excited,” said Xena. “When I win.”

			Salmoneus kept his grin, but it lost some of its luster. “That’s what I need to speak to you about, Xena. You see, there’s something about pro wrestling that obviously you don’t understand.”

			“What’s not to understand.”

			“Ah . . . Well, Xena. Let’s just put it this way. I need you to put your opponent over.”

			“You bet I will. Right over my shoulder, onto the mat!” Xena mimed her decisive, victorious move.

			“Ah. No, Xena. You need to lose,” said Salmoneus. He was still smiling.

			“Lose? You mean—lose the match . . . on purpose!” Xena could not help but betray astonishment. “Throw the match?” 

			“That’s right. It’s called a ‘work.’”

			Xena grabbed the little man by the front of his shirt and yanked him forward. “You mean—you bet against me, you wretched—”

			“Of course not!” He chuckled, then flinched a bit. “Oh well, maybe a dinar here and there with total suckers or losers. But can’t you tell, Xena—does this look real to you?”

			Xena felt that somehow reality had cracked below her feet and she was about to tumble into total chaos. Fighting had been her life for so long, the whole idea of fights that were not actual fights, but so called ‘works’ was . . . was . . .

			Blasphemy!

			“You charlatan!” she said. “I’m going to rip your tongue out and feed it to the dogs! I’m going to tear your heart out with my teeth and then spit it into the sewers! I’m going to—”

			“Oh, Xena! Wonderful. Save it for the fight! Tell that to your opponent. Xena, you’re absolutely perfect. You’ll make the other wrestlers look like flower pickers!”

			Xena let him go with disgust. Damn him! Salmoneus knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t hurt him, not really. “What about Joxer though! That looked real. You didn’t tell him to put his opponent over, did you?”

			“Joxer? Why bother? What a loser!”

			“You’re cruel,” said Xena. “You’re heartless and cruel.” 

			“Xena, I’ve never killed anyone,” said Salmoneus calmly. “I give value for money. Sometimes I play a little fast and loose with reality and illusion.” He shrugged. “But maybe I learned that from the gods, eh?”

			“The gods! There are no moral lessons there!”

			“You tell me about morality, Xena, when all the blood is off your sword. What I’m doing now is a show. It’s fun. The people like it. It’s a hell of a lot more fun that pokey old Olympic wrestling. Everyone wins, because everyone gets value. And the losers most of all, because what other losers get paid the same amount as the winners?”

			“But the art of sport! The value of competition! Is nothing sacred to you, Salmoneus?”

			The glib man chuckled. “Yes! My word. And your word, Xena. And you said you’d help me. Now I’m not saying that you have to not do your very best. I’m not saying that you have to look at all weak. We’ll throw in some interference. That will cause you to lose. Everyone will win that way. The people threatened by powerful women will feel better. And the audience who will see a gallant and brave and courageous female in action will be inspired. Because you are an inspiration! You’re the tenth wonder of the world!”

			“And who’s the ninth wonder, Salmoneus?” 

			“Why—me, of course.”

			He’d done it. Salmoneus had drained away every bit of her righteous indignation. All that was left was her word. And that was sacred to her as well. He’d just asked her to fight. He hadn’t asked her to win.

			“All right,” she said. “All right. A half-hour of my life. Then I get to take a bath, right?”

			“Absolutely. With my own special bubble-bath solution, Xena. All part of the package. Now—the Alexandrian Athlete should be here any—”

			Suddenly, the ground shook.

			Xena started. She looked around. Earthquake? No it was just a pounding—not a continuing tremor.

			“Xena!” bellowed a voice. “I am here to wrestle!”

			Xena looked at Salmoneus. “That’s the Alexandrian Athlete?”

			“No! I don’t know what—”

			Xena strode over to the side of the ring.

			Standing at the top of the arena, all eyes turned his way, was a big, squat man holding a hammer. He wore a leather apron and heavy boots. The smell of ozone and hot coal hung in the air.

			“That,” said Salmoneus. “Is the ugliest man I’ve ever seen in my life!”

			“No. That,” said Xena, feeling her heart drop to her knees, “is the ugliest god you’ve ever seen in your life!”

			
			“I am Hephaestus!” cried the god. “And I have heard the challenge of the Warrior Princess. I accept!”

			The voice roared through the arena, and all of Borgos and a goodly portion of Greece.

			Ares could almost hear it and feel it without the aid of Oberon’s magical fairy contraption.

			“This wrestling!” said Ares. “Full of surprises! Who would have known they had a god on the card!”

			“That . . . that’s Hephaestus!” said Oberon, spilling his beer as he sat up from his chair. “Isn’t he the strongest god—”

			“No. I am!” said Ares, proudly.

			Oberon waved the remark away. “A god! Against a mortal? And a mortal woman!”

			“But it’s the fabulous Xena, Obie! In fact, I’m starting to realize that I’m going to lose the bet. She can beat Hephaestus in a heartbeat!”

			Oberon was deathly still for a moment.

			Then he turned to Ares.

			“You were gone an awfully long time, Ares,” he said. 

			“What? Are you accusing me of cheating?” Ares raised an eyebrow. “Careful there, my friend. There haven’t been fairy wars for a long time, like you say, but I think you’d look rather gallant in a general’s uniform!”

			Oberon shook his head.

			“It’s just—a god wants to fight Xena? I don’t understand, Ares!”

			“One word, Obie. Hubris. The woman’s pride has brought down the wrath of the gods.” Ares grinned. “And it looks like the wrath of the gods is just like life—nasty, brutish and short!”

			
			The god stumped down the steps of the Arena. With every step that Hephaestus took, the place shook and rattled. There was a hush all over the stadium. People seemed petrified. This, clearly, was no ordinary wrestler.

			“Here I am!” cried a man running down from an entrance. “I’m ready for battle. I am the Alexandrian Athlete. Show me this woman Xena!”

			“She’s mine!” said Hephaestus. He grabbed the Alexandrian Athlete, held him up in the air for a moment, squirming and kicking, and then heaved him into the crowd.

			Xena nodded. “Yep. That’s Hephaesteus all right. A god of few words, and fewer brains.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Salmoneus. He turned to her, looking honestly terrified and apologetic. “Xena, you have to believe me. I had nothing to do with this!”

			“I know it. And I’ll forgive you, if you’ll grant me one wish, my friend.”

			“If I can, Xena. You want to know the back way out.”

			“No. I want out of my agreement to get my opponent over.” Her eyes blazed. “A god wants to wrestle me? Sure. Why not. But if a god wants to wrestle me—and I win. I want to win clean!”

			“Oh Xena, yes. Yes, of course. Just don’t get hurt!”

			“I think it’s a little too late for that, pal.”

			Quickly, Xena divested herself of her sharp objects. Then she stepped to the ring, pulled herself up, and stood defiantly before the new arrival.

			“Hey, Hephaestus. Wrong guy! I’m Xena. Down here! It’s called a mat, sport! It’s what you use when you wrestle! Don’t trip on your shoelaces.”

			The god looked down at his boots. They were tied well enough, but the alarm in his face caused the crowd to laugh.

			“Arrrrrrghhhhh!”

			Hephaestus stamped down the stairs.

			When he was at the edge of the ring, Xena pointed at him. “Hey, fella. No foreign objects!’” 

			“They’re all Greek!” rumbled the god. 

			“No, no. The hammer!”

			“Oh.” Hephaestus dropped the hammer, and then lumbered up into the ring. “All right, Xena. Come and get what you’ve been looking for—”

			“Looking for. I’m not looking for—”

			Hephaestus lunged.

			It didn’t take a genius to feel the god’s power vibrating through the air. However, he’d gone totally physical, so he could be fought. Xena could tell that much. That didn’t mean he could be defeated. It just meant this would be a match.

			At the last moment before he could grab her, Xena ducked and hurled her weight at Hephaestus’ ankles. The god went down, whacking into a turnbuckle so hard that it went down with him. The god followed it over the edge of the ring, pulling the ropes and the other turnbuckles to the ground.

			The crowd went wild with approval.

			Xena ran over to the edge to jump on the guy, to try and pin him, but he was already getting up.

			She backpedaled as he roared to the edge. With surprising swiftness for his size, he got up into the ring again and regarded Xena.

			“You are good, Xena! I respect that. However, now you must have a little of that pride mashed out of you.”

			He advanced.

			Xena let loose her war cry.

			She launched herself at the god. Her feet hit him square on the chest. He gave hardly at all, and rapidly Xena found herself on the floor.

			Before she could scrabble out of the way, the god’s hands were down on her. She gasped as he wrenched her up from the floor. Then he tossed her into the crowd.

			She landed in a jumble of “oofs” and “ows.”

			People were hurrying away. She was just getting back up, still conscious and ready to have at it, checking in with her Inner Self and ready to rip with some “Yip Yip Yips” sufficiently powerful to shred paint off walls, when two hands were laid upon her. Xena felt their puissance immediately. She turned and beheld the source of all this power.

			Two feminine smiles.

			“Hi, Babes!” said a familiar voice.

			The other, of course, was none other than Aphrodite, Immodest Goddess, and hackles automatically rose just at the sight of all that makeup. “Xena, sweetie. You’re fighting the good fight. To be honest, we came to cause mischief.”

			“But something bad is going on,” said Titania, “and it looks like its boys versus girls, and we’re rooting for you.”

			Xena was about to refuse their help. But then she caught sight of a muscle-bound, maddened god snorting her way. She could smell him already, and he smelled of sweat and blood and ages of inequality.

			“What? I get to go godlike like Callisto?” she said. 

			“Well, I’m godlike,” said Aphrodite. “And still I don’t want to face combat with the likes of Hephaestus. No, Xena. Just do what you do so well. And know that we’re here!”

			“Self-confidence, hon,” said Titania. “It will work miracles.”

			The hand of the god fell down upon her. “Nuts to that!” cried Xena. “I want some magic!”

			The god dragged her halfway down the aisle, and then tossed her into the ring. He hopped up and said, “Lie down for me, and this will go easier, woman!”

			Xena snarled. She picked herself up. “I’m not even into metal, guy!”

			Hephaestus roared and charged her. The Warrior Princess charged as well, only instead of meeting him halfway, she jumped, somersaulted, and sailed over him. She dropped a few “Yips” along the way for good measure. She landed, turned, pounced. She caught the guy around the ankles and tugged. The result was profound. She had just enough strength to stop his feet. The rest of his bulk kept on going and Mother Earth did the rest with her blessed gift of gravity.

			WHAM!

			Hephaestus went down so hard he cracked a hole in the floor. The canvas sagged beneath him.

			“Go Xena!” she heard Gabrielle yell, and it was enough to give her another lift. She got up and she jumped right onto the god’s head. Again, Mother E’s gift pushed her down hard enough to mash Hephaestus’s head, just raising up, back into the mat.

			The crowd went crazy, yelling and screaming and roaring its approval.

			Xena danced a bit for them, then, just before the hamlike hands reached for her she skipped back.

			She assayed the damage.

			Hephaestus got to his feet. He turned. Before he just looked annoyed. Now, he looked mad.

			“What’s wrong with you, woman?” he said. “Are you crazy! You don’t fight the gods! And you don’t insult them, either.”

			“I never insulted you! And I’m here to fight because I promised to fight. I didn’t know it would be a god! Are you dim?”

			The remark registered as an insult. Hephaestus stepped out of his hole. Xena danced back away from a blow, and circled the ring, staying out of reach. How long she could keep this song and dance going she had no idea, but probably not for long. In fact, as she turned, the god caught her by her hand and swung her around. He lifted her up and this time there was no quick release. He turned Xena round and round and round and pretty soon she felt as though her brains were going to get expelled from her ears.

			Then Hephaestus brought her down onto the mat so hard, it broke again. Only this time there was a lot less godlike muscle to keep things together. Xena could feel her consciousness threatening to run away from this madness. Sheer ornery willpower kept her going.

			The big figure of the god was falling down upon her for the pin. No, he wasn’t fooling around. Once that bulk got on top of her, there was no hope short of Zeus’ intervention.

			Xena scrambled. With all the speed she could muster she pulled herself away. Hephaestus slammed down where she’d been with a gratifying “Oooof!”

			Xena backed up against a leaning turnbuckle. She climbed up the ropes and was about to make a suicide run at the god, when suddenly she was aware that, ringside were Aphrodite and Titania.

			“Hey, Heph!” cried Titania.

			“Buckle up!” yelled Aphrodite.

			They were standing right there and they did the most astonishing thing that anyone had ever seen supernatural creatures do.

			Titania lifted her top and gave the God of Metalworking a look at an astonishingly naked pair of breasts.

			Aphrodite turned, leaned over, and mooned him with her bare buttocks.

			The god of fire stood, jaw dropping, frozen with astonishment.

			And then Xena noticed.

			“Buckle up!” The Goddess of Love had yelled, and sure enough, there was a buckle on Hephaestus’s belt. Such was the god’s build that the only thing that kept his pants up was that belt. Xena’s mind was not slow. Knowledge was better than magic any day.

			Xena attacked.

			With quick movements, her hands undid the buckle. Raging, Hephaestus grabbed for her, but missed. She moved around, gave his pants one good, sharp tug and again Mother Earth’s good gravity helped out.

			The pants fell down.

			The God of the Forge, it turned out, was wearing bright, white and red polka-dotted bikini underwear.

			With a howl he reached for Xena, but Xena jumped out of his reach. He cracked upon the floor.

			The whole arena fell into whoops of laughter.

			Hephaestus went bright crimson, all the more so to see Aphrodite pointing and laughing at him along with the rest of them.

			“Hephaestus!” said Xena. “Who put you up to this? Who told you I could beat you! I can’t beat you!”

			“Ares! Ares said you needed taking down,” said the god, getting up and, with what dignity he could manage, pulling up his trousers and rebuckling them.

			“I’m so sorry. Ares has tricked me before as well.” She shook her head. “You’re a good god, guy. I like you. Let’s not fight, okay? It’s not really fair for either of us, huh? Let’s do what we do and be ourselves. If you want to fight, why don’t you fight Ares? Now, I’d pay to see that.”

			“She’s right, Hephaestus,” called Aphrodite. “I can get him if you like. How about a no DQ match, huh? I’d put my money down on you for that!”

			“You would?” said the god.

			“You’re the best, Heph,” said Xena. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve never been able to tell you before how much I appreciate what you do. You work hard. You’re beautiful, Heph. Absolutely beautiful, and you make beautiful things. I look up at Apollo every day and I think, now, the dawn and sunset and the sun itself would not be half so wonderful without a hardworking Hephaestus.”

			The God of Metal slammed a fist into a hand. “Get him, Aph. Let’s do this!”

			
			Two days later, the party strode down the road from Borgos to Athens, relaxed, well fed, happy and smiling.

			“I still can’t get over that fight!” said Joxer. “Hephaestus just mopped the mat with Ares.”

			“I already have my story poem composed,” said Gabrielle.

			
			
“And then the mighty god of iron gave him a suplex

			 And Ares, champion of war, became a champion-ex”

			
			The group chuckled, Xena most of all. She liked it when her friend and companion rhymed her verses, particularly when they were funny verses.

			“We’ll never see the likes of that match again!” said Xena. “And from the look on Ares’ face, I think we’d better avoid him for a while. I heard he’s paying Oberon a huge amount for a PR campaign just to spin control the shame!”

			“Men!” said Gabrielle. “Song and poetry are so much more fun and creative than battle. Even if it’s fake battle.”

			“I guess there’s not much of a future for ‘professional wrestling,’ is there, Salmoneus?”

			“I’m giving it up, that’s for sure,” said the small man. He picked a few troublesome feathers from his arm. “I’m going to be taking baths all week in Athens. I itch! Tar is hell on my skin! Xena! Why did you let them do that?”

			“Better than the hanging that you probably deserved, Salmoneus.”

			“The people of Borgos may have been entertained for a while,” said Gabrielle. “But I don’t really blame them for being upset. That arena is going to cost a bundle to rebuild after Hephaestus and Ares tore it apart.”

			“The look on Ares’ face when he got slammed through the latrines!” said Xena. “Aphrodite says she heard the gods themselves chortling. Even Hera was giggling.”

			Xena, Warrior Princess, took in a big breath of Grecian air and looked up at the sky with wonder.

			Life seemed a little sweeter to know that there were gods who listened to reason, even if you had to pull their pants down first.

			But it was even sweeter, knowing that some gods wore polka-dotted underwear.

			
		

	
		
			

			Leaving the Past Behind

			By Melissa Good

			The market square was full of life, vendors competing for customers with ribald shouts, and colorful banners draped over every available square inch of space. Small children ran in and out of the booths, playing and laughing as they dodged older travelers, who browsed and bickered with the sellers for goods ranging from cloth to baubles.

			Along one length of the market, three women strolled, taking in the chaos and sidestepping the more excitable revelers. The tallest of the three, a striking, dark haired woman in brown leather armor lead the way, fending off the odd drunk or thief with a well-practiced shove.

			“Some things never change,” she commented to her companions. “Even after all this time.”

			“Does it feel strange, Mother?” the woman on her left asked. She had a shorter, slighter build and mouse brown hair. “Being back in Greece?”

			The taller woman shrugged. “Hadn’t thought about it.” She glanced to her right, at the slim blond woman who was idly fingering a bit of cloth. “Where’d they get that color from?”

			“Reminds me of India,” the blond woman replied. “You know what does feel strange, Xena?” she said suddenly, pausing to look around. “Knowing how few people there are left who might know us.”

			Xena considered that. “That may not be all bad, Gabrielle.” She put a hand on her shoulder. “At least for me.” Her eyes searched the market intently. “I left a lot of enemies frozen in our past.”

			“At least yours are in the past. Wish I could say that,” the brown haired woman muttered. She pulled the thin, fragile cloth over her shoulders closer about her.

			Gabrielle wandered a few paces farther down the lane, and paused at the bench of a parchment maker, who looked up at her and smiled as she gently touched a creamy white sheet.

			“Wrap some up for you?” the parchment maker asked.

			“No thanks,” Gabrielle said, turning away and almost colliding with Xena. “Hey!”

			“Sorry,” Xena said. “Didn’t see you.”

			Gabrielle gave her a wry look before she gazed around the market. “It is kind of nice to be home, though,” she admitted. “Come on, Eve—there’s a stand over there selling baklava. My treat.” She paused as she heard a gentle throat clearing behind her. “Didn’t you want to get a new bracer, or something, Xena?” she asked the warrior pointedly. “Don’t let us keep you.”

			“Did I?” the taller woman replied with a touch of annoyance. “I guess I did. See you two later.” With that, she turned and left, disappearing into the crowd without another word.

			Eve and Gabrielle exchanged glances. “Did we do something?” Eve inquired warily. “I didn’t think she liked shopping.”

			Gabrielle turned and led the way across the market. “She doesn’t,” the blond woman said. “But she knows I do.” Gabrielle hesitated briefly. “Or anyway, I did and she knows her birthday’s coming up.”

			“So?” Eve followed Gabrielle’s tanned shoulders through the crowd. “What does that mean?”

			Gabrielle stopped in front of a stall with carved wooden toys. She picked one up, a hobbyhorse, and smiled as it wagged its head at her. Then she put it down and smoothed its yarn mane down with one finger. “That’ll make some little kid happy,” she concluded, in a quiet voice, before she turned toward Eve. “That means? Well, I usually get her something.”

			Eve digested that. “Okay,” she replied. “That’s good, right?”

			“Not really.” Gabrielle sighed, moving on to a stall that had strips of leather and hide draped over it. “She hates being reminded of her birthday.”

			“Oh.” The brown haired woman fingered a piece of tanned skin appreciatively. “Nice,” she murmured. “So, why do you do it then, if she hates it?” She gave Gabrielle a curious look.

			Gabrielle held up a piece of dark leather, measuring it with her eyes. “Why?” She seemed to consider the question seriously. “I guess because she’s my family.”

			“Oh,” Eve said, again, obviously still at sea. “But . . . if she doesn’t like it . . .”

			Gabrielle put the leather down, and faced her. “It’s not that,” she explained. “She doesn’t really hate it, I think she really likes it, but she has to pretend she hates it because everyone expects her to hate having a fuss made, which I actually know she really likes.” She paused. “Got it?”

			Eve nibbled on her lower lip. “Tell you what,” the former Roman champion said, “I’ll take your word for it.”

			“Good choice.” Gabrielle agreed. “So, what are you going to get her?”

			“Me?”

			Gabrielle looked around, her pale green eyes a little amused. “The horses are back at the inn, so yes, you,” she replied. “She’s your mother. I know getting something from you would be very special for her.”

			“You just said she hated getting presents,” Eve protested.

			“We went over that, remember?”

			Eve sighed. “I 	Gabrielle, I don’t know. I have no idea what to get her—I . . .” She paused awkwardly. “I hardly know her. It’s just so strange.”

			“No.” Gabrielle put a friendly hand on her shoulder. “That’s not strange. The fact that I used to change your diapers, and you’re now older than I am is strange,” she said. “Picking a gift for your mother is easy. Keep it basic and functional, and you’ve got it licked.”

			Eve rubbed the side of her face. “You’ve got a point,” she admitted. “Okay, where do we go first, the wine maker or the weapons shop?”

			“You catch on fast.” Gabrielle grinned at her. “Though, she does like a little bit of luxury once in a while.”

			“She does?” Eve asked. “Like what? I know where we can get Roman bath oil,” she offered.

			Gabrielle thought about that. “Not exactly what I had in mind.” She muttered . . . “C’mon.” She led the way deeper into the market, with Eve trailing after her.

			
			It was late afternoon before they made their way back to the inn. Xena was there first, seated inside the busy common room at a decently sized table with a jug of wine and a half-finished plate. Gabrielle and Eve took seats at the table next to her, setting down their several packages each.

			“Hi.” Gabrielle broke the silence, noting her friend’s grumpy expression. “Something wrong?”

			“Just a mix up with a few jerks looking for trouble without the sense to quit when they were ahead,” Xena replied, rubbing one hand with the fingers of the other.

			“They picked a fight with you?” Gabrielle asked, dumbfounded.

			Xena shrugged. “They had no idea who I was, Gabrielle,” she told her. “No reason they should, remember?” She reminded her friend.

			“Maybe you should have told them, and saved yourself the time,” Eve commented. “Scared them off.”

			Gabrielle frowned thoughtfully.

			“Yeah,” Xena said, after a slight hesitation. “Maybe I shoulda tried that.” Then she shrugged. “Nah, they wouldn’t know my name from Hades’.” She flexed her hand. “Looks like it’s getting crowded in here.” Eve moved her chair a little as a heavyset man pressed by her. “I thought I heard them say something about a festival tomorrow.”

			Xena rolled her eyes. “Great. Maybe we should get out of here while we can.”

			Gabrielle gave her a tolerant look, and snitched a bit of meat from her plate. “C’mon, Xena. It’s just a little harvest festival. Maybe it’ll be fun,” she said, as she nibbled the beef. “It’s been a long time since we’ve been to a party.”

			The tall warrior picked up her mug and took a sip, eyeing the room with a slight scowl. Then a thoughtful look crossed her face. “You could be right, Gabrielle,” she said. “It has been a long time. Maybe you should dust off some of those old stories you used to tell, and try out a new audience.”

			Caught very off guard, Gabrielle stared at her friend for a long moment before she shifted uncomfortably in her seat and let her eyes drop. “No, I don’t think so.” She answered slowly. “I think I left that part of who I was in the past.” With that, she got up and took her packages. “I’m going to put these away. I’ll catch up with you later.” Then she turned, and, without turning or looking back, pushed her way through the crowd toward the rooms they’d paid for.

			Xena watched her go with a look of mild consternation.

			Eve picked up an empty goblet and fiddled with it. “That wasn’t what you were going for, was it?” she asked her mother.

			Xena sighed. “No,” she admitted briefly. “It wasn’t.” 

			“Maybe she just isn’t into that anymore,” Eve suggested. 

			“No, she’s just trying to convince herself she isn’t,” Xena disagreed, then glanced up. “Have a good time shopping?”

			Eve grimaced, but accepted the change of subject. “Not really, but the baklava was great.”

			Her mother nodded slowly as her eyes searched the crowd, thoughts racing behind the surface of her pale blue eyes. “Maybe sticking around for the festival isn’t a bad idea after all.”

			Eve’s brows contracted. “I thought you didn’t like festivals.”

			“I don’t. But they can have their uses,” Xena replied with a mysterious smile. She took a sip of her wine, and stared at the crowd thoughtfully.

			
			The next day dawned bright and cool, the scent of flowers and baking already on the wind before dawn. Gabrielle walked slowly through the waking town, absorbing the simple sights of people living their ordinary lives around her.

			It was hard for her to feel like she had anything in common with them. Her life had been so fractured lately, so many changes coming at her from so many directions that she found herself searching for connections to these people who looked so much like she did, and it was hard to see any at all.

			It was very much like being in limbo, she thought. Even going home to Poteideia held its own fears and complications, not the least of which was whether or not her family was still alive. What would she say to them if they were? Her parents would be aged and her sister . . . Gabrielle sighed, and hugged herself. Her younger sister would now be twice her age and they’d have even less in common than they ever had before.

			A feeling of being watched came over her. Gabrielle concentrated, listening intently as she detected very soft footfalls trailing behind her. Then a small smile crossed her face as she recognized the pattern of them as one of the few familiar things left in her life. She turned to see Xena behind her and stopped, crossing her arms and waiting for her friend to catch up. “You’re slipping, Xena. I heard you.”

			“I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you,” the tall, dark haired woman stated as she came alongside her companion. “Can’t I just be enjoying the weather?” She gave Gabrielle a look.

			“Yes, you can.” Gabrielle felt a little abashed. “Sorry.” 

			Xena’s expression gentled. “You seem a little on edge,” she commented. “Anything you want to talk about?”

			“That used to be my line,” Gabrielle murmured, half to herself, then sighed. “Sorry, Xena. I’m just out of it a little, I guess. Maybe everything’s just hitting me at once.” She looked around. “Coming back home made me realize just how long we were gone, frozen in the ice,” she said. “I feel so out of place.”

			Xena put a hand on her shoulder. “Try not to think about it,” she advised. “We can’t change what happened, Gabrielle. We just have to move on.”

			“I know.” The blond woman straightened up a little, taking on a more serious expression. “Things have changed, we’ve changed, and I do have to deal with that.” She reached up and covered Xena’s hand with her own. “But thanks for asking.”

			Xena studied her quietly. “Maybe you’ll find you haven’t changed as much as you thought, Gabrielle.”

			“Wishful thinking?” Gabrielle smiled wryly.

			“Personal experience,” the warrior answered. “Anyway, c’mon. Let’s go see if we can find some trouble to get into.” She playfully tweaked a bead hanging from Gabrielle’s halter. “You owe me a baklava.”

			“Oh I do, do I?” Gabrielle decided to forget about her problems for now, and concentrate on enjoying the day. “And like we ever have to look hard for trouble,” she added, as she followed Xena’s tall form through the slowly increasing crowd.

			
			The festival was brash, and boisterous. Wine and ale flowed freely, and the celebration spilled out of the market and through the town. Music clashed from two different areas, one a dancing square filled with sweating, laughing people, and the other the outside of the inn. Trestle tables had been set up there, and a large group was downing mugs and singing bawdy songs.

			Gabrielle leaned against one of the now-closed market stalls, trying to catch her breath after joining in the wild line dance they’d just finished. She hadn’t recognized the steps, but the tune had been familiar, and watching the other dancers had provided enough of the moves to get her going. It had been fun, and she’d enjoyed it, even though she’d totally failed in her attempt to get Xena to join the line as well.

			Speaking of Xena. Gabrielle pushed off from the post and looked around, trying to spot her companion in the crowd. Usually, this wasn’t much of a problem, since Xena’s height tended to make her stand out, and also because crowds tended to give her space even when the warrior didn’t ask for it. But Xena was nowhere to be found, so Gabrielle decided to walk through to the other side of the village and look for her. She edged past a group of giggling girls and headed through the square, evading the friendly hands of passing revelers intrigued by her unusual clothing. As she passed an open pit with a huge pig roasting over it, something in the air made her pause and turn.

			Quickly, her eyes searched the crowd, looking for the disturbance that had caught her attention. It hadn’t been a scream, really, more of a—

			“Run!” A man bolted between two of the stalls, stumbling right past her. “Run!”

			Gabrielle grabbed his arm and dug her boots in, dragging him to a halt with difficulty. “What’s going on?” she yelled over the music. “Hey!”

			The man twisted wildly in her grasp. “Lemme go! We got to get outta here! There’s a . . .” He pointed behind him. “Big old . . . a bunch a . . . there’s bad guys comin’!”

			Gabrielle winced as a gust of wine-laden breath hit her in the face. “What? Are you sure?” She could now hear more people coming, and the yells were starting to disrupt the festival. “Who are they?”

			“Lady, I dunno!” The man yanked his arm free and stumbled away. “Gotta get away from ’em . . . Hey! Run! Run!”

			The square started to dissolve into chaos. The music abruptly stopped, and people started turning around, cries of anger and surprise going up. Several arms pointed toward the main gates to the village, and somewhere near there, several horses neighed. Gabrielle heard the sudden, distinct clash of steel, and she followed the noise, pulling her sais from her boots as she ran full tilt toward danger.

			Not because she’d lost her mind, either, but because if there was trouble somewhere, chances were that’s where Xena was, and if Xena was there, and trouble was there, Gabrielle wanted to be there, too. That’s just how it was with them. “Xena!” Just on an off chance, she let out a bellow as she ran, dodging the villagers running in the other direction. “Xena!”

			Gabrielle bolted between two rows of huts as the noise grew louder. Just as she passed a wall, an arm reached out and grabbed her, pulling her around the corner of the wall and jerking her into a rough embrace. “Hey!” She struggled, then recognized the body pressed against her. “Xena!”

			“Shh!” the warrior hissed into her ear, and released her. 

			“There you are.” Gabrielle took a breath. “What’s going on? I heard all the yelling, and I heard fighting this way. Where did you go? Where’s Eve? What’s happ—” Her words got cut off as Xena clamped a hand over her mouth.

			“I don’t know. Eve’s getting the children to safety.” Xena pointed to where a group of frightened youngsters were being guided into a nearby hut with sturdy-looking walls. “I heard from some guy they’ve been getting hit by slavers looking for kids. Go with Eve, and make sure they’re safe, okay?”

			“Okay.” Gabrielle pulled Xena’s hand off her face. “But what are you going to do?”

			“Gabrielle, don’t argue. Just go take care of those kids. I’ll be fine.” Xena turned her around and started walking toward the building, her hand on Gabrielle’s back. “Slavers aren’t going to be looking for the likes of me.”

			Gabrielle glanced at her, before she gave in and joined Eve. “I don’t know . . . you’re nice and strong looking, they might take a chance.” She saw the glowering expression. “Okay, maybe not. But be careful!” she yelled after her friend as Xena pushed them all inside and closed the door. Gabrielle heard a scraping as something heavy slid against the wood from the outside, and she realized they were locked in. “Great.”

			The children were running around in confusion, ranging in age from toddlers to adolescents. Eve was struggling to carry two of the smaller ones, so Gabrielle put herself to the task of organizing the rest. “Okay . . . listen to me, everyone,” she spoke above the crying trying to put confidence in her voice like Xena had taught her. “Hey!”

			Her yell got their attention, and the children turned her way. “Okay, everything’s going to be fine,” she told them. “But you have to be quiet, and not scream, so people can’t hear you.” The childish voices, she reasoned, would easily penetrate the walls. “Everyone sit down, and I’ll make sure no one can get us in here, all right?”

			The crying subsided, but didn’t evaporate. The children mostly milled around, but they stopped yelling as she circled the hut, and made sure the window covers were locked down tight. The room was for storage and had boxes and bales stacked in neat rows, but nothing really else in the way of things to sit on or diversions for children who were scared and panicking.

			Gabrielle finished her inspection and went over to Eve’s side. “You okay?” she asked Eve, who was hanging grimly on to one toddler, his feet kicking against her legs.

			“Oh yeah,” Eve replied with a grimace, “never been better.”

			Gabrielle smiled. “You sound just like your mother.” She put a hand on Eve’s shoulder. “Turn him over, and he’ll stop doing that.”

			Doubtfully, Eve complied, cradling the child in her arms, and sure enough, he stopped struggling and blinked up at her, sticking a thumb into his mouth. Eve looked up at Gabrielle. “Thanks for the tip.”

			Gabrielle was about to answer when several of the children started screaming again. She sighed, and went over to them quickly. “Hey! We have to be quiet, remember?”

			The crying only got louder. “He kicked me!” the loudest girl squealed. “And he pulled my hair!”

			“Did not!” the boy yelled back. “You’re just a crybaby!”

			“Shh!” Gabrielle hissed at them.

			“Mama!”

			“Baby-baby!”

			Gabrielle took a page from Xena’s book and clamped a hand over each tiny mouth. Now the other kids pointed and laughed, squealing in delight. Frantic, Gabrielle glanced at the door, then took a deep breath and let out a yell that momentarily silenced even the noisiest of the children.

			“All right. Now look” she told them, “this isn’t a game. You all could get hurt if you don’t be quiet.”

			Several of them hiccupped, but they stayed quiet. “Now, how can we keep it that way?” Cautiously, she released her two little captives, who giggled.

			One of the older girls came forward. She was of medium height, and had two unevenly braided pigtails hanging over her shoulders. “I know,” she stated confidently. “The scary lady told me how.” A tiny chorus of little voices agreed.

			Gabrielle put her hands on her hips and gazed down at the little girl. “Oh yeah? How?”

			The girl tipped her head back and looked confidently at Gabrielle. “We will be quiet if you tell us stories.” She almost chanted it. “That’s what she said.”

			“Yes!” Several of the children started hopping up and down.

			Gabrielle stared at her blankly as she tried to absorb the words. “What?” She knelt down so she was at eye level with the tyke. “Who said that, sweetie. Who told you to say that?”

			“The scary lady,” the girl replied stolidly. “She said you know lots of good stories.”

			“’Bout tigers!” one boy yelled.

			“Sea monsters!” another one added excitedly.

			“The scary lady,” Gabrielle repeated softly, a suspicion growing. “Was she really, really tall?” She held her hand far over her own head. “And had long, dark hair, and really blue colored eyes?”

			The child nodded. “Yes,” she agreed solemnly. “The scary lady.”

			Gabrielle looked up over the girl’s head, and caught Eve in mid-smile, which she immediately wiped off her face. “Wait a minute.” She stood up. “Waaaaiiit just a minute.”

			The little girl tugged on her leather belt. “Won’t you tell us?” she asked wistfully.

			“Yeah!” The children all gathered around Gabrielle, pulling on bits of her clothing, and urging her with piping voices.

			Gabrielle looked at Eve, who held her stolid expression for a beat, then shrugged and smiled, lifting both hands up in sheepish guilt.

			“Please?” The little girl took Gabrielle’s hand. “She said you would, if we asked nice.”

			Gabrielle eyed the small faces watching her intently. “She said that, huh?”

			The girl nodded.

			Could she? Gabrielle had consciously tried to forget about her stories, concentrating on developing and honing her warrior skills instead. It seemed much more practical, given that their lives seemed to consist mostly of fighting and danger lately.

			“Please?” The child moved closer and grasped Gabrielle’s hand.

			Gabrielle surrendered both to the children’s wishes and her partner’s tricky scheming. “Okay,” she said. “Come on. Everyone come over here and sit down, and I’ll see what I can come up with.” She sat down on a low box, and the kids settled in a ring around her, the straw ground cover rustling as they squirmed into place.

			Then they all just looked up at her, with wide-eyed, innocent faces. Somehow, looking back at them, Gabrielle found it much easier to forget everything she’d been through in the last few nightmare months and reach back into an older part of her. The part that still dreamed, sometimes.

			The part that could still be awed, and charmed, and amazed by something so simple as an unlikely friendship, which had never stopped showing new facets. “How would you all like to hear a story about the scary lady?” she asked them.

			The kids all looked at each other. “Is it scary?” a young boy asked, timidly.

			“Not this one,” Gabrielle reassured him. “It’s about how the scary lady saved Solstice.”

			“Okay!” The kids clapped and one crawled over to sit right at Gabrielle’s boots, playing with one of the laces.

			Gabrielle took a deep breath, and then just did it. “Once upon a time, there was a really sad Solstice. . . .”

			Eve waited for Gabrielle to relax and settle into her story, and then she got up and walked silently over, sitting down at the edge of the circle of children to listen. She was sure she’d never heard the story before, but somehow parts of it felt so familiar it was almost as though she had.

			When Xena had pressed her into service for her little plan, Eve had been doubtful. It hadn’t made much sense to her, since she felt forcing her mother’s friend into doing something she obviously didn’t want to do wasn’t a very good idea.

			But now, as she watched Gabrielle’s face grow more animated, she had to admit that maybe her mother was right. It was almost like seeing a completely different person.

			“ . . . And Xena knew that if she didn’t change the governor’s mind, the children wouldn’t get to have Solstice,” Gabrielle said. “So she came up with a plan.”

			“Was it a good plan?” one of the boys asked.

			“Xena’s plans are always good plans,” Gabrielle answered wryly, a sudden smile transforming her face. ‘Though you don’t always think so at the time. This one had a donkey in it.”

			“A donkey!” the children chorused. “What was his name?”

			“Tobias,” Gabrielle said. “And he had to help me to fly.” 

			“Oooo.”

			
			When Gabrielle came to the end of the tale, she realized the sounds outside had petered out, and peace had once again descended over the village. As she looked up toward the door, it opened, and Xena slipped inside the room, giving her a wave, and a confident grin. “Well well,” Gabrielle greeted her. “If it isn’t the scary lady.”

			The children all turned to look.

			“Looks like it was all just a misunderstanding,” Xena spoke up. “Couple of guys got into a fight at the gates, things got out of hand, that’s all.”

			“Oh, really,” Gabrielle said, with a very droll grin. 

			“Yeah, sorry.” Xena shrugged. “Looks like you’ve got things under control in here, though, huh?”

			Gabrielle gave the little boy on her lap a hug. “Yeah, I sure do,” she agreed. “We’ve been having a great time, haven’t we, guys?”

			“Yes!” the children cheered.

			Now the bard pointed at the warrior in the doorway. “Okay, kids—now, go on over there, and Xena will be glad to show you all that stuff I told you about. Her sword, and her chakram. Go on.”

			The kids scrambled to their feet and made a rush at the door.

			“Hey . . . hold on.” Xena looked alarmed at the miniature raiding party. “Whoa . . .”

			“Hang on those little leather straps.” Gabrielle called out. “She loves that!”

			“Hey!”

			The children swarmed over the startled warrior, reaching up to grab at her leathers, small voices piping questions. “Can you give us a ride?”

			“Did you really climb up a chimney?” 

			“Does your horse talk?”

			Xena backed away with a dozen of them clinging to her armor skirt. “Wait . . . let go of that . . . Gabrielle!”

			Gabrielle only smiled as she watched the children chase the warrior out the door. She chuckled softly as Eve crouched down at her side.

			“Was . . . that really a true story?” Eve asked skeptically. 

			“Sure was,” Gabrielle told her. “Why?”

			Eve shrugged. “Doesn’t jibe with the Xena I know,” she replied bluntly.

			“You’re wrong,” Gabrielle said. “It’s just a side of her you don’t remember seeing.” She added, thoughtfully, “But I do.”

			Eve decided to drop the subject. “You’re not really mad at her, are you?”

			“No,” the bard replied, with a gentle smile. “Sometimes her methods are like having a rock dropped onto your head, but once you get over the headache, it’s usually worth the pain.” She got up and brushed the straw off her legs as she headed toward the door.

			Eve regarded the retreating woman, and shook her head. “If you say so.” She got up and followed, catching up to Gabrielle within a few strides.

			They emerged into the village square, once again restored to its party atmosphere. A group of village men were standing near the entrance to the inn, talking. They gave Gabrielle and Eve curious looks as they walked past.

			“Hey, that’s the one!” one man muttered. “That’s the one the kids were talking about.”

			Eve hastily pulled her scarf closer, and turned her head, but Gabrielle glanced thoughtfully at the group before abruptly changing direction, and heading right for them.

			
			Late that night, Xena approached the inn at last, well satisfied with her day’s work. The festival was winding down, only a few stragglers were left roaming in the streets with arms around one another, desperately trying to find a way home through the fog of ale.

			She stopped by the stable first, greeting their horses with a pat on their noses, and adding the last supplies she’d gotten to their saddlebags. The twenty-five years they’d spent frozen in time had led to certain changes, Xena had found, and she’d taken advantage of the marketplace to add some new things to their baggage.

			Metal, for instance. Xena sat down on a hay bale and examined her finds. A new type of bit, for one thing, with joints that would make it more comfortable for the horses to wear. She held it out to show Argo II. “See?” The horse snuffled it, then went back to munching on hay. “Everyone’s a critic.” Xena put the bit inside her bag, along with strips of well-cured leather to rewrap her sword hilt and cakes of fragrant soap. She also laid under the bags two new thick wool blankets for the coming cool weather and a half-hide of leather to make repairs to her armor.

			The last thing she took out and lay on her knee. It was a package wrapped neatly inside a woven bag that contained sheets of parchment and a collection of quills. Xena studied it for a moment, then shrugged, and leaned over to open the top of Gabrielle’s pouch, slipping the package inside, then retying the flap over it. “She can only kill me once,” Xena told the horses, who nickered at her in seeming amusement. “Don’t worry, there are a lot of things I can use that stuff for if she doesn’t wanna write on it. It won’t get wasted.”

			“That’s true.”

			For a split second, Xena thought the horse had answered her, and her eyes widened, before she recognized the voice and turned around. Gabrielle was in the doorway to the stable, leaning against the wood and watching her. “Thought you were busy inside.”

			Gabrielle walked over and seated herself on the bale next to Xena. “I was,” she admitted. “Somehow . . .” She paused, and gave Xena a meaningful look. “Those people in there got the idea that I had some entertaining stories to tell.”

			Xena didn’t react. “Maybe the kids told them,” she suggested blandly.

			Gabrielle just smiled. “Maybe,” she agreed. “But I’d rather think it was because I have a friend who loves to meddle in my life when she thinks she’s right about something.”

			Xena smirked a little, then turned to face Gabrielle. “I didn’t think I was right, I knew it,” she proclaimed confidently. “Didn’t I?”

			Gabrielle took her time in answering as she considered how she’d felt. “It felt strange,” she admitted. “We’ve been through so much lately, I really didn’t think there was much of that ability left in me.” She pulled out one of her sais and examined it. “It’s like anything else, though, I guess. I never thought I’d feel natural using these.” She paused. “Or killing in battle. It’s all what you get used to.”

			Xena remained silent, unsure of what to say.

			“But you were right,” Gabrielle continued, quietly. “Thanks.”

			Xena put a hand on Gabrielle’s back. “I know it’s been rough,” she said. “But we’ll make it.”

			Gabrielle nodded slowly. “As long as we have each other to count on, I think we will.” She looked over at Xena, who smiled. “I’ve got one more story to tell over at the inn. You want to come listen? Eve’s up there holding a spot for us.”

			Xena looked surprised. “Eve? Didn’t think she’d be interested in all that old history.” She started toward the door, laying an arm over Gabrielle’s shoulders as they walked together.

			“Oh, she isn’t,” Gabrielle replied, with a smile. “But she’s been fascinated by learning new things about her mother.”

			Xena paused, giving her friend a startled look. “She has?” She thought a moment. “What kind of things?”

			“Good things,” Gabrielle reassured her seriously. “All about the people we’ve helped, and the places we’ve been . . . the things we’ve done . . . you know—everything.”

			They walked on a few more steps. “Everything?” Xena raised an eyebrow, and smirked just a bit.

			Gabrielle pulled on her earlobe. “Well . . . almost everything,” she admitted, clearing her throat slightly.

			“Uh-huh.” Xena chuckled. “That’s what I thought.”

			They walked together from the stable to the inn. The sky was dark, and full of stars, and an air of peace seemed to be evident around the village. Xena drew in a breath of the cool night air, and decided that all was well that ended this nicely. “So what story do you have left to tell?” she asked her friend.

			“Oh . . . it’s part of a long one,” Gabrielle told her. “I’ve been telling it all night . . . all about battles, and adventures, and this wonderful, epic friendship.” She put her hand on the door. “Problem is, I don’t have an ending for it yet.”

			Xena gazed at her, puzzled. “You don’t?”

			“No.” Gabrielle opened the door, and gestured for Xena to enter ahead of her. “It’s still a work in progress.” She followed Xena inside, greeted by the crowd calling their names, strangers no longer.
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