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Atalanta

of the cold, clear water they gave me to drink, how clumsy I
was with the cup they held to the mouth of the spring for me.

That night, I did not sleep next to the bears' shaggy warmth,
the heavy thrum of their hearts beating in my ears, but on a bed

of animal skins, and I woke to the sound of a woman singing.

It was Artemis who had come for me,I would discover, and

it was to her sacred grove that she had taken me. Artemis, the

goddess of the hunt, to whom the forest and all its inhabitants
belonged. We all fell under her silvery gaze,we all bowed to her

might, from the worms slithering in the earth to the howling
wolves. The forest of Arcadia shimmered with her power.

She gave me to the nymphs to raise. It was their task to
teach me what she found too tedious; for them to guide me

to understand how they talked, and to learn, haltingly at first,
how to respond; for them to show me how to weave the cloth
from which they made the simple tunics they all wore, and

how to honour the other gods and goddesses whose names

they taught me, though none of them ever came to our forest.

They taught me where to gather berries, how to avoid the ones

that would make me sick, warned me against the innocuous-

seeming fungi that would drain the life right out of me. I saw

that their lives were dedicated to Artemis; they kept the forest

for her, nurturing its springs, its rivers, its plants and all the
life within it. In exchange, they lived there,loved and guarded

by her.

At first, her visits seemed sporadic, unpredictable to me.

From the cave where I slept beside the nymphs,I would watch
the passage of the moon across the sky chart its progress

from slender crescent to shining orb. I learned that it would
never dwindle back to a sliver again without her coming to
us.'Wandering through the forest,I would keep a watchful eye
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Atalanta

she did on the soft earth. The dogs streamed ahead of us,

ears pricked as they sniffed the air eagerly. \[hen they caught

the scent they were searching for, she pulled me down swiftly
beside her, crouching behind a fallen 1og, peering over the vel-

vety moss as she narrowed her eyes and took aim with the bow.

The stag broke through the trees, panicked by the hounds.

It was a majestic creature, the antlers spreading wide and tall
from its broad forehead, perhaps the most magnificent one

I'd seen. Her arrow pierced its throat in an instant, before its

liquid brown eyes could register the danger it had run into,
and it slumped down, a trickle of red sliding down below the

slender wooden shaft of her weapon.

She caught.my admiring glance and smiled. The next time,
she showed me how to hold the bow, its weight seeming to
thrum in my hands, quivering with power.

From then, I lived for the days that Artemis would arrive
in the grove, when she would beckon me out into the stillness

of dawn with the bow in her hand. Her voice,low and urgent

in my ear as she breathed her instructions: how to watch for
the movement of the deer hidden deep among the ferns, how
to render myself motionless, invisible, eyes fixed on the target,
the bow strung taut in my hands until there was nothing left
in the world but me and my quarry. I'd exhale as the arrow
flew straight for its throat, just as she'd shown me. Under her

tutelage,I shaped a bow of my own and never went anywhere

in the forest without it. There was nothing sweeter to me in
the world than the sound of her delighted laughter when I hit
the mark.

As well as the thrill of success and the satisfaction of the

kill, I wanted to please her. As the nymphs had told me, it
was under the protection of Artemis that I had the chance
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Atalanta

I was full of curiositS though, watching my new compan-

ions from my vantage point perched on a boulder by the pool,

shaded by the delicate sweep of willow branches. There was

Phiale, who, in the summer months when the water ran low,

could always coax more to flow from the springs even if they

had dwindled to a trickle, while Crocale drifted gracefully

across the earth, flowers blooming in her wake.'When the

ground dried and hardened, baked beneath the sun, Psekas

could conjure a sprinkling of rain from the air to nourish the

thirsty soil. I wondered how they'd learned such tricks.'Have
you always been in the forest?' I asked them.

'Not always,' Phiale told me.'Some of us are the daughters

of the Titan Oceanos, the mighty river that girdles the earth.

Our father sent us to Artemis when we were children, and

we've dwelt here ever since.'

It raised another question for me: though I was growing

swiftly all the time, and was almost as tall as the nymphs were

aheady, why did they never seem to change?

'Like Artemis, we grew from childhood to take this form
and this is how we will stag'Phiale explained. .While the god-

dess will never die, we can be harmed by wild beasts or . ..
in other ways.' She paused.'Nymphs can be killed, like the

creatures you hunt in the woods. But the ravages of age won't
ever touch us.'

''S7hat about me?'I asked.

She cupped my cheek in her hand, stroking back the wisps

of hair that had escaped my braid.'You're mortal, Atalanta.
Not like any other mortal who has ever lived, but you will
grow and age like every human does.'

'Don't frighten her.'

Approaching from the far side of the grove, her hair coming
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Atalanta

glowing from the thrill and exertion of the chase. She handed

off the spear, her bow and her quiver of arrows to a couple

of nymphs standing ready and they laid them carefully at the

sides of the cave. While they did so, Crocale slid the tunic
from Artemis' shoulders and swept up her hair as the goddess

stepped naked into the water.

Artemis sighed with contentment as the midday sun caught

her in its glow, highlighting her upturned face, the curve of
her shoulders and her breasts. It was a moment so beautiful,
so harmonious, that I think all of us were suspended in it.

'There were men out hunting this morning too,' Callisto
said. There was something significant in her tone, some kind
of meaning that passed between her and Phiale as they glanced

from each other to Artemis, still blissfully bathing.

I sat up straighter.'How close did they get?'

Callisto laughed.'Not very.'

'They never do,' I said. Men, hounds and horses. They

intruded on our forest every now and again, horns blaring
and the thunder of their shouts startling the birds from the

treetops, but in all their noise and chaos, they never knew for
a moment how close they might pass to me, a nymph or the
goddess herself.

Phiale's face was unusually stern.'Don't be so sure,' she

said.'They've made it deep into the forest before.'

I shrugged.'They aren't fast enough to catch more than a
glimpse of us.'

'You can't let them catch even a glimpse.' Phiale shook her

head, and I felt a flicker of irritation at her caution.
'Trul5 you mustn't.' Callisto stood, reaching into the cave

to retrieve a wide-mouthed cup that she dipped into the stream

of water constantly replenishing the pool.
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Atalanta

convulsing, over and over, his screams ringing into the sk5
and then he rolled over on to four legs - no longer a man
but a stag.'

'The dogs ...' Callisto said, and she swallowed.
'He tried to flee, his legs tangling underneath him. They

leapt on him at once, and the whole grove rang with the sound
of their snarls.'

'I couldn't watch,' Callisto said.

I was fascinated and repelled in equal measure.'But isn't
this a warning to the men to stay away? Why does it mean

I should avoid them? If they follow us here, they'll meet the
same punishment.'

'Imagine if Artemis hadnt been here that day.' Phiale

pushed her hair back from her face impatiently.'Imagine if a

man found one of us here without her, came across a nymph
bathing alone, disrobed and vulnerable? If they knew we were
here, what do you think they would do?'

'I don't know.'I could tell from her tone it was something
awful.

Callisto came forr,rrards, into the light again. 'Of course

you don't, and that's because of how we live, just us women
and Artemis.'

'Artemis keeps us safe herer' Phiale said.'But in exchange,

we've all made the same vow: that we have nothing to do
with men.'

'His dogs were howling all through the evening, searching

for their master,' Callisto said.'They wanted his praise for the
kill they'd made.'We heard his friends in the distance shouting
his name, Actaeon, over and over. It took hours for them to
give up.'

I thought about it.'He came to hunt. He found something

Jr

stronger than he was.''
had taught me that wl
woods, bow in hand. \
we encountered, to be
every time.

'That's right,l Phial
and we aren't all as fas

lightening now; she la
playfulness.

'Nor do we all have
the bow,' Callisto adde

But I would be then
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dart ahead of them, to
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where they could never
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