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Chloe perched by the prow of the ship and looked at the cliff ahead of them.  The yellow sandstone, dotted here and there with grayish bushes, loomed over the narrowing strait.  The warm wind tugged on her black hair and filled the sails behind her, bearing them through the narrow entrance to the sea beyond.  The sun glinted off the sea and, up on the cliff, off metal.

Petros came up behind her.  "So," he said, his voice unusually deep, "the Amazons have seen us."

Chloe looked over her shoulder at her brother.  The black-haired man stared at cliff with dark eyes.  "Did you think we could get by without their noticing?"

Her brother spread his hands.  "Hoped."  He grimaced.  "The Amazons are an excellent guard for the herb."

Chloe's eyes darkened; they had no choice, she knew, only the herb could break the blight, and her father had no one else to fetch it whom he trusted not to hold it hostage.  "I think, we've seen enough excellent guards already."  She looked past him, to the men behind:  several dozen young warriors of the Crimson Isles, their dark heads bent over their work, but when they had started out, they had had a couple dozen more.  She scowled in thought.

"The Amazons are not mermecoleons, or that dreadful leopard," she said after a minute.  "We could ask the Amazons for free passage."

Petros grimaced.  "Their queen might grant it."

"What were you planning to do instead?" Chloe asked.  "The Anazons outnumber us.  Badly."

Light flashed from the cliff again; a pattern that could not be accidental, Chloe thought.  She swallowed.  Petros nodded.  "We'll try it."  He stepped back and called, "Markos!"

Chloe ignored the renewed bustle behind her; they had brought her to find and harvest the magical herb, not to take care for the journey.  The boat slowly advanced, and the cliff flowed by, sinking down to the level of the water.  A narrow valley touched the shore; on each side of the beach, the stony slopes swarmed with the Amazons, sunlight glinting from their spears and shields.  Chloe gulped.  She could see a fortified city, deep in the valley, but her eyes kept coming back to the rocks.

Markos appeared beside her.  "My lady, you should get back."

Petros's voice carried over the ship.  "No, Markos, she should stay."  He strode forward.  "The Amazons know that our women are not warriors; Chloe might make them wonder."  He looked at his sister.  "In fact, Chloe, you should ask the queen for passage."

Chloe flinched.  Her eyes went back to the Amazons.  Who would know she was not a warrior, she reminded herself; Petros was right there.

Show them that you are a princess of the Crimson Isles, she thought fiercely.  She rose her feet, her hand smoothing out the skirt of her saffron chiton, and resisted the impulse to clench the fabric.  The ship slowly approached the beach, until it came within a spear's cast.

Spears bristled from the rocks ahead of them.  "Halt!" bellowed a voice.  Behind Chloe, the men hurried about the sails, and the ship stopped.  The waters lapped against the hull.  The tall, dark-haired women watched them without moving.

"No outlander may come to the land of the Amazons," said the same harsh voice.  "Go back!"

Chloe swallowed and raised her voice.  "We are not coming to the land of the Amazons," she said, her voice lighter than she had hoped.  She plowed on.  "We are but passing by."

A stir went through the crowd—perhaps for her words, perhaps for her sex—but died quickly.

"We grant no passage," said the voice.  Chloe picked out the woman, whose weathered face held the marks of years, and turned toward her.

"Your queen can," she said.  "Let us ask her."

"Go back!" said another voice, younger and harsher.  "Take your impudence with you!"  Chloe looked toward that speaker and tried to marshal another argument when the Amazon spoke again.  "Why should the queen listen to you?"

"Because the gods hate those who despise petitioners," said Chloe, formally.  "Who shed blood without reason and hate justice."  She stopped and hoped she had not sounded glib.

The first woman to speak turned to the second and said something; her words did not carry over the water, but her angry tone did.  The second retorted, but Chloe could only make out a few words, "The ogre of the north," and "candidate."  The waves lapped against the boat.  Chloe licked her lips.

A long time later, the first woman turned back to the water.  "We will bring your petition to Queen Helen."  The second woman looked at the boat with a malevolent expression.  Chloe felt too relieved to care.  The first woman said, "Pull your boat up on the beach and wait."

Petros called out the orders.  Chloe sat, her heart pounding; she still had to speak to the queen.  The boat lurched into movement.  Chloe forced herself to take a deep breath.  You are a princess, she reminded herself.

The city swarmed like an anthill as the ship drove into the shore, and as they waited.  We mean them no harm, Chloe reminded herself; why should they not let us pass?

The sun inched higher.  Out of the city came a party, and in its middle stood a woman on whose dark hair gold flashed.  Chloe gulped and clambered out of the ship to stand on the sands.  Petros came after her, with three other men, but Chloe looked only at the approaching queen.

The Amazons formed a line before them, a spear's cast away, and watched the outlanders with wary dark eyes.  A tall woman of middle years, a golden circlet on her black hair, stood in their center and looked at Chloe.

"Who are you, who claim to be passing by our lands?" Queen Helen said, her voice ringing.

"I am Princess Chloe, of the Crimson Isles," Chloe said, pleasantly surprising herself with the strength of her voice.  "The crops of the isles are blighted, and to break the curse, we need a herb of Serpent Islands."  She gestured up the strait.  "In that sea."  Queen Helen looked considering.  Chloe lowered her arm.  "We want nothing more than to go there, and to return by this strait.  We mean you no harm; indeed, we will do nothing to you."

Queen Helen's mouth pursed.  "And if I refuse you?"

Chloe felt her tongue freeze.  Petros took a step forward.  "My father the king told me to bear my sister on this quest."  He met the queen's eyes.  "It would be my duty to try to go on."  He looked about.  The queen's escort, Chloe noted, was larger than the ship's company, but not much.

Queen Helen smiled a little at this impudent half-threat.  "Stay here," she said.  Lowering her voice, she spoke to a woman beside her, and a dozen Amazons fell back to hold council.

A few grains of sand had worked their way into Chloe's sandal, where they ground against her foot as she waited; she wished she dared to pull off the sandal and shake them out.  The Amazons on guard shifted a little.  One of Petros's men eyed the nearest Amazon, and the woman looked back at him with bold eyes.  Chloe remembered how the Amazons kept up their numbers, and looked sharply away.

Up on the rocks, just out of a spear's range, more Amazons stood.  The rocks half-hid them, but Chloe picked out two companies, one creeping slowly closer.  Behind her, she heard the men on shipboard surreptitiously readying their weapons, but Petros stood like stone next to her.  Chloe wondered how he managed it.

A woman sprang from the Amazons coming toward them and ran to the other group among the rocks.  Chloe bit her lip.  A messenger? she thought.

Queen Helen's voice rose again.  "I have decided!"  The woman stalked like a lioness across the sands.  She stepped past the band of warriors and spoke in a lower voice, her tone formal.  "Princess Chloe, take your ship, and go onward.  You may pass by our lands now, and to return."

Chloe's shoulders slumped, and she let out a long breath.

A voice rang from the rocks:  "Treachery!"  An arrow whistled through the air within an inch of Petros.

"Your warriors!" Chloe called to the queen, panicking.  The queen looked shocked but could do no more before a volley of arrows flew after the first one.  Chloe fell back to huddle beside the boat.  The Amazons swarmed out of the rocks—she had not realized how close they were—and Petros's men pushed by her, weapons in hand.  Blood flowed, and the queen's guard moved to the defense of their comrades.

"Stop this!"  Helen's voice barely carried over the din, and Chloe knew that she heard it only because she was not caught up in the battle.  Crouched against the hull, she saw the queen rise up, gesturing with her weaponless hands.  An arrow flew through the air, and into the queen's throat.  Chloe could not move.

"You have murdered your queen!" shouted one of the Amazons.  "Fall back!"  Some of the Amazons started to, and Petros shouted, "Men of the Crimson Isles, to the ship!"

In a minute, Chloe knew not how, the combatants had parted, and the beach lay empty except for the corpses—over a dozen of those.  Chloe gulped.  Near her feet lay the young man who had been eying the Amazon.  Chloe's eyes drifted over the beach.  Where the queen's guard had stood lay that Amazon, her eyes staring sightless at the sky.  The air seemed suddenly darker, and Chloe, woozy, grabbed the hull and closed her eyes.

"Chloe!" said Petros.  "Are you hurt?"

Chloe opened her eyes for a second and closed them again.  She shook her head.  "What happened?" she said, weakly.

"I wish I knew," Petros said grimly.  He looked over the sands to the queen's body.  "I do not think it safe to leave, whatever the queen said."

Chloe gulped, thinking that staying might be safer, but it was not safe.  She opened her eyes.  On the other side of the beach the Amazons gathered.  Two of them disputed bitterly.  Their words did not carry on the breeze, but she watched their angry gestures, and wondered what authority they held.  Chloe licked her lips; one of them was the second woman who had ordered them off, who had arguing they could
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